Chapter 2

Animal Care and Control Agencies
Upon ﬁrst impression, it may seem that a
municipal animal care and control agency can play
only a reactive role while protecting citizens in its
community and providing shelter to stray and lost
animals. After all, the agency must respond the
best it can to problems created by irresponsible
pet owners, and the extent to which citizens in the
community act responsibly seems far beyond its
control.
But it’s not. To a great extent, the agency can
provide greater protection for citizens and reduce
the population of lost and homeless pets through a
set of proactive policies and procedures.

Multnomah County, Oregon
Incident bite rate
(per 1,000 licensed dogs)
6/30/02—7/1/03
Intact male
Neutered male
Intact female
Spayed female

55.1
7.7
31.1
3.0

Shuler CM, DeBess EE, Lapidus JA, & Hedberg K (2008).
Canine and human factors
related to dog bite injuries.
J. Am. Vet. Med. Ass’n. 232:
(4), 544.
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These
programs
begin
with recognizing that sexually
intact dogs and cats cause a
disproportionate share of injury
in the communities where they
live. The frequency of dog bites
in Multnomah County, Oregon
is shown in a sidebar on the
previous page.
Intact cats and dogs are also
responsible for a disproportionate share of a community’s animal sheltering expenses. Intact
dogs are more likely to stray
from home.113, 114 Intact dogs are
twice as likely to be relinquished
to an animal shelter as sterilized
dogs; intact household cats are
3.3 times more likely to be relinquished to an animal shelter than

“An eﬀecve animal control program not only
saves cies and counes on present costs—
by protecng cizens from dangerous dogs,
for example—but it also helps reduce the cost
of animal control in the future. A city that
impounds and euthanizes 4,000 animals in
2001—at a cost of $50 to $90 per animal—but
does not promote spaying and neutering will
probably sll euthanize 4,000 animals a year
in 2010. A city than euthanizes 4,000 animals
a year in 2001 and instutes diﬀerenal licensing, funds a subsidized spay/neuter program,
and has an educaonal program for both adults
and children will likely euthanize signiﬁcantly
fewer animals in 2010 and save on a host of
other animal-related costs as well.”
Handy G (2001). Animal Control Management:
A Guide for Local Governments. Washington,
D.C.: Internaonal City/County Management
Associaon, 18.

Figure 7.
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their sterilized counterparts.115 Feral cats make up a substantial share of the homeless animals admitted to shelters and more than 97% of them are sexually intact.116 As
a result, shelter intake rates and the resulting expenses are largely determined by a
community’s pet sterilization rate. While only about one-ﬁfth of American household
cats and less than two-ﬁfths of dogs remain sexually intact,117 intact cats and dogs accounted for almost four-ﬁfths of the adult cats and dogs admitted to Michigan animal
shelters in 2003 118 (See Figure 7 on the previous page).
Programs that increase a community’s pet sterilization rate are the foundation of
any effective animal control program.119 And many of the most effective ways to accomplish this are uniquely within the control of animal care and control agencies.

I. Sterilizaon at Adopon of Intact Cats and Dogs Adopted from Animal
Shelters
Pet sterilization rates have increased to the point that there are only about 22
million intact dogs in America and about 15 million intact household cats.120 As mentioned above, intact dogs and cats made up about four-ﬁfths of all the cats and dogs
admitted to Michigan animal shelters in 2003. If this holds true throughout the rest
of the country, one-seventh of all the intact dogs in the country and perhaps the same
proportion of intact household cats enter
animal shelters every year.121 While the
A study of cats and dogs adopted from
admission of intact cats and dogs places
a Louisiana animal care and control
agency from 1988-1990 found that
a disproportionate burden on the shelteronly 41% of owners complied with
ing system, it also provides an excellent
their agreement to have an intact adopportunity to increase a community’s pet
opted animal sterilized even though
sterilization rate if the impounded animals
all had paid a $25 fee that entled
are sterilized and returned to the commuthem to have the cat or dog sterilized
nity.
at a private veterinary hospital.
As set forth in the introductory section (Figure 6 on Page 13), after California
passed a sterilization-at-adoption law, shelter intakes at animal care and control shelters in the six largest counties with complete data dropped by 10% in the ﬁrst ﬁve

