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Dr James Haberfield – The Unusual Pet Vets

Unusual pets and their vets

Everyone knows that veterinarians treat dogs and cats. But what about the unusual pets?  
The rabbits and guinea pigs, the reptiles and frogs, the ferrets, rats and mice, and birds of  
every type?

Dr James Haberfield, 2011 veterinary graduate of Murdoch University, began his career as a 
veterinarian at Balcatta Vet Hospital. His days consisted of a mix of small animal (dog and cat) 
general practice, emergency and surgery. However, Dr Haberfield had always had an interest in 
exotic animal medicine and surgery. Once this became known among his colleagues, he started 
seeing an increasing number of exotic pet cases.

With his interest spurred, and a desire to own his own practice, James started The Unusual Pet 
Vets as a part time exotic pet consultancy within the Balcatta Vet Hospital. While the service was 
initially available one day per week, it only took a few months for the one day to be fully booked 
every week. James says, “I was told by many people that an exotics-only clinic would not be 
successful. I was passionate about improving the standard of exotic animal medicine and surgery 
provided in WA so chose to ignore these opinions and go ahead anyway – I’m very glad that I did 
and I absolutely love my job”.



Dr Peter Ricci then joined Dr Haberfield’s 
consultancy and the business grew to three 
days each week. Dr Ricci, a 2012 Murdoch 
University veterinary graduate, had a similar 
interest in exotic animals. Initially only 
working one day each week with The Unusual 
Pet Vets, Peter continued to gain experience 
in several areas. This included research 
projects on native black cockatoos, seagulls 
on penguin islands and Mallee fowl north 
of Perth, as well as developing skills in small 
animal medicine. 

With a growing demand for quality 
veterinary services in the exotic animal 
field, the success of The Unusual Pet Vets 
continued. When a small space became 
available at Murdoch University Veterinary 
Hospital, James and Peter were able to 
design a consulting room, surgery and 
hospital ward, purpose built for their little 
patients. The practice is now open seven  
days a week over the two clinics, has two 
full time vets, one full time nurse and three 
casual nurses. 

James and Peter are also passionate about the 
education of current veterinary students.  
Final year Murdoch University veterinary 
students gain experience with exotic animals 
at The Unusual Pet Vets during rotations.  

Even their spare time is used to further the 
exotic animal education of students, giving 
lectures and workshops for a student special 
interest group, Murdoch Association of 
Companion Exotics. The popularity of this 
area of veterinary medicine with students 
means extramural positions are booked up 
with The Unusual Pet Vets until 2016! Peter 
shares, “Being able to offer the opportunity 
to learn about exotic animals to the future 
generation of veterinarians has been one of 
my proudest achievements since graduating. 
James and I both love teaching”. The Unusual 
Pet Vets also support students with an annual 
Unusual Pet Vets Prize to a final year student 
who has excelled in the Wildlife and Exotic 
Pet Medicine Module during streaming.

As well as their day to day exotic general 
practice and surgery, they receive referrals 
from all over Western Australia, and calls 
for advice from around Australia. They have 
a range of state-of-the-art and specialised 
equipment. This includes advanced dental 
equipment for rabbits, rodents and ferrets, 
exotic animal ventilators that can ventilate 
any animal above 10 grams in weight, 
endoscopy equipment, microsurgical tools 
and specialised anaesthetic equipment. 

One little exotic who has benefited from the 
expertise and specialised equipment of the 
Unusual Pet Vets is Kiwi, a male Alexandrine 
parrot. He was enjoying an outing at the 
park with his owners when he was attacked 
by a dog. He was brought straight in to the 
Unusual Pet Vets and given pain relief before 
x-rays were taken revealing a nasty fracture in 
his leg. The leg was splinted for the night to 
allow it to settle and Kiwi’s shock to resolve. 
The next day Kiwi had a general anaesthetic 
and his fracture was repaired. Kiwi had a 
combination of an intramedullary pin (a 
metallic pin that goes in the middle of his 
bone to hold the two ends together) and an 
external fixator (pins that are external to the 
leg that hold everything together) placed. 
Kiwi has been kept rested in a smaller cage 
than usual for six weeks to help his recovery 
and he is booked in to have his ‘hardware’ 
removed very soon. Kiwi is on his way to 
a full recovery, and has been given strict 
instructions to choose his playmates a little 
more wisely in the future! 

