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The special needs of dogs from abroad
 
About ten years’ ago, my behaviour practice began to see dogs that had been imported from 
other countries – primarily European ones – and over the years, the numbers have grown 
substantially. What was once an unusual call to the office for help with a dog that had been 
rescued from overseas has become commonplace, and we now find ourselves dealing with not 
just adult dogs that private individuals have brought back at their own time and expense, but 
also whole litters of puppies, brought in by charities and societies dedicated to the cause. 

Of course, there must be many, many dogs who settle quite happily here with their new owners 
and in their new homes. These are the ones we don’t hear about. However, we also hear some 
terrible stories of dogs who are just not coping with the huge change to their environment, and 
who are living in fear or who are affected by serious medical issues that compromise their 
welfare. 

There’s no doubt in my mind that the movement of thousands of dogs across our borders is here 
to stay. With that in mind, it’s vital that we are all up to speed on the behavioural, welfare and 
clinical issues which surround these dogs. 

In order to help, I’ve asked two experts to give us their views on this topic.

1.

I have also collated (and detangled!) the latest information on the top seven parasitic illnesses 
that are most likely to affect dogs from abroad, (and, for fairness, here too) and which may also 
have implications for the health of dogs in the UK long-term. 



Five years ago, a friend of mine rescued a beautiful dog from Romania. Her name is Bamby. I 
loved her and decided to sponsor a little dog from the same shelter.

I do feel that Facebook and other social media platforms have had a big impact on imported dogs 
(and everything else in the world too for that matter!). I was sitting at home one evening looking 
at seemingly endless pictures of dogs, all of whom needed a home. Some looking sad, others 
scared, others helpless, and then little Morena popped up on my screen. 

A bit like Tinder (so I am reliably informed..!) I didn’t swipe to the left, but hovered over her 
picture and something about her vulnerability reached out to me.  

Morena was a street puppy who had been hit by a car, separated from her mother and who 
sought refuge in a petrol station. A kind lady observed her there for three days and then scooped 
her up and took her to Maria who runs a treatment rescue centre in Budapest where Morena was 
treated for her injuries.

She was described as sweet natured and loved by all at the rescue centre. 

I started to sponsor her. I already had a Labrador and wasn’t looking for another dog - so this felt 
like I could help, in some small way, to keep Morena safe, or at least fed.

Wrong.

2.

Chantal Hughes is a Clever Dog Company 
Licensed Trainer who specialises in helping 
owners with dogs that have been rescued from 
overseas with training and behavior problems. 
As the owner of an ‘imported rescue’ dog 
herself, she is in a unique position to comment 
on both the joys and the challenges that 
‘overseas rescues’ can present, and raises some 
essential points for us to think about. 

Chantal is based in Wimbledon.
 

Bunny’s story

My life with my imported dog.
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About a year later, through a mix up with Paypal, I learned that sweet Morena had been sent to a 
public kill shelter 80km outside Bucharest. A known hell-zone. Starvation, abuse, 
overcrowding, no veterinary care, freezing temperatures, you’ve heard it all. Morena was plunged 
into that world. She was still a baby.

So, with high emotions, anda lot of help from my friends, I found a very kind man driving dogs 
from Greece to the UK who agreed to detour to Bucharest and bring her to the UK. I was 
desperate to tell her to be brave for just a bit longer.

She arrived exhausted after a long and - I am certain - a horrifying journey to the UK. I collected 
her at a service station off the M23 early one Sunday morning and the emotion I felt that morning 
stays with me to this day.

Out stepped Morena. She was tiny, terrified, trembling and - previously unbeknown to me - 
tailless with big ears. Lots of things I had not expected, or been made aware of. She had not been 
spayed and was clearly still a puppy.  

Since she has big ears and a missing tail she was renamed and is now, fittingly, called Bunny.
A month later Bunny came into season – I suspect it was her first. I booked her in for her spay op 
three months after that. A month later though she had another season, and then a third, all 
within five months.  She became overwhelmed by the attention she received from other dogs 
during those months.
 