Alexander SA & Shane SM (1994).
Characteriscs of animals adopted
from an animal control center whose
owners complied with a spaying/
neutering program. J. Am. Vet Med
Ass’n. 205(3): 474.
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years. During the ﬁve-year period before that, state law had only required adopters to
post a neutering deposit when adopting an intact pet and total dog and cat intakes at
animal control shelters in these counties grew by 8.6%, roughly matching the growth
of the counties’ human population.122
Adopting a pre-release sterilization policy is the prerogative of any animal care
and control agency. Much—if not all—of the cost can be recovered through adoption fees. In some cases, the cost of sterilization turns out to be no greater than the
sterilization deposit that had been taken previously. Whatever the case, pre-release
sterilization programs are an essential component of a proactive program to reduce
the population of stray and homeless animals.

II. Adopon of Sterilized Shelter Animals Through Transfers to Humane
Sociees and Rescue Groups
The beneﬁts of a sterilization-at-adoption program are compounded when animal control agencies increase the number of animals they sterilize and place back
in a community through collaborative programs with humane societies and animal
rescue groups. Two recent trends have signiﬁcantly increased the number of pets
that can be placed through transfers to non-governmental humane organizations: the
rapid proliferation of animal rescue groups and the increasing use of the Internet as
a tool to facilitate the placement of homeless pets.
For every one of the 3,000 municipal animal care and control agencies in the
country, there are two non-proﬁt humane organizations that work to place homeless pets; half of these are non-sheltered rescue groups with foster care programs.123
Many of these groups use the Internet to promote the re-homing of cats and dogs,
often with remarkable success. The most popular pet adoption website, Petﬁnder,
estimates that it helps facilitate 1,500,000 adoptions every year.124
Humane societies and rescue groups have the potential to place a signiﬁcant
share of the animals that enter shelters. For instance, in 2005, municipal animal control agencies accounted for only 39.7% 125 of all the cats and dogs adopted from animal
shelters in Utah, with humane societies accounting for 21.2% of the adoptions and
rescue groups 39.1%. Shelter adoptions in the state had increased by half over a
six-year period, from 18,150 in 1999 to 27,229 in 2005.126 Utah’s statewide pet adoption rate in 2005 was 10.5 Pets Per Thousand People (PPTP), almost 40% above the
national average of 7.7 PPTP.127 Most of the increase came from transfers of animals
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from animal care and control agencies to rescue groups. To make certain that these
placements will not add to a community’s pet population, however, it is necessary
that all intact animals placed through humane societies and rescue groups be sterilized prior to placement, too.

III. Sterilizaon of Dogs and Cats Reclaimed From Shelters
About 13% of all dogs who enter U.S. animal shelters are reclaimed by their owners, as are 3% of cats.128 Among the redeemed animals are about 400,000 intact dogs
and 100,000 intact cats.129 Like other intact animals that have been impounded, these
animals provide an excellent opportunity for an animal control agency to increase
the local pet sterilization rate.
The same public beneﬁts that accrue from the pre-release sterilization of intact
stray and relinquished animals also ﬂow from the sterilization of reclaimed dogs and
cats. Since 2000, sterilization has been required for all intact animals released from
municipal shelters in New York City, whether the animals are being placed with new
owners or returned to their original owner. By FY 2007, intakes at New York City
Animal Care & Control had dropped to 4.7 Pets Per Thousand People,130 the lowest
shelter intake rate of any city in the country.
A similar policy has been adopted in St. Louis, Missouri. All intact animals picked
up by animal control ofﬁcers there are sterilized and microchipped before being returned to their owners.
Other jurisdictions bundle sterilization incentives for owners redeeming intact
animals with incentives for them to comply with local animal control and public
health laws. For instance, the Hillsborough County (Florida) Department of Animal
Services charges a $50 redemption fee for an impounded animal but waives the fee
entirely if the animal is sterilized and the owner has complied with local licensing and
rabies immunization laws.
In some jurisdictions, agencies ratchet up sterilization incentives or require the
sterilization of redeemed animals only after a subsequent violation of local animal
control laws. For instance, Utah law requires the owner of a redeemed intact animal
to post a sterilization deposit, but only when a second impoundment has occurred
during a 12-month period.131 And the City of Sacramento, California requires that
intact animals be sterilized before being returned to their owners if the animal has
been impounded twice within a three-year period.
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IV. Diﬀerenal License Fees
Municipal animal control agencies are not limited to policies and programs that reach only those
animals that have been impounded; some of the
most effective programs lead to the sterilization of
animals before they are impounded. Because they
help prevent these animals from entering shelters
in the ﬁrst place, these programs are very cost-effective.

