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Backgrounder
Miami Veterinary Foundation Summary:
The Miami Veterinary Foundation helps pets have a better standard of living and teaches pet owners that 
having a pet takes more work than just being a best friend. It does this through free pet owner classes, fund-
ing education in the veterinarian field and by providing services for pets to receive necessary medication. 
 
Mission Statement: 
The Miami Veterinary Foundation’s (MVF) mission is to create a better quality of life for pets in Miami Dade 
through ownership education and pet treatment.

History:
The Miami Veterinary Foundation was started in the 1970s to help veterinarians and pet owners give back to 
the community. The foundation was initially funded by 50 cent surcharges to each rabies tag a veterinarian 
issued, however, the foundation now relies more on donors and sponsorships. Over the years, the foundation 
has grown from an initial focus to the Spay-Neuter program to include many educational and animal relat-
ed humanitarian programs. It has also funded a scholarship program at the University of Florida Veterinary 
School and the Miami-Dade Veterinary Tech program.  

MVF has established a close partnership with the South Florida Veterinary Medical Association to promote 
quality veterinary medicine and responsible pet ownership in our community. The Foundation has also sup-
ported Miami Dade Animal Services by providing funding for major improvements during renovations. Initially 
called the Dade County Veterinary Foundation, we later adopted the name of The South Florida Veterinary 
Foundation, and now we have made a permanent change to Miami Veterinary Foundation. 

Programs: 

Spay & Neuter 
Members of MVF are able to participate in our spay and neuter subsidy voucher program by qualifying as “low 
Income.” Proof of low income status must be provided for the veterinarian to be reimbursed through the MVF 
voucher system. 

Low income owners are those who can prove they receive benefits from one of the following: 
Food Stamps, Medicaid, Supplemental Security Income (SSI) 
Temporary Assistance for Needed Families (TANF) 
Jackson Memorial Hospital Clinic Care 

In each case, the eligible owner must provide a copy of the ACTUAL LETTER stating that they are entitled to 
the above benefits, and show that the dates still apply and are current. No “smart cards” (plastic credit card 
style) will be acceptable as valid proof. Samples of the various acceptable letters are available from MDAS. 

MVF- PUP-E-SPOTS Program  
Students Providing on Campus Training Services is also known as the MVF-PUP-E Program (Preventing 
Unwanted Pet Euthanasia). This program is hosted in the Felix Varela High School and serves to educate 
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students about the euthanasia rate in this county, offer supportive behavioral training initiatives for dogs ad-
opted from Animal Services and to serve as liaison for programs working toward the goals of reducing shelter 
euthanasia.  

Six dogs are selected from Animal Services through a highly selective process to live at the high school. Par-
ticipating students look after and train the dogs with the intention of helping the dogs past the Canine Good 
Citizens test to be adopted into a permanent home. Students teach the dogs manners and life skills to help 
them be the best canine citizens they can be. 

History of MVF PUP E Spots Program:
This program came about after Dr. Karen Ashby added Miami-Dade Animal Services (MDAS) as one of her 
relief veterinary clients. Her main interaction with MDAS prior to this was through seeing sick pets that were 
adopted from MDAS and were brought into the private practices where she worked with distraught new own-
ers. Her experiences were mostly negative, however, when she began working at MDAS she encountered col-
leagues and other staff who despite the limitations of funding and poor housing conditions for the animals, 
worked diligently, with kindness & compassion, to do their best to care for every pet. Eventually, Dr. Ashby 
wanted to do more to prevent euthanasia and the program was born. 

Project Unleashed 
In partnership with Camillus House, MVF provides vaccines, well checks and flea and tick control to pets of 
the homeless. MVF also collects pet food through Project Unleashed, which is then distributed via Camillus 
House or Chapman Partnership for the Homeless. Project Unleashed clinics are hosted every other month at 
Camillus House. 

Friends of the Foundation 
Friends of Foundation offers free public education lectures on various topics pertinent to pet care. These 
lectures are led by veterinarians and are targeted to para-professionals, canine sports enthusiasts, rescue 
groups, veterinary technicians and anyone who has an interest. Friends of the Foundation hosts its lectures at 
the University of Miami.  

Grants & Scholarships 
Animal Friend of Florida Grant - We provide a $25,000 Grant awarded by Animal Friend of Florida specifically 
for Spay and Neuter Services. In order for services to be reimbursable under the Grant the pet owner must 
reside in the City of Overtown. This Grant offers services via a voucher program to reimburse the veterinarian 
who provides the services or the Humane Society of Greater Miami.
 
University of Florida – We provide a Veterinary College $25,000 Endowment for a Miami Dade County resident 
Veterinary student scholarship. 