Missing or docked tails is a whole subject in its own right so I will only touch on my thoughts on 
practically what this means…

I think it means that these dogs potentially get themselves into sticky situations perhaps with 
scent communication, that they really don’t want to be in. They have a situation where their tails 
are not able to conceal that area around their anus and so they actually can’t conceal the scent 
that says, ‘I’m socially confident, I’m socially aroused.’

Bunny was finally spayed. Two years on she became entirely incontinent overnight and will 
spend the rest of her life on medication to keep her dry. The reality? That condition and 
treatment has a behavioural impact on an already damaged dog. 

3.

Bunny has mental health issues. Who wouldn’t? She was somehow separated from her 
mother and presumably her siblings as a tiny pup. Her mother was almost certainly 
stressed, so those stress hormones became part of Bunny’s DNA. She was injured in a traffic 
accident and then experienced temporary respite only to be sent, powerless, to a life of fear. 
Then she was subject to a lot of unwanted attention with no tail to cover her modesty.
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To this day I find it hard not to be anthropomorphic but no matter how you view this, it’s clearly 
going to have an impact. 

I am mindful too of how my Labrador’s life has changed. Her once pretty perfect (though I say it 
myself) socialization has now regressed. An impact not often considered.

No longer do we take social walks - we sneak out to places early in the morning or later in 
evenings where we don’t meet other dogs - just in case Bunny reacts and gets into trouble.  

I have noticed that imported dogs seem to have a bond. Or maybe they speak the same language. 
Some certainly display highly intrusive sniffing when meeting new dogs which not surprisingly 
doesn’t always go down too well! 

The call of the wild is strong with Bunny. Nature or nurture? Most likely a bit of both. Bunny has 
innate fear when she’s not running wild and wired with dopamine. She’s afraid of everything. I 
work with her every day and guide her to make good decisions. That does wonders for her 
confidence. 

She also adores training and learning new things. Her seeking system is active, her 
problem-solving skills are thoughtful and experimental. I do believe that dogs who have had to 
fend themselves at some stage in their life do have a kind of alertness (sometimes moving into 
hyper-vigilance, which is not so good) which lends very well to training.

We also have set backs. Big ones.

And yet most days, I marvel at her courage, progress and most of all, her optimism.  

She’s up for life! And what’s not to love about that?

I am lucky. I have had life-saving, specialist support, help, advice, empathy and 
immaculately timed humor from my friends and behaviourists Sarah Whitehead at 
www.cleverdogcompany.com and Oli Juste at www.olijustedogtrainer.co.uk
 
I liken my life with Bunny as living with a recovering alcoholic. One day at a time. 
When out with her I watch her body language – (I recommend the course Learn To 
Talk Dog www.learntotalkdog.com) and have learnt to predict and manage situa-
tions to keep her safe. 

4.
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The special needs of imported dogs 

Chantal Hughes

So, as the owner of an imported rescue dog myself, I know only too well the joys and challenges 
that can come with the dog’s passport!

Here is a brief (and certainly not complete!) puppy socialisation checklist. Please keep it in mind 
as you read on…..

As I considered this topic, what ARE the special needs of imported dogs? The answer became 
clear. It depends. And here’s why…

On 24th January 2016 DEFRA released a figure of 93,424 dogs imported into the UK in 2015. That 
is a staggering figure isn’t it?

Of that figure, 33,249 came from Romania, Ireland, Lithuania, Hungary and Poland. 

I am going to start by talking briefly about the different types of imported, free-ranging rescue 
dogs. 

There are the true feral dogs, the street or village dogs and then there are the trafficked dogs and 
puppies who come in from puppy farms outside our borders.

Stairs, elevators

Visitors, deliveries

Rucksacks

Shouting, laughing, crying, 
clapping

Cats, squirrels any other 
animals

Tiles, snow, carpets, grass Men Television,
Echo speaker

Spasmodic movement,
rapid movement

Cars, cars backfiring,
car rides

Ironing boards, mops,
Hoovers

Shopping trolly Walkers (no dog) Beards, hats,
sunglasses

Door bell, intercom Wheelchairs,
buggies

Walking sticks

Women Children Bikes, scooters

5.
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Feral dogs

Although frequently referred to as strays, feral dogs are not strays. They are different, 
scientifically. 