“Because of evidence linking unsterilized dogs to biting behavior—intact dogs
account for 95 percent of all
fatal maulings—programs
and incenves such as differenal licensing that promote spaying and neutering
also help reduce the incidence of dog bites.”

Communities that have adopted differential license fees—in which owners of unsterilized pets
Handy G (2001). Animal Conpay a higher fee to license their pet—tend to have
trol Management: A Guide
lower shelter intake rates than those that have not.
for Local Governments.
A 1985 study compared 61 jurisdictions that had difWashington, D.C.: Internaferential licensing programs with 86 that had none
onal City/County Manageand found that shelters in jurisdictions with differment Associaon, 7.
ential licensing enjoyed a 12.3% reduction in shelter
intakes over a ﬁve-year period, while shelters in areas without differential licensing saw a small increase in admissions. 132

Recent experience with differential licensing surcharge programs has been similar. In the ﬁrst 13 years after a $45 surcharge was imposed on licenses for intact pets
in King County, Washington in 1993, the number of cats and dogs admitted to King
County Animal Services shelters dropped by 14.6%133 despite a 21.1% increase in the
county’s population during this period.
Differential license fees are not only effective in reducing shelter intakes, they
are also fair. Pets kept by irresponsible citizens cause a disproportionate share of an
animal control agency’s expenses, so allocating a greater share of licensing costs to
them is sensible public policy.134 Perhaps for this reason, more than 80% of cities and
counties in the United States impose a differential license surcharge.135
A national licensing survey completed 12 years ago found the average differential for licensing an intact dog to be $10.39 and $11.87 for an intact cat.136 By now,
though, intact dogs cause greater public expense than that through increased impoundment expenses alone:
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INTACT DOGS

Total
Populaon 137, 138
21,900,000

Annual
Impoundment
Cost 139
$574,056,000

STERILIZED DOGS

51,100,000

$139,944,000

Annual
Impoundment
Cost Per Animal
$26.21
$ 2.74
$23.47

Diﬀerence in Average Impoundment
Expense Per Intact Dog = $23.47
Figure 8.

A differential licensing fee of $20 per intact dog is justiﬁed on the basis of increased
impoundment expense alone and would generate approximately $.60 a year in revenue for every person residing in the jurisdiction, if reasonable steps are taken to
increase compliance with dog licensing laws, as shown below:

TOTAL DOG POPULATION
PER 1,000 RESIDENTS140

255

PERCENT OF DOGS INTACT141
INTACT DOGS PER 1,000 RESIDENTS

x
.29
_______
74

PERCENT OF ALL DOGS LICENSED142

x
.40
_______
LICENSED DOGS PER 1,000 RESIDENTS
30
AMOUNT OF DIFFERENTIAL

x
$20
________

Annual Revenue Per 1,000 Residents
Generated by $20 Diﬀerenal
$600.00
Figure 9.

A fair differential licensing surcharge would not only provide a disincentive for pet
owners to maintain intact pets, it also could provide sufﬁcient revenue for programs
to increase sterilization rates and reduce future intakes, such as a low-income pet
sterilization subsidy program.
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V. Low-Income Neutering Assistance Programs
As mentioned above, a differential
license fee is an ideal source of revenue for
a subsidy program to bring pet sterilization
within the reach of indigent pet owners.
Those who will not have their pets sterilized
at least help those who cannot. It is critical,
however, that the revenue from differential
license fees be used to fund pet sterilization
subsidy programs for low-income pet owners.
Otherwise, the imposition of a licensing
surcharge can be counterproductive.
Any gains through increased sterilization
can be lost through the abandonment or
relinquishment of pets by those who cannot
afford either to have their pets sterilized or
pay the licensing surcharge.

The esmated cost of operang a
subsidized pet sterilizaon program
for low-income pet owners can be
derived from a program operated
in Alabama in 2000-2003. Over a
twenty-four month period, 36,046
surgeries were performed through
the program—an annual volume of
about four surgeries per resident-at a cost of $2,384,414, about 27
cents a year per resident.
http://maddiesfund.org/Funded_
Projects/Targeted_SpayNeuter/
Completed.html#Maddies%20
Big%20Fix%20for%20Alabama.