Miami Dade Community College – We provide a Veterinary Technician Scholarship and/or purchase of need-
ed supplies for the program. Each year funds are expended on behalf of the program. In 2013 we provided a 
scholarship and in 2014 we gave a Doppler Machine.
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Key People:
President - Irving Lerner, DVM
Past President -Millie Rosales, DVM, DACVD
Treasurer/Secretary - Larry Bernstein, VMD, CVA, CVH
Executive Director - H. Chris Septer

Contact Information:
Executive Director:
H. Chris Septer
(786) 380-2850
office@sfvet.org

Main Contact for Documents and Spay Neuter Forms:
Larry Bernstein
305-652-5372
Treasurer@sfvet.org
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Pet Ownership Fact Sheet
How Can One Benefit from Owning a Pet?
“We observed evidence that pet owners fared better, both in terms of well-being outcomes and individual 
differences, than non-owners on several dimensions,” -lead researcher Allen R. McConnell, PhD, of Miami 
University in Ohio

Friends With Benefits: On the Positive Consequences of Pet Ownership 
According to the American Psychological Association 

• “Research shows that pet owners are less likely to die within 1 year of having a heart attack than those who 
do not own pets (1% vs. 7%, respectively; Friedmann & Thomas, 1995). 
• “Elderly Medicare patients with pets (especially dogs) had fewer physician visits than similar patients with-
out pets” (Sie- gel, 1990).
• “[In conclusion] Pet owners had better self-esteem, greater levels of exercise and physical fitness, and they 
tended to be less lonely than nonowners.” 

Five Good Reasons Why You Should Spay or Neuter Your Dog
According to the Brown University Canine Behavior Program:

• Spay and neutered dogs and cats live longer and healthier lives.
• Spay and neutered pets are better, more affectionate companions.
• “Neutering your male dog or cat prevents testicular tumors and may prevent prostate problems...decreases 
the possibility of perianal tumors and hernias (found in older, unaltered dogs).”
• “Neutered cats are less likely to roam... the threat of abscesses caused by bites and diseases transmitted by 
fighting are greatly reduced.”
• Spaying female dogs and cats eliminates the possibility of uterine or ovarian cancer and greatly reduces the 
incidence of breast cancer.
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Dr. Lerner 
Dr. Lerner is a Miami native and graduated from University of Florida’s Col-
lege of Veterinary Medicine in 1982. Three years later, he founded Crossroads 
Animal Hospital in Kendall and stills runs it to this day. He and his wife, Cindy, 
have been happily married for 39 years and have three kids and two grandkids.

Dr. Robert Pane 
Dr. Robert Pane is originally from upstate New York and grew up working on 
a local dairy farm and in a local veterinary hospital. He did his undergradu-
ate studies at the State University of New York at Buffalo and went on to get 
his graduate degree from the College of Veterinary Medicine at Cornell. He 
received his doctorate in 1975 and has been with the South Kendall Animal 
Hospital since 1977.

Dr. Larry Bernstein
A veterinarian since graduation from University of Pennsylvania veterinary 
school in 1977, Dr. Larry Bernstein has been primarily using alternative medi-
cine circa 1991. He has two children from a prior marriage and has been with 
his new partner, Karen, for over 20 years.
 
Dr. Maria Oliviera 
Born and raised in the Dominican Republic, Dr. Maria Oliviera received her vet-
erinary degree from the University of Santo Domingo. After graduation in1989, 
she moved to Miami, Florida, to become a small animal veterinarian. She then 
opened the South Miami Animal Clinic and now runs a prosperous small ani-
mal practice.

Dr. Karen Ashby
After her childhood in Miami, Dr. Karen Ashby attended the University of Flor-
ida College of Veterinary Medicine. She practiced in Wellington for two years 
before moving to the U.S. Virgin Islands. 5 years after purchasing and oper-
ating a veterinary practice, she moved back to Miami to be with family. She 
joined Calusa Crossing Animal Hospital in 2005 and has been there ever since.

Dr. Bradley Richter
Dr. Bradley Richter has spent over 35 years practicing veterinary medicine in 
Miami. He graduated with a degree in animal husbandry from the University of 
Missouri in 1974. After that he received an NIH grant in Nutritional Research. 
He enjoys outdoor activities such as hiking, fishing and golf. He has traveled 
all over the country and is involved in several local and national organizations.

 

Veterinarian Bios
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Dr. Kenneth Snyder 
Graduating in 1985 from the University of Florida’s School of veterinary medi-
cine, Dr. Kenneth Snyder practiced equine medicine before starting his house-
call practice, The Visiting Vet, in 1987. Dr. Snyder’s more recent pursuit is 
to find at-risk animals and match them with young men and women. These 
young men and women are at-risk of living unhappy and non-productive lives 
because of poor foster care situations. This process can facilitate healing for 
both the animals and the youth involved.