You can follow the adventures of The Unusual 
Pet Vets, and the interesting animals they 
treat on facebook at www.facebook.com/
TheUnusualPetVets

Left: X-ray of Kiwi’s broken leg; right: Kiwi being very brave following surgery



Fremantle based sculptor Tony Jones, has 
generously donated a steel horse sculpture to 
the Murdoch University Art Collection. The 
sculpture has been affectionately named Tony 
the Horse by Murdoch staff in honour of his 
creator. The sculpture has been installed in 
the garden bed at the entrance to The Equine 
Centre and provides a welcoming visual 
signpost for the centre.

Mr Jones has a long-term affiliation with 
Murdoch University and has donated 
numerous artworks to the art collection since 
the 1990’s. In 2011 Murdoch University 
commissioned Tony Jones to create a large-
scale wall-based sculpture titled Rounding 
the Weather Mark located on the University’s 
Chiller Building. The title is a yachting term 
that refers to a pivotal turning point or 
milestone in a yacht race. Metaphorically, the 
work is reflective of the University learning 
experience as students strive to accomplish 
their own milestones and personal goals.

Mr Jones has also created some of Perth’s 
most iconic public art including Horse & Rider 
located at C.Y. O’Connor Beach, and Eliza, a 
bronzed female swimmer located at Matilda 
Bay on the Swan River. Locals often dress Eliza 
in different outfits based on local events and 
holidays. Veterinary students have continued 
this tradition. Since his introduction, Tony 
the Horse has donned an Australian flag for 
Australia Day, Chinese crackers for Chinese 
New Year, hearts and a rose for Valentine’s 
Day, green attire for St Patrick’s Day, and 
bunny ears for Easter.

A friendly welcome for  
our equine visitors

Tony the Horse welcoming visitors

At Murdoch University College of Veterinary 
Medicine, it is not just the equipment in 
the hospital that the Veterinary Trust assists 
in maintaining to international standards. 
The students and teachers of the College 
are excited about an innovative teaching 
tool being utilised during lectures, practical 
classes and tutorials. Thanks to generous 
donations to the Veterinary Trust, College 
staff are now using KeePad Audience 
Response Units to enhance the teaching 
and learning experience of students. 

The individual KeePad units are distributed 
to students at the beginning of the teaching 
sessions. During these sessions information 
about a case is presented and students are 
asked to make decisions regarding case 
management. Instead of students sharing 
their answers verbally with the class, which 
many find confronting thus limiting their 
participation, their answers are entered 
into the KeePad and the outcome and 
breakdown of the answers of the entire 
class are then centrally coordinated by the 
system. The outcome of their decisions 
are then tested by progressing the case 
in line with the majority conclusion. 
The KeePad software allows teachers to 
measure the results and thus identify 
gaps in understanding which can then be 
addressed through refinement of teaching.

This new technology enables a relaxed 
and non-confrontational but engaging, 
enjoyable and interactive learning 
experience for the students. The teachers 
think that this type of learning improves 
clinical problem solving skills, assuring that 
our future veterinarians are better placed 
for their final year of rotations and future 
work in veterinary practice. 

Innovative 
Teaching

The generosity of Tony Jones in donating 
this artwork was a fitting introduction to the 
current fundraising being undertaken for the 
Murdoch University Equine Centre. The Equine 
Diagnostic Imaging Project has enabled the 
purchase of an Equine capable computed 
tomography (CT) scanner in late 2013. The 
CT scanner is the first in the state to facilitate 
horses. Previously, horses requiring a CT scan 
had to be sent to the Eastern States at great 
expense for the owner and significant risk 
to the horse’s health. It’s not surprising that 
Murdoch’s radiology department has been 
busy assessing patients since its introduction. 
The next exciting introduction was a dynamic 
endoscope that allows the assessment of the 
airway of horses during exercise.

There are still more state of the art 
technologies that will increase the diagnostic 
capabilities available to horses in Western 
Australia. If you are interested in supporting 
The Equine Centre to ensure horses in Western 
Australia receive the specialist expertise 
they deserve, and guarantee our future 
generations of equine veterinarians learn 
effective treatments on the best equipment, 
please contact Ellaine Hislop at the Murdoch 
University Veterinary Trust. 

If you would like to keep up to date with  
what is happening in the Equine Centre, 
please visit their Facebook page at  
www.facebook.com/equinecentremurdoch
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Gifts to the Murdoch University Veterinary Trust  
will improve the health and welfare of animals,  

today and in the future... 
Your donation can fund the next research breakthrough, prepare new 
veterinarians to deliver world-class care and provide equipment and expertise 
for the most difficult veterinary cases.