Targeted low-income neutering subsidy programs beneﬁt the entire community.
The establishment of a low-income neutering assistance program in New Hampshire
in 1994 was accompanied by a drop in shelter intakes of more than a third during its
ﬁrst six years:

Figure 10.143
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During the program’s ﬁrst six years, impoundment expenses dropped by $3.2
million, while only $1 million was spent on the sterilization subsidy program.144 Targeted sterilization subsidies have proven to be a core component of any effective
animal care and control program.145

VI. Increasing the Rate at Which Lost Pets are Returned to Their Owners
Animal control agencies can use pet sterilization-related policies and programs to
reduce shelter intake rates. Other programs and policies are available to them, too.
Returning lost pets promptly to their owners can reduce sheltering expenses and
increase the sheltering system’s capacity to care for other animals that subsequently
become homeless. One way to do this is to increase the rate at which owners provide
their pets with identiﬁcation.
Increasing compliance with dog
CALGARY (ALBERTA)
licensing laws is central to efforts to
2007
ANIMAL SERVICES
raise the rate at which lost pets have
DOG IMPOUNDMENT DATA
been provided with identiﬁcation and
are successfully returned home. It is
Dogs Impounded
4,746
also critical to the enforcement of laws
Dogs Returned to Owner 4,062 (85.6%)
that require owners to have their pets
---Picked up at Shelter 2,692
immunized against rabies. A 1996 sur---Driven Directly Home 1,370
Dog Licensure Compliance
vey found that the average rate of comRate (esmated) 90%
pliance with pet licensing laws in the
United States was 34% for dog owners
City of Calgary Animal and Bylaw
and 14% for cat owners.146 These ﬁndServices, 2007 Shelter Stascs
ings are consistent with those of a 2002
North Carolina survey, which found
that only 25% of owners living in jurisdictions that had a licensing law complied with
the law.147 In addition, only 48% of owned cats and dogs in these jurisdictions had
been immunized against rabies.148 The lack of compliance with pet licensing laws
was associated with a lack of compliance with the state law requiring the owners of
cats and dogs to have them immunized against rabies; as shown on Figure 11 on the
next page, the jurisdictions in North Carolina with higher pet licensing rates tended
to have higher rabies immunization rates, too:149
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2002 RABIES IMMUNIZATION AND PET LICENSING
COMPLIANCE RATES IN SELECTED NORTH
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Figure 11.

Compliance with licensing laws can be increased in several ways:
³Ê Making licensing easier by allowing owners to license pets through the
mail, on the Internet, at animal shelters, and at veterinary clinics;
³Ê Mailing renewal applications automatically to pet owners;
³Ê Allowing multi-year licensing with the use of three-year rabies vaccines;
³Ê Requiring all major sources of pets, including shelters, pet shops, and professional breeders to report the transfer of ownership of pets to licensing
ofﬁcials.150
Requiring veterinarians to report rabies immunization information to licensing
ofﬁcials and linking rabies and licensure records in a single database can also be
used to build an effective licensing program.151 In the ﬁrst ﬁve years after the passage of a law requiring veterinarians in New Hampshire to send copies of rabies immunization certiﬁcates to local licensing ofﬁcials, the number of dogs licensed in the
state jumped by 90%.152
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VII. Evidence-Based Impoundment and Shelter Admission Policies

