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“Sit Spot with a Pet Sitter”
SUMMARY:  In-home care.  Here's how to hire a trained professional for when you go away.  Pet sitters abound in Oregon Deborah Wood provides a guide to hiring one.  Make sure your sitter is insured and bonded.
ARTICLE:  Even the most devoted animal lover has to leave the pets behind sometimes. Maybe it's a business trip. Or the dogs are good travelers, but the cat is a homebody.

Happily, more options are available than ever. For many animals, one of the best choices is to hire a professional pet sitter.

But before you turn your keys over to a complete stranger, think ahead.

While you're planning your summer vacation, now is the time to plan for the person who will watch your pet.

The kid next door might be nice, but when your pet's safety is on the line, it's best to hire someone who is knowledgeable and reliable. You want someone with intelligence and judgment.

Here's what to look for and how to find it:

Local and national associations of pet-sitting professionals can be a good place to start. These sites provide referrals of members by Zip code: Pet Sitters International (www.petsit.com), National Association of Professional Pet Sitters (www.petsitters.org), and Portland Pet Sitters Association (includes listings in other Oregon cities and Clark County; www.portlandpetsitters.com).

Of course, there are great pet sitters who don't belong to any organization, and probably some members are people you wouldn't want to hire. Still, it's a good starting point.

If your animal needs medication, another source for a referral is your veterinarian, who usually will know qualified people in their area.

A referral is just a starting point. Your home and the safety of your pets will be in the hands of this person. Ask questions and get to know the pet sitter.

Here are some questions that can help:

1. Are you licensed, bonded and insured?

Ask for proof. "You are letting a perfect stranger into your home. They should be bonded and insured," says Amy Frankwick, who owns Reigning Pets Northwest and is an accredited pet sitter through Pet Sitters International. The most important coverage is liability insurance, which is typically about $2 million, says Frankwick.

The bottom line: Is this a person you feel comfortable giving your keys --and your pet --to?

2. How much do you charge, and what services do you provide?

In Portland, most pet sitters' basic visit is about $20 and lasts 30 minutes. Cats may get by with one visit a day, but dogs will require two or three. There might be extra charges for giving medication, walking a dog or other things the pet may need. Some pet sitters provide overnight stays for $50 and up.

3. Who will be providing the actual service?

Some pet sitting businesses are one-person operations, but many have grown to have employees or contractors who do some visits. If the business owner comes for the interview, make sure you (and your pets) also have the chance to meet the person who will be doing the actual care. You need to feel comfortable with that person.

4. What plans will be in place for medical emergencies?

Professional pet sitters will come with forms that authorize them to care for your animal in case of emergency. Make sure you're comfortable with the arrangements. Will the pet sitter take the animal to her vet or to yours? Will the pet sitter use her credit card or yours? Is there a maximum you will authorize her to spend on your pet's medical care?

This is a good time to talk about medical issues in general. If your pet requires medication, make sure that the person has experience with your animal's particular veterinary needs.

5. What training and certifications do you have?

People who go into pet sitting have varied, and often interesting, backgrounds. They should add up to someone you believe can take the same great care of your pet that you do. Pet Sitters International has an extensive accreditation process that fewer than 2 percent of their members have completed. All pet sitters should have at the least animal first aid training.

6. What will you do if you can't make an appointment due to illness or other emergency?

The pet sitter should have a plan in place, such as a reciprocal agreement with another pet sitter in your area. It's a red flag if the sitter doesn't have an answer to this question.

You never know the benefit of having a pet sitter. Just last weekend, Perri Combs-Taber, who owns Town & Country Pet Sitting, was sitting for a client, and it became clear that teenage friends of the family had let themselves in for a beer party.

"Those kids are so busted," says Combs-Taber.

Deborah Wood is the author of 11 books, including "Little Dogs: Training Your Pint-Sized Companion." You can view her blog at http://blog.oregonlive.com/pets or you can reach her by email at TaoBowwow@aol.com or by mail at Deborah Wood/Pet Talk, The Oregonian, 1320 S.W. Broadway, Portland, OR 97201
