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Goals for this presentation: 
• Overview of animal shelters  

 Why shelters are needed 
 Current role in society 
 Emerging trends 

• Role of the veterinarian 
 Private practice  
 Working with shelters  
 Shelter medicine today 

 
PART I : OVERVIEW OF ANIM AL SHELTERS 
 
BACKGROUND  
 
WHY DO WE NEED SHELTERS?  
Today, in the small college community where I live, about two dozen cats and dogs will 
enter our local animal shelter. Although some may simply be lost and will eventually be 
reclaimed by relieved owners, many more represent the failure of the human-animal bond 
Ð these animal have, for one reason or another, become unwanted. Perhaps a dog will be 
turned in because his constant barking was annoying the neighbors. Maybe a cat will be 
surrendered because she was urinating outside the litter-box. Perhaps a bouncing, one 
year old black lab will be left on the doorstep because the student owner could not find a 
rental that allowed dogs. Some will almost surely be the offspring produced by an 
accidental breeding. Whatever the reason, throughout the United States and throughout 
the world, these scenarios will be repeated countless times.  In every society, decisions 
must be made about how to handle the millions of animals that are lost, unwanted or 
homeless.  
 
Unfortunately, there are no easy answers for the problem of homeless animals. For many 
communities, simply allowing these animals to run loose and fend for themselves is not 
an acceptable choice. Reasons for this may include concern that stray animals will 
threaten human and pet animal health either because of bites, traffic hazards, or by 
serving as a reservoir for infectious disease; create a nuisance through noise, fighting, 
build-up of feces and urine, etc.; prey on native species; or concern that homeless animals 
themselves may suffer from illness, and that homeless animals themselves may suffer 
injury, poor nutrition, exposure to the elements, and isolation from the human 
companionship they have been bred to crave.  
 
Although capture, sterilization, vaccination and release of stray animals may help 
alleviate some of the problems described above, many communities choose to go a step 



further and create shelters to take in unwanted pets. However, a whole new set of 
problems is created when many animals are brought together in close quarters. This is 
especially true if the goal is not only to solve a community problem, but to provide 
humane care for unwanted animals.  With limited space and resources, how can we 
protect animals from the spread of infectious disease? How can we help them find new 
homes so that they need not live out their lives in the shelter? If animals are housed long 
term, can we meet their need for mental and physical stimulation? If death is the end 
result for the animal, how do we ensure that minimal suffering is involved? Ultimately, 
can we reduce the number of animals that become homeless each year through 
spay/neuter, education, legislation or other methods? And if we fail in all of this, what 
message do we send about the value of animals and the importance of the human-animal 
bond?  
 
As highly educated professionals with strong public credibility and contact, veterinarians 
are in a unique position to help answer these questions. If the goal of our profession is to 
relieve animal suffering and serve society, this is a role we must embrace. In private 
practice, veterinarians can help prevent the unwanted births and behavior problems that 
so often land animals in shelters. Through the practice of shelter medicine we can use our 
expertise in herd health to keep these vulnerable cats and dogs healthy, just as we can 
help dairy farmers and beef producers keep their populations healthy and productive. We 
can use the problem-oriented approach we learned in veterinary school to help identify 
the root causes of animal homelessness and create programs to address those causes, 
whether that means creating high volume spay/neuter clinics or educating the public in 
responsible animal care. Both our profession and society will benefit when all animals are 
treated humanely and pet owners have the skills, knowledge, and resources to maintain 
the bond with their pet for the life of the animal.  
 
ROLE AND FUNCTI ON OF SHELTE RS IN THE UNITED STATES 
There are over 9000 shelters and private groups which take care of the approximately 4-8 
million animals that become homeless each year in the United States. These groups fall 
into three main categories: public (government funded) shelters; private (not for profit) 
shelters; and rescue groups which care for animals in private homes. In addition, there are 
a number of national groups which do not manage shelters of their own but provide 
training, legislative advocacy,  and other resources to help shelters. Although shelters 
may voluntarily join one of these national groups, there is no over-arching organization to 
which all shelters belong. This is unfortunate, as it makes accurate documentation of 
shelter practices and enforcement of standards very difficult.  
 
There is great variation between shelters in terms of budget, mission and number of 
animals housed. The size of shelters ranges from those that handle only a few hundred 
animals a year, to shelters that house over 25,000-75,000 animals per year. Likewise the 
daily population ranges from several dozen to several thousand. Some shelters have 
thousands of dollars to spend per animal, while others struggle with only one staff 
member and primitive buildings.  
 