This predisposes these dogs to extreme fearfulness, of almost everything we ask them to 
experience in our human world 

Street dogs

Street or village dogs are born on the street, or have at 
some time lived in a home and been abandoned or left 
behind. 

These dogs can be well human-oriented and dependent 
on us for food. In general terms, these dogs can make 
wonderful pets and benefit hugely from interacting with 
their owner as they have lived with or around people and 
understand our lifestyles. 

However, sadly many of these feral and street dogs face 
a violent capture and are forced into shelter where they 
often experience abuse. This can lead to PTSD, phobias 
and other behavioural issues – meaning that fear of 
confinement is often a big deal with these dogs.

Puppy farm dogs

Dogs that are imported from puppy farms have often had trauma of different kinds. The medical 
needs of these dogs are discussed later.

Understandably, it can be hard to piece together a dog’s history and take a view on its ability 
to adjust to being a pet. All good charities will not rehome their dogs without a comprehensive 
home-check carried out by a third party, and they should also do thorough health checks on 
the dog too. More of what to look out for in the ‘Companion Vector-Borne Diseases’ section that 
Sarah has collated. 

6.

© Sarah Whitehead’s Inner Circle



Here are some thoughts on the needs of imported rescue dogs, and some 
strategies for success: 

• Getting your dog home. 
Imported dogs have all had a long, stressful often horrendous journey to get here. Their bodies 
are flooded with stress hormones and unbeknown to them, they are about to face the enormity 
of adaption to our world. 

• Give them time, they need lots of it. 
It can take up to two weeks for your dog to be ready to leave your house and garden. Be patient. 
They don’t know you or your world, so move at their pace and try not to take it personally if they 
keep their distance or avoid you. Street dogs are 
hypersensitive to our moods and emotional states - it has kept them alive, after all.

• Lost in translation?
There may be communication issues – we assume the dog 
understands verbal cues. Why would they? Even if they were fostered before 
importation, their carers may have communicated in a different language, using 
different visual cues, in a different environment. 
 

Moving your hand over its head for a gentle stroke, might in fact be the visual cue that they 
received in a shelter when they were about to be hit…Be mindful of the fear and disorientation 
your dog will feel.

• Be predictable. 
If your dog can predict what will happen next, they will feel in control of their new life sooner, feel 
calmer (biologically) and settle better. Stick to a routine in the early days and weeks.

• Think for your dog and be their champion. 
They don’t know your house rules, noises, smells or surfaces. Gentle reassurance will help them 
navigate.

Keep a close eye on their body language and if in doubt, seek help to recognize signs of stress 
which include…yawning, panting, lip-licking, toileting, drinking, shaking…

• “Red flags”  

7.

These could include direct stares, tension in body, freezing, tight (mouth) commissure, bow 
(distance negotiation)

• “Green flags” 
These could include soft, wiggly body, relaxed face and ears, squinty eyes, leaning in to you.
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• Reinforce any and all wanted behaviours they offer you and ignore everything unwanted. 
Accept that there will be set-backs and keep everyone calm whilst you gently show your dog the 
rules. 

• Build positive associations through food. 
As discussed with fearful dogs, new experiences are almost always judged as scary. Food raises 
the level of dopamine in a dog effectively deactivating the emotional brain. 

• Give your new dog choices 
– allow them to decide when they want to be left alone, to go outside, and so on to help them 
build confidence. 

• “Home” may actually feel like a prison to them… 
Bear in mind these dogs used to be in control of all their resources – food, exercise, toileting and 
so on and now they are in control of none of it It is likely your dog has not been left alone so seek 
help on preventing separation issues.

• Once you decide to take your dog out, try to use a well fitted harness. 
They allow better control and prevent injury to the throat.

Importantly, your dog may have been captured or abused using force around its neck.

• Meeting other dogs on-lead is very different from free-roaming so be prepared for some 
reactivity.

