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Abstract

Lassie, Come Home: Five steps shelters can take to increase dog reclaims

Each year in the USA, only 10-20% of missing dogs are reclaimed by owners from shelters. Australian

data shows an average of 46% reclaim rate for dogs. The rest are euthanized at great cost to

taxpayers, or sit in adoption centers, draining the agency’s resources for weeks or months. Shelters

not embracing current best practices cannot improve because they are burdened beyond capacity

every day with intake and population -- "We're full" -- and stressed out staff don't have the time or

energy to be proactive. Should we be asking ourselves, “What are we doing that isn’t working, and

how can we improve?”.

In this session, we will discuss the history of animal management and how dogs fit in. We will discuss

the more recent historical handling of dogs in animal shelters and how these traditional practices and

attitudes lead to ineffective practices today. Animal management and shelter professionals will learn

five steps they can start taking today to improve dog owner reclaims and decrease intake.



Full Paper

Introduction

In the U.S. and Australia, millions of stray dogs enter pounds and shelters every year. In both countries, few of these

dogs will ever see home again. Why are dog reclaim rates so low, and what steps can pound and shelter staff take to

make an improvement? First, one needs to understand the history of animal management as it involves dogs, and how

it has evolved into today’s current – and not so effective – practices. Knowledge and understanding of best practices in

progressive pounds and shelters will lead to greater success in increasing dog owner reunions in your community.

Historic handling of dogs by animal management

In the U.S., animal management departments largely came into existence in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s. Their

primary purpose was protecting public safety, which revolved around dogs. Animal management officers worked to

protect citizens from bites, from the spread of rabies, and at a time when most made their living by farming and

ranching, from livestock depredation. Societies for the prevention of cruelty to animals came into existence around the

same time but with a different purpose. These early nonprofit organizations like the San Francisco SPCA focused on

two big problems at the time: the mistreatment of working horses and other livestock and the abolishment of vivisection.

Out in the country, most dog owners looked after their own dogs and took care of their own problems, but in the heavily

populated cities on the East Coast of America like New York and Boston, dogs got the worst of it. The first inkling of a

focus on owner reunion came in an 1894 New York Times announcement declaring, “The American Society for the

Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Will Take Care of Homeless Dogs and Cats — Animals Without Collars Will Be Seized

and Held for Redemption.”

Despite the attempts by the ASPCA and other organizations to move towards a more humane approach to stray dog

management, for almost 100 years in the U.S., pounds and shelters were euthanizing an average of over 100 dogs per

1000 people in the community, compared with fewer than 12 per 1000 today. As human populations increased and

people lived closer together in cities and towns, people started to view stray dogs as a nuisance. No longer were the

“farm dogs” free to roam their territory. People who meant well started bringing dogs to pounds and shelters believing

they had been abandoned and needed to be “rescued.” Today’s pounds and shelters do a better job of lifesaving thanks

to modern practices and changing lifestyles of owners, but dog populations continue to overwhelm and overcrowding

and euthanasia remain problems for every agency.

Today, most pound and shelter workers could not tell you the history of animal management or how their agency’s

practices came about. The answer for most questions is, “That’s the way we’ve always done it” with an assumption that

all is for the best. The reality is that most animal management practices evolved over decades of attempted

improvement from the original turn of the century model, altered by disparate generations of management, staff, and

community members and their knowledge and beliefs at the time. Without a knowledge and understanding of proven

successful best practices, agencies continuing on “that’s the way we’ve always done it” will not improve, cannot

improve, and will be plagued by the same problems year after year.

Current handling of dogs by animal management

Much of what is done today in pounds and shelters is based on assumptions rather than facts. Here are the top three

assumptions about cats leading to ineffective animal management practices.

https://www.sfspca.org/who-we-are/history
https://cityroom.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/09/30/where-they-used-to-drown-the-dogs/
http://www.humanesociety.org/animal_community/resources/timelines/animal_sheltering_trends.html?referrer=https://www.google.com/


1) Stray dogs are unwanted and abandoned. 

The majority of dogs entering pounds and shelters are, or were at some time, someone’s pet. In today’s developed world,

truly feral or free-roaming domestic dogs are rare. Assumptions are made when stray dogs come in looking thin, dirty, or

unwell, assumptions that the dog must be abused or neglected. In truth, dogs can look quite bad after even a few days

out on their own, especially if they are a breed with long hair requiring grooming. While abandonment does occur, without

proof, it should be assumed that healthy, friendly dogs have an owner who wants them back.