Public (government) shelters: City and county governments are required to have some 
way to capture and house stray animals and enforce animal related laws. The main 
purpose behind this mandate historically has been the protection of human health, rather 
than animal welfare. However, public shelters have developed an increasing animal 
welfare focus in recent years. Many public shelters now have adoption, education, 
volunteer and outreach programs. Recent laws passed in the state of California mandate 
that all shelters have adoption programs, work with rescue agencies, and provide basic 
medical care for their animals.  
 
Typical functions of public shelters include: 
• Animal control, including domestic animals and nuisance wildlife 
• Enforcement of nuisance and anti-cruelty laws 
• Rabies control and quarantine 
• Sheltering of stray animals 
• Sheltering of surrendered, abandoned and vicious animals 
• Animal adoptions 
 
Pr ivate (non-profit) shelters: Run by individual non-profit groups, these shelters vary 
widely in their mission and financial resources. Some private shelters contract with 
governments to perform animal control services. These shelters may take in many 
thousands of animals, and usually must euthanize animals they are unable to find homes 
for. Other shelters limit admission to only as many animals as they can find homes for. 
These may be called Òno-killÓ shelters, and typically only euthanize animals suffering 
from untreatable medical conditions or dangerous behavioral problems. Some shelters 
house animals for only a few days or a few weeks, while others may house animals for 
months, years, or for life. The one thing these groups have in common is that they are 
non-profit groups that house domestic animals.  
 
Functions of private shelters may include all those listed above for public shelters, and 
additionally: 
• Obedience training/behavior help lines 
• Humane education for school children 
• Low cost spay/neuter services for the public 
• Targeted spay/neuter (such as feral cats, problem dog breeds) 
• Wildlife rehabilitation 
• Therapy animal outreach (to nursing homes, hospitals, prisons, etc.) 
• Low cost veterinary services for the poor 
• Advocacy (e.g. for pet friendly housing, indoor cats, legislative issues) 
 
Rescue groups and foster  networks: These are privately funded (or un-funded) groups 
that provides foster care and adopt out animals but do not have a dedicated shelter 
building. Foster and rescue groups have emerged in recent years as a significant factor in 
homeless animal care, and many shelters have a staff member or volunteer dedicated to 
coordinating release of animals to these groups.  Rescue ÒgroupsÓ range in size from just 
one individual fostering animals in their own home, to an extensive network of foster 
homes or partnership with a veterinary clinic or boarding facility for housing purposes. 



Rescue groups may focus on a particular breed, species, or condition (such as under-age 
litters, FeLV infected cats, or injured animals). 
 
Public/pr ivate partnerships 
Partnerships between public shelters and private groups can mutually benefit all involved. 
One common partnership is provision of stray animal control services by a private shelter 
to government on a contractual basis. This allows animals to benefit from expanded 
services supported by private donations, and may represent a cost savings to government 
as well. In other communities, both the government and private groups each operate 
animal shelters, but may emphasize different areas of homeless animal care. For example, 
the government shelter may emphasize public health, law enforcement and care of stray 
animals, while the private shelter may be more focused on adoptions, low cost 
spay/neuter services or humane education. An increasingly common model is the 
partnership between veterinary hospitals and public or private shelters. For example, a 
veterinary hospital may take selected animals requiring additional care from a shelter, 
and place them for adoption in their hospital facility. Care of these animals provides 
experience for recently-graduated veterinarians, provides clients with new pets, and 
provides great public relations for the veterinary practice. Veterinary practices may 
choose to have a non-profit arm to facilitate provision of these services.  
 
