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Coco lunged forward, viciously biting down on her attacker’s hand. The five-kilogram toy poodle was 

more ferocious than she looked, piercing skin and leaving behind a nasty bruise. The supposed 

assailant? Her groomer, Mel, trying to create the perfect poodle foot style that Coco’s owner 

demanded.  

Not only was Mel in pain and disheartened by Coco’s outburst, but she was dreading the thought of 

the harsh berating she would likely receive upon collection. She had dealt with this criticism all week 

and was close to breaking point. The main cause behind the customers torment? Canberra’s recent 

COVID-19 lockdown. 

The lockdown, which began on August 12th, had seen the closure of dog grooming salons across the 

territory. To some people, this was no big deal. It’s just haircuts for dogs to look pretty, right? Short 

answer, no.  

Whether it is to control medicated skin conditions, keep their worming up to date or to simply brush 

through their coat, grooming is a vital part of animal welfare.  

In 2019, the RSPCA stated there were over 29 million pets living in Australian homes. With 60% of all 

Australian registered dogs living within the ACT, groomers are in high demand.   

Angry phone calls, requests for under the table grooms and complaints of rescheduled 

appointments are all at the forefront of the war on groomers.  



The salon experience is not what you may expect. It does not involve endless puppies and baths full 

of bubbles that you have seen on social media, and it is most definitely not how television shows 

portray it.   

So, what does grooming involve? To be frank, it is urine, scratches, fatigue, tears and lots of fur. Let’s 

start at the beginning.  

One week after the ACT Government announced grooming could return to business with limited 

staff, the drama had already begun. Greeted by a confusing smell of dried pee and baby powder, the 

two groomers, Kendell and Mel, chatted excitedly as they started their day.  

The store was not open yet, but the phone calls had begun.  

“Are you open for grooming?” asked the caller. 

“Yes, however due the to the lockdown we have limited staff. We can fit you in mid-October,” 

Kendell replied.  

“How about tomorrow?” 

“No, the earliest we have is October,” 

“That’s not good enough.”     

This same conversation happened many times throughout the day. 

The first four dogs arrived: a chunky border collie for a de-shedding service, a maltese and cavoodle 

for a full groom, and finally, Coco, the aggressive toy poodle for her full poodle clip.            

The grooming had begun, and tiny shards of dog fur floated through the salon.   

The phone had called another six times in the past hour. The safety of the dogs is paramount, so 

each time the phone rings, the groomer must disconnect the dog from the table, place it in a crate 

and exit the salon to answer.   

“People call just to see if their dog is ready. We give you a timeframe for a reason. I promise you 

they are in safe hands here and continuing to call us is only delaying the process,” said Kendell.  

Coco was back in the bath. After she bit Mel, she had to be rewashed as she peed all over the table, 

and herself. Mel managed to flawlessly complete the entire groom, minus the poodle feet, just in 

time for the owner to arrive. 

She was an older woman, maybe early 60’s. Her hair a chic white bob and toting an oversize designer 

bag on her shoulder. The dog tapped her way out of the room, both owner and pet overly excited to 

see each other. 

As Mel began to explain the lack of designer feet, the customers smiley façade faded away.  

“It is not that hard, just do it,” the owner said. 

Mel explained the animals stress caused by doing so and described the attack on her hand. However, 

the owner decided this was not a valid explanation.  

“My Coco would never bite someone. You are lying!” The owner yelled through the store.  

Mel gave her the bill and sent her on her way. 



“I’m sure your dog having designer feet is more important than it’s mental and physical wellbeing,” 

Mel muttered in a frustrated rant. 

Two more dogs arrive. A small chocolate cavoodle and a sixteen-week-old cocker spaniel puppy.  

Starting the grooming process young is essential for puppies to create a positive experience. It also 

provides a safe, supervised location for socialisation with strangers and other dogs.  