The central mission of a municipal animal control agency is to protect the health
and welfare of citizens by minimizing the frequency with which animals damage
property, threaten or injure people, cause automobile accidents, disturb the peace, or
spread disease.153 Pursuit of this mission often requires the impoundment of homeless animals. Each impoundment results in public expense, however, and the cost of
each impoundment must be weighed against the public beneﬁt.
Many of a municipal animal control agency’s
“There is evidence that
impoundment and shelter admission policies are set
sterilizing very speciﬁc, atby local laws and ordinances, such as impounding
risk subpopulaons such as
animals that have been victims of cruelty or neglect
feral cats can contribute to
and those who pose an obvious risk to citizens,
reducons in overpopulaon.”
including dangerous dogs and animals that show signs
of having contracted rabies. In other cases, however,
ASPCA Posion Statement
the agency has some latitude in determining which
on Mandatory Spay/Neuter
animals to impound or admit to its sheltering system.
Laws.
For example, some agencies routinely impound freeroaming cats in response to complaints, others do not. Some accept pets that citizens
seek to relinquish, others do not.
In setting its impoundment and admission policies, an agency necessarily weighs
the cost of handling an animal against the beneﬁt to citizens, generally in the form
of reduced risk of injury or disease. In addition to the ﬁscal expense that necessarily results from sheltering an animal, the agency should also consider the humane
costs as well, in terms of its ability to provide safe and sanitary conditions for all the
animals it decides to impound. Admission policies that foster overcrowding almost
always result in more disease, animal deaths, and ultimately more euthanasias.154
Applying these principles to impoundment and admission policies for feral and
free-roaming cats, from a public health perspective there does not appear to be any
current justiﬁcation for impounding them absent speciﬁc evidence of risk. There
has not been a case of human infection associated with exposure to a rabid cat in
the United States for more than 30 years.155 With respect to non-zoonotic infectious
diseases, large epidemiologic studies found that the infection rates of feline leukemia
virus and feline immunodeﬁciency virus in feral cats are not substantially different
from those of pet cats.156
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Given the large population of free-roaming cats–which may approach the number of pet cats 157– the cost of any wide-scale impoundment of free-roaming cats can
be enormous. For instance, the cost of reducing the population of free-roaming cats
by 50% through impoundment and euthanasia over an eight-year period in a Florida
county with slightly more than a million residents was estimated to be between $28.5
and $56.6 million dollars.158
Because the impoundment of feral cats usually leads to their being euthanized,
blanket impoundment or admission policies raise humane considerations, too. It
would be a mistake to underestimate the growing societal resistance to the use of
population control euthanasia as a means of regulating companion animal populations.159 If substantial public health risks arise in the future, this resistance may be
reduced, but recent data suggest that a large majority of citizens appear to prefer
non-lethal strategies to manage free-roaming cat populations, such as trap/neuter/
vaccinate/release (TNVR) programs (See Figure 12). Failing to control the migration of household cats to free-roaming colonies, though, can substantially limit the
Results of 2007 survey of Ohio residents
regarding management of feral cat populaons
Agree or
Strongly Agree Neutral
Trap-neuter-return
programs are a good
way to manage
free-roaming cats
I support using tax
dollars to support
low-cost spay/
neuter programs
for cats

Disagree or
Strongly Disagree Don’t Know

538 (76.5)

78 (11.0)

70 (10.0)

17 (2.4)

334 (47.5)

101 (14.4)

258 (36.7)

10 (1.4)

Lord LK (2008). Atudes toward and percepons of free-roaming cats among
individuals living in Ohio. J. Am. Vet. Med. Ass’n. 232(8): 1165.

Figure 12,
success of TNVR programs. Less than 3% of all free-roaming cats have been previously sterilized,161 suggesting that sterilized household cats tend not to migrate to
free-roaming status. As a result, programs to promote the sterilization of household
160
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cats—such as the low-income pet sterilization subsidy programs described above—
are critical to prevent migration.
Applying these principles to owned pets, the optimal allocation of resources requires that an agency prioritize the impoundment and admission of those animals
that pose the greatest risk to citizens.
Animals that have already become homeThe cost of operang a large-scale feless, such as stray and lost dogs, plainly
ral cat sterilizaon subsidy program
present heightened risks. If an agency
can be esmated from one operated
in California in 1999-2002. Over a 33
does not have sufﬁcient resources to admonth period, 170,334 feral cats were
equately shelter all the pets its citizens
altered—an annual volume of about
seek to surrender, however, it may want
two cats per resident—at a cost of
to leave that mission to nongovernmental
$9,479,099 or about ten cents a year
humane organizations. It may choose to
per resident.
prioritize the strict enforcement of laws
against pet abandonment instead.
hp://maddiesfund.org/Funded_Projects/Targeted_SpayNeuter/Completed.html#The%20California%20VeteriIn summary, to effectively allocate
nary%20Medical%20Associaon’s%20
its resources and achieve its mission, an
Feral%20Cat%20Altering%20Program.
animal control agency’s programs and
policies—like those of any other agency
charged with protecting the citizens in its community and funded by taxpayers—
should be driven by the best available current data.
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