EMERGING TRENDS IN SHELT ERING 
As public expectations and support of shelters has increased in recent years, the range of 
services and level of care provided by shelters has improved. Relatively recent trends 
include:  
 
Expanded ster ilization (spay/neuter) programs 
• Sterilization of shelter animals before adoption 

 Required by law in some states (and by some funding agencies), increasingly 
common in many areas 

• Pediatric sterilization  
 Safety proven by many studies 
 Easier, cheaper, and prevents accidental breeding 

• High volume sterilization clinics  
 Up to 50 or more surgeries per surgeon per day 
 Excellent safety records 
 May operate out of shelters or as stand-alone clinics, may be operated as non-

profit or for-profit business.  
• Partnerships between universities, shelters, charities and veterinarians to make 

sterilization services widely available 
• More information at 

http://www.aspca.org/site/PageServer?pagename=ih_pro_spayneuter 
 
Shelter  improvements 
In some communities there has been a steady, and in some cases dramatic, decrease in 
number of animals handled by shelters each year. This may be due in part to intensive 
efforts to educate and provide accessible sterilization services. In many parts of the 



United States, particularly along the West Coast and North East, shelters are actually 
above to import dogs from areas that still have a severe overpopulation problem. Sadly, 
this is true for cats only in a  
• Improved physical structures and public image 

 Shelters serve as Òanimal care campusÓ, community center, versus old, scary 
building at the edge of town 

 Increased focus on animal welfare, behavior programs, Òadoption matchmakingÓ 
 Sophisticated marketing campaigns  
 Computer based adoption services, e.g. www.petfinder.com 

• Professional staff training 
 Medical/animal care and handling 
 Management 
 Law enforcement 
 Humane euthanasia by intravenous injection 

• Sophisticated computer systems allow accurate record keeping and data analysis 
 
Animal cruelty investigations and arrests 
• Recognition of the link between violence towards animals and violence towards 

humans 
• Increased penalties and enforcement for animal cruelty and neglect 

 Veterinarians required to report animal cruelty in some states 
 Partnerships between national and local sheltering and law enforcement agencies 

to enforce laws 
 
 
PART I I : ROLE OF VETERINARIANS IN PRIVATE PRACTI CE 
Shelter workers, including shelter veterinarians, mainly have contact with an animal 
while it is in the shelter, and with owners only at the point of surrender or adoption.  
Private practitioners have access to an animal (and more importantly, the animalÕs owner) 
before the animal is given up. As such, the private practitioner potentially has many more 
opportunities to intervene in the processes that lead to animal abandonment and 
euthanasia. If private practitioners are aware of the risk factors for breaking of the 
human-animal bond and relinquishment to a shelter, they will be able to incorporate 
prevention strategies into their daily practice.  
 
WHY DO ANIMALS COME IN TO SHELTERS, AND WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT IT?  
Answering this question for a given community is key to designing an effective 
intervention strategy. With the advent of computerized record keeping systems for 
shelters, tracking this information is increasingly practical. Studies in the United States 
have demonstrated some of the reasons why animals end up homeless. 
 
Preventing lost animals 
More than half the animals that enter shelters are strays found on the street. Ensuring that 
lost animals can be quickly re-united with owners is one of the simplest ways the private 
practitioner can help relieve the burden on overcrowded shelters. Lost pet prevention 
should be a part of every preventive health visit.  



 
• Identification tags and licensing 

 Check that tags are current at every visit 
 Have temporary tags available for new clients or whenever a client indicates 

an address change or vacation plans. 
 Sell permanent tags or have mail-in forms available. 

• Microchipping 
 Two types of identification are better than one.  
 Promote with every new pet visit and/or procedure requiring anesthesia. 
 Make sure local shelter has and uses a scanner 

 
Owner-surrendered animals 
Reducing the number of animals given up by their owners may be a little more complex 
than reducing the number of lost animals. We need to understand why animals are 
relinquished. Recent studies have in the United States have shed some light on this; 
however, reasons may vary significantly from one region to another.  
 
Top ten reasons for dog relinquishment in the United States 1 

1. Moving, canÕt find a home that allows pets 
2. Landlord will not allow the animal in current home 
3. Cost of the animalÕs care 
4. Time required to care for the animal 
5. Inadequate facilities to house the animal 
6. Too many pets 
7. Pet illness 
8. Personal problem 
9. Biting 
10. No homes for puppies 

 
Top ten reasons for cat relinquishment in the United States 

1. Too many cats 
2. Allergies 
3. Moving, canÕt find a home that allows pets 
4. Cost of the animalÕs care 
5. Landlord will not allow the animal in current home 
6. No homes for kittens 
7. House soiling 
8. Personal problems 
9. Pet illness 
10. Inadequate facilities 

 
Some of these reasons are obviously more amenable to veterinary intervention than 
others. However, it is important to recognize that a general breakdown of the human-
animal bond (often due to frustration with behavior) may underlie some relinquishments, 
even when it is not acknowledged as the primary cause. Strengthening the human-animal 
bond (increasing the enjoyment and understanding between owners and pets) may 



therefore decrease relinquishment for reasons that seem unrelated. For instance, it was 
found that most people who surrendered dogs because they were moving also cited a 
behavior problem as a secondary reason for relinquishment. It is likely that frustration 
with behavior makes owners less willing to work through other obstacles to keeping their 
pets. 
 