2) Owners who do not reclaim their dogs are irresponsible.

There are many reasons why owners do not find and reclaim their dogs (and cats) as discussed at length in the

“Identifying and removing barriers to owner reunion” workshop. One of the biggest factors for dogs is location. Since dogs

can and do travel when they go missing, they can cross jurisdictional lines and be impounded at any number of different

pounds. They may also be picked up by a finder and kept at home, so the owner has no idea where to look. If the owner

is very busy or doesn’t understand the jurisdiction system, by the time they check the local pound – if they even know

they should do so – the legal hold period may have passed and the dog adopted out, transferred to rescue, or

euthanized. As discussed in “The Behaviors of Pets and People that Hinder Owner Reunion,” dog owners sometimes

give up searching quickly, believing their dog has been eaten by a wild animal, hit by a car, or taken in by another family.

Consider the case of Lil, a grey and white Pit Bull missing in New Jersey. Her owners searched all over and put up signs

which generated an unfortunate call. A dog fitting her exact description was found dead, floating in the river. The owners

grieved, believing she was gone forever … until she turned up a week later!

3) Charging reclaim fees will make owners more responsible.

There is a flawed logic in this assumption. Most dogs get out by accident through no fault of the owner. Dogs jump over or

dig under fences and break out of kennels. Children and other housemates leave doors or gates open. Dogs jump out of

car windows, slip collars and leashes while on a walk. They also get out of pet sitter’s homes and boarding facilities. In

some cases, fixing a fence or purchasing a good quality kennel will keep the dog from getting loose again, but the reclaim

fee will take away the money needed for the home repairs. Some owners can’t afford fees, so even if they find their dog

at the pound, they leave and do not return because they feel shamed. Now the pound is stuck with yet another dog to

rehome.

Dog shelter intake and reclaim statistics

How’s that working for us? It’s not! Dog owner reclaim rates are low across the U.S. and Australia, with an average of

20% in the U.S. and 46% in Australia. According to a study conducted by Missing Pet Partnership in Northern California,

in 2013 some pounds were reuniting less than 10% of their stray dogs, leaving 90% -- thousands – of dogs to be

rehomed or euthanized every year.

In the absence of proactive programs like LPPR (lost pet prevention and recovery) and targeted spay/neuter (desexing),

dog intake will remain the same or increase each year. Few shelters adopt out more than 50% of their dogs, so adoption

is not the only solution. There will always be more dogs coming in than can be adopted into new homes.

Pounds and shelters implementing even one or two new best practices are seeing improvements. Reclaim rates can

double and triple, while intake can be reduced 30-50%. As intake decreases, staff are less stressed and have more time

to be proactive, further increasing good outcomes for the animals, so there is a positive domino effect. The Rohnert Park

Animal Shelter in California increased their dog reclaim rate to over 40% thanks to their No More Lost Pets initiative.

http://rpanimalshelter.org/resources/microchippingtagging/


The Five Steps

Step 1: Think lost, not stray

“Think lost, not stray,” is Missing Pet Partnership’s motto. We all like to believe that we can think objectively, but in reality

everyone has biases, and those biases affect our behavior in ways we are not even aware of. When a dog comes into a

shelter looking dirty, thin, or unwell, there is an immediate assumption of neglect. A fearful dog “must have been

abused.” Even a healthy, friendly dog or puppy may have been “abandoned,” and if the owners don’t come to the pound

to reclaim him, they are “uncaring” or “irresponsible.” Words have power. Think of bullying. Words become thought

which becomes action. Shelter staff who believe a dog is neglected, abused, and abandoned will make no effort to find

the owner and facilitate the reclaim. They may do what their job requires, but will they try calling the number on the

registered microchip one more time? Will they check the records to see if the dog has been there before, and if there is

owner information? Will they look online for lost dog postings? Probably not. Unfortunately, it is those small “going the

extra mile” actions that so often facilitate a reunion.