Dr. Claudia Velderrama 
Dr. Claudia Velderrama, coming from Cali, Colombia, is bilingual and enjoys 
her relationships with English and Spanish-speaking clientele. After grad-
uating from the Florida College of Veterinary medicine in 1995, she worked 
in a mixed animal practice. Seven years later she started Veterinary Relief 
Services. Practicing as a relief veteran since 2000, Dr. Valderrama enjoys the 
challenges of working in many different practices settings. In her free time, 
she loves to scuba dive, travel on adventures, and do yoga.

David Raymond
Ana Sanchez
Christine Septer, Executive Director

Veterinarian Bios
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Past Press
2/11/2017 Felix Varela High School students train abandoned dogs to help them find loving homes | 
Miami Herald 

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/education/article122716489.html  

EDUCATION DECEMBER 26, 2016 6:00 AM High school students train abandoned dogs — and give 
them a second chance at life

BY KYRA GURNEY k g u r n e y @ m i a m i h e r a l d .c o m 

This year at Felix Varela Senior High School, there were six new students in Yleana Escobar’s veter-
inary science program. And, as newcomers, some of them had a hard time adjusting. One student 
refused to interact with his peers. Others acted out, jumping on desks and refusing to sit still. 

But Escobar and the other students understood. The newcomers had been through a lot before get-
ting to the high school. They had been abandoned at a young age and some had lived on the streets. 
One was covered in ticks and fleas and was losing his hair to manage. 

Before Escobar and her students brought them to Felix Varela for training, the six dogs faced a bleak 
future. 
“We had one dog about to be euthanized,” said Alyssa Dawson, 18, one of the students in Felix Vare-
la’s SPOTS Dog Training Program, part of the school’s veterinary science magnet. “We gave them a 
chance at life.” 
Over the past semester, the SPOTS students have lovingly trained the dogs, even coming to school 
on weekends and holidays to work with the animals. Their goal was to turn the motley crew into 
“perfect pooches” so they had a better shot at getting adopted into a loving home. 

“One of the top reasons people give up dogs is because of behavior,” said Escobar, who runs the 
veterinary science magnet. “We want that to change. We want people to understand that even your 
hardest cases can be assisted through proper behavioral care.” 

The program started four years ago in collaboration with Karen Ashby, a Miami vet who was shocked 
by the number of abandoned animals she saw while working at a local animal shelter. Many of the 
dogs had been dropped off by pet owners who were unable to cope with behavior problems. 

“I became overwhelmed by the number of animals that are left there, and the overwhelming number 
of animals that were being euthanized at that time,” Ashby said. She stayed up at night doing re-

search on what she could do to help and came across a book that explained how vets could improve 
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dog behavior so they were less likely to end up in a shelter. 

Ashby reached out to local dog trainers and rescue groups, and started the Miami Veterinary Coali-
tion to Prevent Unwanted Pets & Pet Euthansia. The organization teaches local vets and the public 
about force-free training, a technique that uses positive reinforcement like treats to shape dog be-
havior. Ashby’s group partnered with Escobar to teach the technique to students in the vet science 
program, and for the first few years the students brought dogs from a local rescue program to the 
school for training. 

This year for the first time, Felix Varela has partnered with Miami-Dade County Animal Services to 
bring dogs directly from the shelter to the high school. The six dogs taken from a Doral shelter this 
semester lived in kennels attached to Escobar’s classroom and played in a spacious outdoor area 
behind the school. For 10 weeks, students trained the animals, coming in at 6 every morning to 
check on the dogs before class and squeezing in whatever time they could during the day between 
classes, homework and their other obligations. On weekends and during Escobar’s class, they dou-
bled down on the behavior training. 

The students also documented the dogs’ transformation, posting pictures and videos on a Facebook 
page for prospective families. By the end of the semester, the students had found homes for all of 
the animals. The hardest part, they said, was saying goodbye to the dogs they had grown to love. 
One student broke down in tears when the dog she had worked with all semester was placed with a 
family. 

The sense of loss will be short-lived, however. Come January, the students will pick six more dogs 
from the shelter and start the training process all over again. 

Students in the vet science program are studying to become veterinary assistants while they are 
in high school, and many plan to become vets or work with animals in another capacity after they 
graduate. Ashby and Escobar hope that as the students start their careers, their knowledge of force-
free training techniques will help change the way pet owners interact with canines and hopefully 
keep more animals from ending up in shelters. 

In the meantime, the SPOTS program also serves another purpose, said Jennifer Hernandez, 17, one 
of three seniors who helps Escobar oversee the training along with classmates Dawson and Marcela 
Alvaro, 17. For students who feel out of place at school or struggle to make friends, the SPOTS pro-
gram provides a sense of belonging. 
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“This is their getaway,” Hernandez said. “The dogs don’t judge the kids ... the dog becomes their 
best friend.” 

Dawson agreed. “The dogs just listen and look at you like, ‘I love you,’” she said. 
“They forget about the problems,” Hernandez said. “It’s another world. They forget about the math 
test they failed.” 

Alvaro nodded. “It’s a relief,” she said.


