
Melanie Isaacs

Director

Team Dog

Melanie co-founded and is Director of registered charity ‘Team

Dog’, focusing on pet owner support, progressive shelter

strategies and advocacy work.

She has spent over six years working in Animal Management in

NSW and holds a Cert III in Dog Behaviour and Training.

She attended internships with various well respected

organisations in the USA in 2013 & 2014 to gain an insight into

pet retention programs, focusing on keeping pets with their

families and preventing surrenders.

Her passion lies with open minded and caring approaches to pet

owner interactions, and positive legislative reform.

Abstract

Barriers to Owner Reclaims

According to last available statistics, only 43% of dogs and 3% of cats are reclaimed from pounds and

shelters in NSW. The situation appears to be very similar around the country, with tens of thousands

of animals being found new homes or euthanised each year.

Traditionally animal welfare and management has largely believed these animals were not wanted or

valued, but a closer look shows that many pet owners struggle with significant barriers when

attempting to reclaim their loved pets.

Identifying and removing these barriers can lead to more reclaims, higher live releases, and a more

positive relationship with your community.

Full Paper

Are the stray pets in our shelters really unloved, unwanted, neglected or abused? Or is there more to

the story?

According to the latest available data for NSW, only 43% of impounded dogs and 3% of impounded

cats are going home. Even the most well-resourced shelters who are taking strays are unlikely to

place more than 40% of their incoming animals via adoption, limiting live release options for the

animals in their care.



At Marin Humane Society in California, a focused program resulted in a 30% reclaim rate boost for dogs (from 62

percent in 1980 to 92 percent in 2012) and a 32% increase for cats (from 7 percent in 1980 to 39 percent in 2012).

Many shelters across the US are beginning to focus on getting pets home with great results.

While there’s been a large focus on using adoption and rescue partnerships to increase live release rates over the last

decade in Australia, comparatively little has gone into identifying and removing the barriers pet owners may be facing

when attempting to reclaim their lost pets.

By focusing primarily on adoptions, we’re ignoring the obvious in not making every effort to return animals to their

original owners. Adding this to our scope will see an increase in pets going home, save money, build relationships with

the community and ultimately increase live release rates.

Top reclaim barriers

Brigid Wasson of “The Path Ahead Animal Shelter Consulting” conducted a study in 2014 to find out what were the

best practices of shelters that were more successful in reuniting lost pets with their owners. She took a regional

snapshot of Northern California animal shelters in collating this data.

She found the following to be the most common reclaim barriers:

Inaccessability

Shelters are poorly located.

Confusing system of jurisdiction and hold periods.

Limited business hours.

Ineffective phone systems.

Lack of Due Diligence

Not adequately checking for ID.

Not cross checking lost and found reports.

Inadequate info collected on stray drop-offs.

Allowing non-owners to surrender pets.

Lack of Outreach

No web presence.

Found pets in shelter not publicly posted.

No lost/found social media content.

No public education on how to look for a missing pet.

Poor Customer Service

Judgmental treatment of owners of lost pets.

Not taking lost/found reports over the phone.

Strays blocked from public view.

Requiring the owner to do all the work.

Expense.

High reclaim fees.

Citations.

Transportation/shelter far from owner’s home.

Time off work to search shelters.

By addressing these issues if they exist, and any others that may be specific to an individual facility, shelters can

increase the amount of pets going home, reduce their costs, and reduce the amount of adopters they need to access

to ensure live outcomes for the animals in their care.



Finding lost pets

The first step is doing everything we can to maximise the chance that an owner will find their pet after it has become

lost.

Educate your constituents

A huge piece of the reclaim puzzle is the owner. By educating those in our community on the actions they need to

take to maximise the chances of finding their pet, we’re setting them up for success in the long term if their pet is

impounded.