Step 2: Post all admitted dogs online

The internet has revolutionized animal management, but if you don’t use it, it can’t help you! In today’s world, most

people begin their search for anything online, including looking for a missing pet. It is surprising to us that some pounds

still do not post found animals online, a process that takes seconds with most shelter management software. A

prevailing myth is that posting animals, or allowing people to view strays in the shelter, will encourage theft. This is

unlikely and has never been verified. If members of the public can take animals from your kennels and walk out the door

without being noticed, this is not a policy issue, this is a security issue. Here is a good example of a comprehensive lost

and found page for a County pound, Santa Clara County Animal Care & Control . In addition to posting their found

animals, SCACC lists tips for finding a missing pet as well as links to all other pounds and shelters in the area. Pounds

posting strays online have higher reclaim rates, and an added benefit is generating interest in pets not yet available, so

that adopters can be approved in advance should the pet not be claimed by an owner.

Step 3: Educate public in lost dog behaviors

As discussed in detail in “The behavior of pets and people that hinder owner reunion,” most people don’t know what to

do when a pet goes missing. The problem is that missing a pet is like having a car accident – it’s an experience that is

negative, unexpected, and unplanned for. It’s the sort of thing a person may have never thought about until the day it

happens, when suddenly it takes all of their attention. A combination of lack of knowledge of dog behavior, confusion

around the pound system, grief avoidance, and bad advice from friends and family compound to decrease the chances

of reunion.

As previously discussed, most dogs are found as a result of getting the word out via posters, car tagging, and social

media. As professional pet detective Judy Britton of Lost Pet Tracker says, “You want as many eyes helping you as

possible.” While the owner works and attends to other responsibilities, helpers can be on the lookout for the missing dog

and reporting sightings. Dogs are more likely than cats to be impounded, so owners should check the pound and make a

lost report, but they must also be proactive in their search in their own neighborhoods. Every dog recovered in the

community is a dog not ending up at the pound.

Owners must also be educated on how microchips work. Some people think the chip is a GPS and their pet can be

tracked. While there are GPS collars available, the technology is still very limited, and cannot be put into a microchip.

Owners should be advised to call the registry of their dog’s microchip to report him lost and to make sure the information

is correct. In the U.S. only about 50% of implanted microchips are currently and correctly registered.

http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/recovery-tips/think-lost-not-stray/
https://www.sccgov.org/sites/acc/lostapet/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/recovery-tips/posters-5555/
http://www.missingpetpartnership.org/recovery-tips/how-to-tag-your-car/
http://lostpettracker.net/


Step 4: Give out ID with every reclaim

Giving out ID at the time of reclaim is the cheapest insurance the pound can buy to ensure the dog does not return, or if he

does, he can get back home quickly. Microchips including registration can be purchased inexpensively in bulk, as they are

already purchased for adoptable pets. Software systems can be integrated with microchip registries to save staff time and

ensure registration is immediate at the time of reclaim.

A collar and ID tag is a low-tech and highly effective way of keeping a dog home. Collars can be donated in bulk or via

Amazon wish lists, or purchased inexpensively at dollar stores. Tag machines are not cheap, but they are a great item for a

donor to fund. The Santa Clara County, California pound had their machine purchased by their friends group while the

Sonoma County, California pound had their machine purchased by one of the local winery families. There are temporary

tags that can be filled in with pen, but they do not last a long time and can be damaged by water. Important: put the tag on

the collar and the collar on the dog!

Step 5: Engage volunteers to help families find their missing dogs

The distraught owner of a missing pet needs support, and unfortunately they rarely get it from family and friends who might

say “It’s just a pet” or “You can get another one.” Fortunately, there are many good people wanting to help others. One of

Missing Pet Partnership’s goals is to have trained teams of Lost Pet Consultants (pet detectives) in every community where

they are needed. A great place for this volunteer initiative to start is in animal shelters and pounds, where LPCs will come

into contact with the owners of missing pets on a daily basis. As described in detail in the “Identifying and removing barriers

to owner reunion” workshop, these volunteers can counsel dog owners, help them make and distribute signs and flyers,

and also – if they are trained in field work – assist the owner in conducting a physical search of their neighborhood, making

and distributing posters, or any other tasks necessary to help find the dog and bring him home.

We recommend that you choose one or more steps that you can start implementing right away, and note one or more that

you would like to plan for the future. Pounds and shelters implementing even one or two new best practices are seeing

positive results in their agencies and in their communities

http://www.imarcengraver.com/