Reducing behavioral reasons for relinquishment 
When all behavioral reasons for relinquishment were combined, behavior problems were 
the most common reason dogs were surrendered and the second most common reasons 
cats were surrendered in the United States.2 Animals surrendered with behavior problems 
are understandably difficult to place in new homes, making prevention by far the best 
option. The private practitioner is in an ideal position for early intervention in budding 
behavior problems. 
 

Common behavioral reasons for relinquishment 

Dogs Cats 

Destructiveness/hyperactivity House soiling (about 40%) 

House soiling Inter-animal problems 

Aggression Aggression 

Inter-animal problems Destructiveness 

 
Other behavior problems cited as sole or contributing reasons to surrender included 
ÒdisobedientÓ, Òneeds too much attentionÓ, Òvocalizes too muchÓ, ÒescapesÓ, Òtoo activeÓ 
and ÒafraidÓ.  
 
Pr ivate practitionerÕs role: what can you do? 
 
• Recognize that behavior problems can progress to a life threatening condition. 
• Make behavior history part of every visit.  

 Behavior history forms can be filled out by the client while they are waiting to be 
seen, and can serve as a quick tool to identify behavioral red flags before the 
problem becomes severe. A sample form is available at  

http://www.sheltermedicine.com/documents/Behavioral_Health_Questionnaire.doc  
• Note that many animals are surrendered for relatively solvable problems such as 

housebreaking issues. 
 Ask about progress on housebreaking, chewing and other common behavior 

issues with every puppy and kitten visit 
 Familiarize yourself with crate-training and other techniques to prevent 

destructiveness 
• Promote obedience training and proper socialization at new puppy and kitten visits 

 Remember that poor socialization may be a greater risk in the long run than 
infectious disease exposure; encourage new puppy owners to socialize with other 
well cared for animals in relatively safe environments. Do not wait until the 
completion of the puppy/kitten vaccine series to initiate socialization.  



• If you have appropriate facilities and qualified staff, consider making obedience 
training an option with a Òdeluxe puppy packageÓ, or partner with a local obedience 
trainer to provide this option  

• Learn about good training and behavior counseling options in your community, and 
post resources for your clients 

• Educate yourself about differentials, prognosis and treatment of common dog and cat 
behavior problems, and treat or refer as appropriate depending on your talent and 
interest.  

 
Role of spay/neuter  
Spaying and neutering an animal reduces the risk that it will contribute to shelter 
euthanasia in many ways: intact animals are more likely to roam and get lost, intact 
animals are more likely to be given up by their owners due to behavior problems, and of 
course unwanted offspring directly contribute to overpopulation. In addition to promoting 
the health and behavioral benefits of spay/neuter at every new-pet visit, veterinarians can 
contribute to community spay/neuter efforts in many ways.  
 

Low cost ster ilization programs 
Veterinarians do not need to absorb all the expense for offering low cost 
spay/neuter surgery. There are many models in which non-profit groups 
compensate veterinarians for participation in low cost surgery programs, or at 
least provide supplies and support at no cost to the vet. Low cost, high volume 
spay/neuter programs can be profitable even without non-profit subsidization. 
Various strategies have been employed to ensure that people partaking of low-
cost programs are those that would not otherwise get the animal altered, so that 
full-price clients are not taken away from private practitioners.  
 
Pediatr ic spay/neuter  
Although primarily used in shelters to ensure spay/neuter before adoption, there 
are instances in which early age spay/neuter is indicated in private practice as 
well. Surveys have suggested that many unwanted cat litters, in particular, occur 
because owners did not realize that cats can reproduce as early as four months of 
age. Pediatric sterilization bypasses this risk, and many studies have demonstrated 
the ease and safety of this procedure, which has been routinely used in the United 
States for over 20 years.  

 
PART I I I : OVERVIEW OF SHELTER MEDICINE 
 
How is shelter  medicine different from pr ivate practice?  
 