● Start searching sooner rather than later. Some areas only have a 3-day hold period, when so time is of the

essence. Promote your stray hold times and encourage owners to contact the Council or shelter immediately upon

noticing their pet is missing.
● Encourage pet owners to put together flyers and posters with clear pictures of their pet with large, clear

information.
● List online. Ask pet owners to use the power of social media to share a clear picture of their pet, where it

went missing from and their contact information. Most areas have a facebook page dedicated to lost and found pets.

Get this information out via your website, social media pages, flyers and in face-to-face dealings with pet owners in

the community.

Scan in the field

Often the most simple and effective way to get impounded pets home is to make sure every pet is scanned in the field

and returned home if possible.

Every truck should have a scanner and the ability to search registries - either via an ipad or someone back at the

office who can be called with the chip number.

● If you can get in touch with the owner or find the address the pet is from, return it home immediately.

● If you’ve got contact numbers but can’t get on to the owners, consider setting up a crate or two at the office

for you to hold pets safely for a few hours to give the owners a chance to call and reclaim without the pet being

impounded at the shelter
● If you’ve got a chip number but out of date or non-existent details, consider taking some time to call local

vets. If the pet is a client they’ll likely have up to date contact details on file.

Also scan again at the shelter, preferably multiple times with multiple scanners and operators. Ensure the person or

officer who found the pet completes detailed information on where the pet was found.

“Found” flyers and posters

One of the techniques used by the Marin Humane Society mentioned earlier was to place ‘found’ flyers within a 3-4

block radius of every pet found, which included a picture and information on where to find the animal.

Other shelters have used star pickets to place a large sign in the exact spot the dog was found, so that anyone driving

around looking for their pet will hopefully see it.

Take great photos and list them online

If you have to impound the pet at the shelter, ensure clear photos are taken and listed in multiple locations online.

Your shelter should ideally have its own website and facebook page (rather than information imbedded within a

Council’s website or facebook) to make it as easy as possible for pet owners to find where found pets are listed.

Yes, ideally we’d love pet owners to be physically visiting the shelter to look for their pet but in reality this is impossible

for many. Shelter opening hours often clash with work hours, people may not have transport access or have

commitments to children or family members. Ensuring a clear photograph of every pet is listed online ensures that

these owners are not disadvantaged in finding their pet.



Cross check against lost and found reports

Designate staff members to cross check new impounds against lost pet reports. This includes reports received by

both the authorities and posted on social media and Gumtree etc. Do it again when the impound time is up (and

throughout the impound time if you have the resources to do so).

Enlist media support

Forge a relationship with local media outlets and use them where possible to promote lost pets with out of the

ordinary stories (can also be used for adoption). This has the added benefit for getting your shelter into the spotlight

for other residents too, who may be more likely to think to contact you if their pet is lost, or come to you to adopt.

Returning found pets

The owner knows you’ve got their pet - fantastic! Unfortunately at this stage there are often still many barriers in

place that prevent owners from actually reclaiming.

Reclaim fees

Reclaim models around Australia typically require the full payment of fees prior to release of an animal. It isn’t

uncommon for those fees to be in the hundreds of dollars within the first few days, making reclaim next to impossible

for many owners. This policy is often inflexible, regardless of the owner’s situation and what led their pet to be

impounded.

https://www.animalsheltering.org/blog/return-owner

An argument is sometimes made that Councils/shelters need to charge these fees in order to cover the costs of care

for that animal. It’s worth considering that the cost to hold a pet for it’s maximum hold time (up to 14 days in NSW),

and then until it is adopted (or euthanised) is far likely to exceed what you may need to waive in order to get the pet

home in the first couple of days. The UC Davis Veterinary Medicine department has a handy calculator that you can

use to calculate the costs of holding a pet at your shelter vs it being reclaimed:

http://www.sheltermedicine.com/library/resources/cat-and-dog-reclaim-cost-comparison-calculator

Even if it may cost you a little more to waive fees - consider the long-term benefit of sending the pet home with

support and advice.

• Building a positive relationship with the community member - this person will likely speak highly of you to friends

and family, increasing the chances of them and other people in your community coming to you for advice or a

new family member.