“Grooming can be very daunting for puppies. There are a lot of new smells here. It is very noisy, and 

the puppies don’t know the strangers around them. We have had some dogs come for their first 

time at more than a year old. They stress out and can’t handle it, but of course, to the owner, it’s all 

our fault,” said Kendall.  

The phone continued to ring.  

The final dogs were checked in and the stress levels in the salon had risen exponentially from the 

events of the day.  

A small white dog named Max was the last to arrive. With grass seeds and an unknown sticky 

substance spread through his rock-hard matted coat, he was clearly overdue for a groom.  

“It’s so hard for us to see. It is pure neglect. This wouldn’t happen from just three weeks of 

lockdown, this is from months of ignoring a problem and not brushing their dog,” Kendell said, 

examining the task before her.  

Max’s owner had requested that the groomers kept the hair as long as possible, as she likes the 

‘fluffy teddy look’. It was not even an option due to the state of her dog.  

Severe matting is a major health concern for dogs. Fleas and ticks can live underneath matting and if 

matts are formed under the tail, it can impede on the dog’s ability to defecate as well as causing 

many other internal issues.  

Matting can also cut off blood circulation to the area, resulting in large haematomas that can burst 

open and bleed once the matt is removed.  

Failing to maintain grooming standards for an animal is an offence listed in the Australian 1992 

Animal Welfare Act. The penalty can include significant fines and, in some cases, up to one year 

imprisonment.  

Matting is easily avoidable in most cases. Brushing your dog thoroughly, keeping them clean and 

providing appropriate housing and shelter, are simple ways to avoid any unnecessary pain and stress 

for your pet.   

In Max’s condition, it had taken 40 minutes to remove the matted coat. 

After he had been gently washed to soothe his very irritated skin, he was brought back out into the 

salon, cold and shivering. Kendell wrapped him in a towel and rocked him in her arms.  

The groomers had treated every dog in the salon as their own. This was evident by the fact that both 

Mel and Kendall had shed tears over Max’s condition.  

They continued to make him as comfortable as possible, giving treats and hugs to keep him happy. 

Mel then called the store manager, Conrad, into the salon as there was a very real possibility of 

Max’s owner making a complaint about his short length groom. 



“We try our best, but we can only do what we can with what we are given. If a dog comes in with a 

thick matted coat, we can’t make him look fluffy. The grooming success comes from the owner. It 

starts in their homes,” said Mel.  

Conrad got emotional himself, whilst picking up the tiny dog, who looked even smaller beside his tall 

frame. Large bruises had formed where the matting was most severe.  

“We aren’t allowed to report these owners for neglect, as they are technically doing the right thing 

by bringing them here. We will, however, try our best to educate them on the dangers of matting 

and help them make the best decisions for their pet,” said Conrad.  

Max’s owner was enraged seeing the now matt-free dog and proceeded to scold Kendall for making 

him “look like a rat”.  

Both groomers explained the situation, the health effects and the importance of regular grooming. 

The owner did not listen, only speaking back to complain about an extra matting fee.  

There was not a single thank you, no apology or even a glimpse of remorse at the state of her dog. 

Kendall and Mel felt overwhelmed. The excited chatter that was there in the morning, had 

disseminated into a thick cloud of defeat.  

Yes, they had received positive and thankful feedback from all of the other customers they served 

that day, but that was not at the front of their minds.  

Being verbally abused and berated for their efforts left the groomers disheartened and exhausted. 

Yes, some customers may not have received exactly what they wanted, but each and every dog left 

the salon happy, healthy and clean.  

Fatigued and discouraged, Kendell and Mel gathered their belongings and went their separate ways.  

“We do what we can. Some people don’t recognise that we are human too. We all have families in 

lockdown, we are all stressed. We really just want to do what is best for the dogs, whether that 

pleases the owner or not,” said Kendell. 

Tomorrow, they will come back to work and face a new day. With each new set of dogs, comes a 

new set of challenges, so on behalf of the groomers, please be patient and brush your dogs.  

 

 