Until recently, veterinarians have played a relatively limited and fragmented role in 
addressing the health problems of shelter animals. When veterinarians have worked with 
shelters, the focus has often been only on spay/neuter surgery, individual animal health 
care, or oversight of humane euthanasia. Population-level health care, when it has been 
addressed at all, has commonly been the responsibility of shelter managers with little or 
no medical training. However, as an increasing proportion of pet animals come from 



shelters, veterinarians clearly see the disease impact of such environments. An increased 
focus upon animal welfare from within and without our profession necessitates a new, 
more cohesive role for veterinarians in animal shelters. In undertaking this challenge, we 
equip ourselves to provide a desperately needed service and open rewarding career 
opportunities for veterinary practice.  
 
What does Òshelter  medicineÓ involve?  
 
Shelter medicine, and even surgery, encompasses  ÒherdÓ health principles as well as 
individual animal care. Clearly, infectious disease control has great importance in the 
shelter environment. Ideally, veterinarians need to emphasize prevention rather than 
treatment of infection in animal shelters. Disease prevention encompasses traditional 
medical practices such as vaccination, parasite control, and nutrition as well as areas less 
commonly considered in small animal practice, such as air quality, facility design, stress 
reduction and management of population density.  
 
Even euthanasia of unwanted animals can be approached as a Òherd healthÓ problem. 
Given infinite resources, any single animal could be placed in a home. However, lives are 
not saved when one animal is placed at the expense of another, only when the overall 
number of animals placed is increased. Similarly, any individual dairy cow could be kept 
in perfect health, but if the cost of veterinary services prevents the farm from being 
profitable, the medical program has not succeeded. Most herds are kept with a purpose, 
whether that purpose is producing milk and making a profit or finding new adoptive 
homes for unwanted pets. Limited resources must be allocated systematically to best 
meet the goals of the whole enterprise. The ideal role of the veterinarian is to assist 
shelter managers in making sound resource allocation decisions to meet the overall goals 
of the shelter program.  
 
How can veter inarians work with animal shelters?  
 
Shelter medicine is an expanding area of employment for the veterinary profession. 
Veterinarians may work as shelter employees or as independent contractors providing 
services for one or more shelters. Veterinarians are also employed as shelter directors, 
consultants to animal welfare agencies and other leadership roles within the sheltering 
profession. As described above, veterinary practices may help care for and place 
homeless animals directly, by serving as an adoption facility. Academic shelter medicine 
is also a growing and very rewarding field, with internships, residency training and 
teaching positions in shelter medicine becoming increasingly common.  
 
The big picture: What is happening with shelter  medicine today?  
 
Although veterinarians have been working with shelters and homeless animals for many 
decades, it has only been relatively recently that the formal specialty of ÒShelter 
MedicineÓ has been acknowledged as a defined area of teaching, research and practice. 
Since the first shelter medicine class was offered at Cornell University in 1999, shelter 
medicine as an academic enterprise has expanded greatly. Formal student training in 



shelter medicine is now offered by at least half of the veterinary schools in the United 
States. A textbook on shelter medicine was  published in 2004, and continuing education 
programs in shelter medicine are now offered at most major veterinary and shelter 
conferences in the United States. The Association of Shelter Veterinarians, a worldwide 
association of veterinarians with special interest in shelter practice, now numbers over 
400 members. Scholarly research specifically targeted at improving the behavioral and 
physical health of shelter animals and reducing the impact of pet overpopulation has 
become increasingly common. This trend is not limited to the United States: a brief 
review of the literature revealed published studies regarding shelter animal care in many 
countries, including Australia, the United Kingdom, Brazil, Spain, Italy, Germany and 
Switzerland. A recognized veterinary specialty in shelter medicine, on par with other 
specialties such as laboratory animal medicine or zoo animal medicine, seems a next 
logical step. A preliminary petition for such a specialty has been accepted by the 
American Board of Veterinary Specialties, and a formal proposal for a specialty in 
Shelter Medicine is now being prepared.  
 
 
SUMMARY 
Although the problem of animal homelessness can seem daunting, the reward for 
successful solutions is great. Millions of lives are at stake: when veterinarians step 
forward to provide a leadership role in solving this problem, our profession benefits 
through increased value placed on companion animals; society benefits from reduced 
economic and social costs of unwanted animals; and most importantly the animals 
themselves benefit with an improved chance of finding, or remaining in, a lifelong loving 
home.   
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