If your dog is feral it may have a strong prey drive – innately rewarding but can lead to 
overstimulation if practiced regularly (and could upset the neighbours cat). 

• They may also be hypervigilant and spend the duration of the walk poised, ready for flight. 
Teach your dog to focus on you and keep the stress levels low.

• Street dogs are used to roaming where they want to stay alive and scavenge for food so 
does not understand boundaries. 
Offer treats and calm positive reinforcement every time your new dog comes back to you. 

• Do your homework. 
Find out AS MUCH as you can about the dogs breed, background, age and past. As with consider-
ing any new dog their breed specific traits fit with your lifestyle? 

So, have a think back to the socialization check list. Puppies have a ‘critical’ socialization period 
which lasts until about 12 weeks of age. After that time they can be difficult to socialise.

8.
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So…whilst I fully accept that mental or physical trauma can have an impact on a dog, imported 
dogs don’t tick many of the socialisation boxes and can find life stressful.

However, as I mentioned it does depend…I know dogs who have had horrific lives in shelter who 
settle into their home and become wonderful pet dogs. Who knows why -  good genes? Maybe. 
Good (inadvertent) socialization, I would say so…

Incidentally, you don’t have to be an imported dog to be poorly socialized, so do your research, 
know your limits and expectations and there will be a dog for you to rescue who may well, just 
rescue you right back.

9.
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Has the increase in dogs coming from abroad impacted on UK rescue? 
If so, how?

The sheer number of dogs rehomed from abroad has had the most impact on rescue and 
rehoming. People in the UK are often unaware of the knock-on effect that any dog being rehomed 
from abroad means one less home for a dog in UK rescue or council pound.

I think that the increase in dogs coming in from abroad has impacted UK rescues in three ways

1. A number of overseas rescues have run such successful campaigns highlighting the plight of 
their street dog/stray populations that UK residents have been moved to rescue these dogs and 
give them a better life. The knock-on effect of this is that each foreign dog that is rehomed in the 
UK means one less place for a UK dog in need of a home. 

Whilst we do not have the same ‘street dog’ issue in the UK because of the effectiveness of the 
local authority stray dog collection process, abandoned and unwanted dogs are still a huge issue 
in this country with around 40,000 strays being rehomed or put to sleep each year.

2. Not all homings are successful, but many of these rehoming organisations do not offer post 
homing support in the UK to help new owners if things go wrong. In this case, it is often it is down 
to the UK-based rescues to take the dogs in when the new owners can no longer cope, which is 
again denying a space for a UK dog in need or a rescue place.

 3. In addition to the rescue dogs from abroad, there has been increase in the number of under-
age puppies being imported with false paperwork under the PETS travel scheme, leading to an 
increased ‘supply’ in the UK. This also could result in UK rescue dogs potentially losing out on 
a home to an illegally imported puppy. (and of course has huge implications for the health and 
behavioural welfare of the puppies themselves.)

The Rehoming View 
Clare Williams also has strong opinions on this topic. As 
the CEO of a national rehoming charity she is seeing the 
effect of so many dogs being imported – via both 
rehoming routes and puppies for sale to the general 
public – on the welfare system and believes we need to 
start thinking about the future of all these dogs. 

Clare has been CEO of NAWT since 2013. She is 
responsible for overseeing all aspects of the charity’s 
work including operations at its five rehoming centres in 
Berkshire, Cornwall, Essex, Hertfordshire and Somerset.

We asked Clare her views on the increasing number of 
dogs coming into the UK from abroad and their impact 
on the rescue and rehoming world…. 

10.
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What are the main issues that concern you?

Rehoming a dog is a risky business! Reputable charities will carry out and document regular 
behaviour assessments on the dogs in their care to ensure they are not putting the dog, the 
owner and their family, and the general public at risk with the homing. Also, they will meet and 
interview prospective owners before they even meet the dog, and usually carry out a home check 
to ensure the dog is the right match for the family’s circumstances and experience level. 

Some overseas rescues don’t carry out behaviour assessments and new owners commit to taking 
the dog before it even enters the country. If home checks are conducted, they are often carried 
out by third parties who have never met the dog and often don’t even receive any information 
about the dog. 