100% of every dollar given goes to key priorities in the School.

Please help us help animals.

Name .............................................................................................

Address ..........................................................................................

......................................................................................................

Phone ............................................................................................

Email ..............................................................................................

Can you help?
Each year, many donors and supporters help 
us to improve the way animals can be treated 
and cared for. We do this in many ways, such 
as purchasing new equipment, improving our 
education programs and investing in research. 

We would love to do more, and with 
supporters like you, we can: with the right 
equipment, facilities, research or expertise. 
With your support, we are one step closer 
to funding the next research breakthrough, 
preparing new veterinarians to care for the 
many different kinds of animals they may see 
in their careers, and providing the equipment 
and expertise that could save the life of an 
animal. Perhaps even your beloved pet. 

Your gift, in any form and of any size, will 
get us one step closer to making a difference. 
Please use the enclosed donation coupon if 
would like to make a tax deductible donation 
or to request any further information. 

Thank you!

Sheila Ralston, 
affectionately known as 
Bunty to her family and 
friends, loved animals 
her whole life. Born in 
England, she moved to 
Perth with her husband 
Zymund in 1974. 

When Zymund passed in the late 70s, her dog 
became her constant companion, with frequent 
visits from her nieces, Jeanette Trandos and 
Vicki Aravadis.

Throughout Ms Ralston’s life, animals played 
a vital role. When her long-time canine 
companion Max died in 2013, Ms Ralston told 
her niece Jeanette, “I can’t live without the 
company of another dog.” Jeanette helped her 
rescue a young terrier cross, Honey. Jeanette 
says, “As a young dog, Honey scattered shoes 
of various makes inside the house and in the 
yard. Auntie wasn’t impressed, but stated that 
‘As long as Honey was happy, she was as well’. 
Honey followed her like a shadow, the match 
was perfect.”

Ms Ralston’s pets never needed the specialist 
services of the Murdoch University Veterinary 
Hospital, but her nieces Jeanette and Vicki were 
satisfied clients of the Murdoch Equine Centre 
and Veterinary Hospital.  She was also very 
proud that her great niece shared her love of 
animals and is pursuing her dream of becoming 
a vet here at Murdoch University College of 
Veterinary Medicine. 

When Ms Ralston passed away in June 2013 
she left a bequest to further the work of the 
Murdoch University Veterinary Trust. It was 
a surprise to us as we had no idea she had 
written the Veterinary Trust into her Will.  
We do not know what inspired her to include  
us in her will. We could not discuss with her 
how she wanted us to use her gift. 

We are so grateful for Sheila Ralston’s generous 
gift of $10,000 to support veterinary education, 
research and care at Murdoch University. 
However it was sad that it was too late for us to 
say “thank you”. 

While she has generously supported and cared 
for animals throughout her life, her gift to the 
Murdoch University Veterinary Trust can continue 
her work and have a lasting impact that: 

• ensures veterinarians of tomorrow can provide 
the best treatments available for all of their 
patients

• supports research into diseases and treatments 
that may extend the lives and health of 
animals across a range of species

• helps provide the latest medical equipment 
and expertise for animals needing the highest 
level of veterinary care. 

Bequests are the fastest growing source of 
philanthropic support in the world today.  
As people live longer and their children also 
become independently wealthy, more and more 
people are supporting their favourite charities 
by leaving something by way of bequest. It is 
often the largest and most important gift they 
can make and it is an extension of a lifetime of 
commitment to the animals they care about.

If you have decided to support the Murdoch 
University Veterinary Trust with a gift in your 
will, please consider letting us know. We would 
like to be able to discuss with you how you 
would like us to use the gift. 

Most importantly, we want to say “Thank You”.

To let us know you have made a gift in your  
will, or for more information about making a 
bequest to the Murdoch University Veterinary 
Trust, contact Kristin Mannix, Planned Giving 
Officer at 9360 7294 or email  
k.mannix@murdoch.edu.au.

Too late to say thank you

My donation amount ($) ..................................................................

I’d like more information on:

 Leaving a gift in my will  Regular committed giving

We would love to be able to send you relevant information or articles on 
your animals of interest from time to time. Please send this coupon back in 
the reply paid envelope with any of the following boxes ticked: 

 Cats  Dogs  Horses  Production Animals 

 Other...........................................................................................

 Visa  Master Card

Cardholder's Name ..........................................................................

Signature ........................................................................................

Card Expiry Date   /   

Credit Card                 CVC   