• Stops the cycle of surrender/obtaining a new pet. If this person does not reclaim their pet they are likely to obtain

a new one with the same issues in place that led to the first pet being impounded. Sending the pet home with

advice and assistance to increase the pet owner’s education re responsible pet ownership can

• Owned and loved pet does not take a home from an impounded pet who truly needs a new home, increasing live

release rates.

Consider trialling becoming a ‘CentrePay approved business’ (if your Council or facility isn’t already). This service

allows owners receiving government benefits to setup a direct debit via centrelink to come to you fortnightly out of

their payment.

• Minimum repayment $10 per deduction

• 99c transaction fee per deduction that can’t be passed on to the customer

Bear in mind that owners can cancel these payments at any time. Team Dog’s experience as a Centrepay-approved

business is that most will continue the payments, however we have undoubtedly had people cancel.

https://www.humanservices.gov.au/business/services/centrelink/centrepay-businesses

If the reclaim fees are similar to or exceed what you’d charge for an adoption - process it as an adoption. This

benefits the dog, the owner and the greater community by sending a desexed and fully-vetted dog home.

http://www.sheltermedicine.com/library/resources/cat-and-dog-reclaim-cost-comparison-calculator
https://www.humanservices.gov.au/business/services/centrelink/centrepay-businesses


Referrals for assistance

The pet owner may disclose to you that they are having some sort of behavioural or medical problem with the animal

which is influencing their ability to reclaim.

Setting up referral services with partnered professionals can go a long way to solving the issue and getting the pet

home. Trainers, behaviourists, fencers, dog walkers, and vets who are willing to offer discounts to your referred

clients can help resolve issues and prevent the pet from rebounding back into your shelter. If you are able to further

subsidise these services, even better. This applies for surrender enquiries, too!

Opening Hours

The vast majority of pounds and shelters are only open at the times when their local pet owners will be at work

themselves. Closing by 5pm and on weekends creates an enormous barrier for the average owner as they will need

to take leave from their jobs to come to you. Some shelters are only open for an hour a day.

If your options for opening hours are limited, consider opening for evenings and weekends as a priority. This will also

ensure you’re more available to adopters as well! You could also trial opening by appointment for reclaims if you are

a particularly small shelter.

Location & Transport

Many Council pounds are located at waste centres well out of town, sometimes posing a real issue for pet owners

without access to transport. If this is the case for your shelter, and a move isn’t on the cards, consider ways that you

can make reclaims more accessible for your residents, such as:

• Taking phone payments so a friend or relative can collect on behalf of the owner without having to come up with

fees.

• Providing a drop-home service by Council rangers who have impounded a lost animal and can take the pet back

with them, minimising staff time and transport costs.

General

Keep great data

Each shelter will have its own barriers to reclaim that may or may not be covered here.

Start collecting data from lost pet owners, particularly those who make contact and don’t reclaim, to understand what

challenges each person faced that prevented or delayed a reclaim. Understanding your own unique challenges and

advantages will help you formulate your own procedures that will achieve the best results.

Create procedures on data keeping to ensure all staff are logging information in the same way. Once you begin to

make changes, you can track the data and see if it’s affecting your reclaim rate positively.

For those that do reclaim, note how they found their pet (microchip, tag, website, facebook etc) and watch for any

trends that you can focus on.

Staff attitude

It’s incredibly important that your staff are selected-for and trained in empathetic and open-minded communication

with pet owners. Many pet owners are judged and treated with disdain when contacting a shelter, and this can

influence how persistent the owner is when attempting to find or reclaim their pet. Staff may not seek solutions or

workarounds to get the pet home, believing they’re ‘better off’ finding a new home.



The number one priority at the shelter should always be to get the pet home, except in cases of clear and evidenced

neglect or abuse. If this isn’t possible, despite removing barriers, we can then look at adoption and rescue

partnerships for that pet.

By prioritising reclaims your shelter can enjoy the rewards of loved pets returning home, a positive relationship with

your community, lower shelter population and a higher live release rate.