All of this makes for a very risky rehoming process, as very little is known about the dog or 
owner before the dog arrives in the home. This along with no local back-up support from the 
rescue leaves the owner very exposed.
 

 
A lot of imported dogs have been used to a very 
independent lifestyle, so struggle to cope with the 
confines of a home or garden. It is not uncommon to 
see recently imported dogs on Doglost or similar sites 
having escaped form the home or garden. They 
usually carry the caveat of not to approach them as 
they will be scared.

This is another issue, as many of the street dogs are seen as vermin in their own country and so 
are chased away or worse by humans. As a result, they see humans as a threat and are 
understandably frightened of them. Expecting them to live in very close proximity with humans, 
with no means of escape, can lead to behaviour problems. This can manifest itself either in not 
wanting to interact and build a bond with their owner, or in fearful aggression towards people.

For other imported dogs, just their new environment can cause stress and anxiety. Whatever the 
problem, they are often quite complex and beyond the experience of an average pet dog owner.

 

What positives are there in rehoming a dog from outside the country?

I have seen a few successful rehomings from abroad and some dogs have been saved from 
horrible fates, so it’s not all bad. However, personally I do believe that charity should begin at 
home.

11.
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What are the most common behaviour  
problems in these dogs?



1. An imported dog will probably have had very different life experiences from a typical UK dog 
because we don’t have ‘street dogs’ in this country, so may not be the ideal dog to become the 
pet you are looking for. Find out as much as you can about the dog’s background and behaviour 
before making a decision to rehome him or her. 

2. Research the rescue organisation you are dealing with. Find out what behaviour assessments 
they carry out on the dogs. Do they ask you lots of questions about your home, your family and 
your lifestyle and do they require a home check? Do they offer post-homing support such as 
training advice? If you can’t tick all those boxes, you could well be putting yourself at risk.

3. Be prepared to experience some problems settling the dog in to his or her new home, 
especially if they aren’t used to living in a house, and be prepared to seek and pay for 
professional guidance at the earliest opportunity.

Challenge: Illegal imports of puppies will continue to increase, leading to health and welfare 
issues, as well as continuing to line the pockets of unscrupulous dealers selling these puppies in 
the UK. 
 

Solution: 
 • Dogs Trust produced a report on the illegal puppy trade and recommended stricter 
 border controls and enforcement. 

 • Investment in consumer education campaigns targeted at people purchasing dogs on  
 line rather than relying on welfare charities to carry out this work. 

 • Introduce new higher standards for breeders overseas that have the dogs’ welfare at the  
 heart for any regulation.

What do you think are going to be the main challenges that we face in the 
future with dogs coming from abroad? Any ideas on what we should do 
about it?

12.
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What would you say are the top three things that owners rehoming a dog 
from abroad need to know? 



It would be interesting to commission some research on this issue to gain a less anecdotal 
understanding of the facts and the success or otherwise of importing rescue dogs.

Rescuing dogs from abroad is essentially treating a symptom and not the cause of the problem. 
Whilst the urge to assist the innocents in all of this (the dogs) it would be of value to lobby the 
countries involved to deal with the root causes of the street dog problem.

Any UK rescues involved in rehoming dogs from abroad should be required to follow an 
appropriate code of practice such as the Association of Dogs and Cats Homes (ADCH) Code of 
Practice. Ideally, any overseas rescues should be doing the same.

The final word from Clare…

Overall, before you rehome from abroad, please do check out the dogs in rescues in the UK first, 
because you may well find your future pet still looking for his or her forever home. When you 
rehome a UK rescue dog, you are actually making a difference to two dogs’ lives – the one you 
take home and the one who gets the vacant kennel space. 

13.

Challenge: Continued PR on the plight of street dogs in foreign countries 

 
Solution:  
 • Better PR on the plight of dogs in the UK and the issues with rescues from overseas.

Challenge: Risk of diseases being brought into the UK

Solution: 
 • Better management of the spread of canine diseases, which may require inspections   
 of all puppies and dogs at borders.
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