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T 
here’s no getting around it: 
Measurement and monitor-
ing are not the most riveting 
subjects. I’m no math whiz, 
and I’m more comfortable de-

scribing how to get parvovirus out of a pile 
of laundry than how to get statistics out of 
a shelter software system. But Dr. Miller 
and I have been discussing the issue of 
overcrowding for several columns now, 
and this time I promised to get into the 
nitty-gritty. 

The power that a well-designed 
measurement system gives us—to set 
meaningful goals, protect animal health, 
prevent problems before they occur, and 
ultimately to save more lives—makes 
this a subject we cannot ignore. To this 
end, I’ve asked a colleague, Dr. Sandra 
Newbury, to co-author this column, since 

she and I have spent countless hours 
working on these questions together over 
the last few years. 

It once seemed like an odd coinci-
dence that Dr. Newbury and I both started 
our veterinary careers with a strong inter-
est in holistic health, but eventually chose 
shelter medicine as our passion and 
(hopefully) lifelong focus. However, as we 
were discussing this column, we realized 
it’s not a coincidence at all: As we envision 
it, shelter medicine is the ultimate holistic 
health project. The foundation of holistic 
practice is to bring the whole organism 
into balance, not merely suppress symp-
toms of illness as they arise. In a shelter, 
we can’t afford to do anything less—with 
so many animals in our care, prevention of 
illness rather than treatment of symptoms 
is by far our most practical, powerful and 

humane choice. It has become ever more 
clear that many of the disease issues 
that arise in shelters are symptoms of 
overcrowding, as defined in my previous 
column (when resources of staff time or 
facility space are outstripped by the num-
ber of animals in the shelter’s care). We 
know this from seeing the dramatically 
low disease rates in shelters that have 
managed to achieve and maintain their 
ideal capacity—disease rates that would 
have seemed inconceivable for most shel-
ters even a few years ago. 

In order to avoid treating symptoms 
without correcting underlying causes, 
though, we need a problem-detection 
system that doesn’t rely on waiting for 
signs of illness. As holistic practice aims 
to bring the whole organism or animal 
into balance, let me offer the image of a 
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single organism as an example: Many of 
you have probably encountered a cat with 
kidney disease. Without regular check-
ups, the condition may go unnoticed until 
the cat starts drinking and urinating dra-
matically more—or worse, progresses to 
the point of weight loss, vomiting due to 
stomach ulcers, hypertension-induced 
blindness, or any of the other conse-
quences of failing kidneys. 

By that time, irreparable harm may 
have been done to the cat’s body. With 
regular blood work, the problem could have 
been detected much earlier, when dietary 
intervention and other measures would 
have been far more helpful. Dr. Newbury 
and I are proposing that some basic shelter 
statistics can be used as the organizational 
equivalent of that blood work—to predict 
and prevent crowding and all the attendant 
problems it brings to the “organism” of the 
shelter. These predictors can help stave off 
the staff struggles, disease problems, pub-
lic outcry, and other more dramatic mark-
ers that something is amiss. 

Laying the Foundation: 
Defining Capacity
The question seems simple enough: How 
much space do you have in your shelter, 
and how much do you need? Most of you 
know how many housing units (whether 
these are kennels, cages, or spaces in 
group housing) you have in different areas 
of the shelter. 

Surprisingly often, though, we don’t 
calculate whether the available space 
matches our need—perhaps because 
it feels like there will never be enough. 
While we can’t end animal homelessness 
by building ever-larger shelters, there is 
certainly a minimum amount of space 
required for shelters to humanely, ef-
fectively, and safely fulfill their missions. 
This required capacity is largely deter-
mined by the number of animals admit-
ted and their expected length of stay. 
Because intake may vary dramatically by 
season, it’s important to predict required 
capacity based on the maximum monthly 
numbers, rather than on numbers aver-
aged out over a year. Statistics should be 
calculated based on “monthly daily aver-
ages” (MDA). 

Let’s consider an example based on 
a given shelter’s stray holding capacity. 
(Bear with me now; it’s time for the math I 
warned you about.)

Shelter A keeps intake statistics on a 
monthly basis. Reviewing their data, staff 
notice that stray cat intake varied from a 
low of 60 cats in January to a peak of 300 
in July. (For simplicity’s sake, let’s assume 
each month has 30 days.) The MDA in-
take for January is 60/30—two cats per 
day. The MDA intake for July is 300/30 = 
10 cats per day. If the required hold period 
is seven days, in January Shelter A will 
need 14 housing units (two cats per day 
x seven days holding); in July it will need 

70 housing units (10 cats per day x seven 
days holding) simply to meet the required 
holding times.

If Shelter A has 40 housing units 
for stray cats, it will be in good shape in 
January, but over capacity in July. Rather 
than waiting for that to happen, when such 
a trend is anticipated based on historical 
data, additional humane, safe housing can 
be developed for peak seasons and a plan 
made to limit or divert intake. 

Not Quite So Simple: Determining 
Needed Adoption Capacity
Because there’s usually a set time we plan 
to hold animals in pre-adoption areas, 
determining required capacity for these 
locations is relatively straightforward. 
However, the case is less clear for adop-
tion areas. 

Certainly, we want to be sure that any-
one willing to adopt an animal does not 
leave a shelter empty-handed because 
too few animals were available to choose 
from. Shelters need sufficient space for a 
reasonable number and variety of animals. 
However, beyond a certain point, simply 
making more animals available—espe-
cially at a single location—logically will not 
increase adoptions, just as a store cannot 
expect to increase sales simply by piling 
more of the same product onto its shelves. 
In fact, more available animals may actu-
ally decrease adoption numbers if adopt-
ers are overwhelmed or if animal health or 
customer service suffer due to crowding. 

Some shelters have chosen to make 
relatively few animals visible for adoption 
at any one time, finding that each animal 
is more likely to be carefully considered by 
adopters. Here’s an email from one shel-
ter director describing her experience:

“I made it a point to go into the cat 
room and watch people when they first 
walked in to gauge their reactions. We 
had more than 60 stainless steel 24-by-24 
cages, four walls of cat cages almost floor 
to ceiling, each housing a cat or a few kit-
tens. One could barely see the cats in the 
top row; people didn’t stoop down to look 
in the bottom row, and potential adopters 
seemed plain ol’ overwhelmed. Sooooooo 
… I thought about display, marketing, dis-
ease transmission, etc. and came to the 

Figuring out in advance how much the spring influx of kittens affects intake numbers can help shelter 
managers find space solutions that won’t lead to crowding. MICHELLE RILEY/THE HSUS. PHOTO TAKEN AT 
WASHINGTON ANIMAL RESCUE LEAGUE
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decision to cut way back on cats. I knew it 
was unlikely that more people would come 
through the shelter, but very likely that if 
the cats were presented well they would 
move more quickly, and it worked. We 
now have 35 modular cages and ... our cat 
adoptions are up more than 20 percent. 
Our URI is well under control as well.” 

If this strategy is employed, additional 
capacity may be required in comfortable 
holding areas so that there are enough 
animals “ready to go” to immediately re-
place animals as they are adopted.

Unfortunately, there is no simple 
mathematical formula to tell us exactly 

how many available animals will maxi-
mize the number of successful adoptions. 
But one way to test options could be via 
a simple poll of visitors to the shelter. If 
adopters often report that they did not see 
an animal of the type they were looking 
for, more adoption housing units may be 
needed. On the other hand, more counsel-
ing or adopter/animal matching programs 
may help steer adopters towards a pet 
they otherwise wouldn’t have considered.

Another way to measure adoption 
capacity is to conduct tests over time: 
Change the number of animals available, 
and measure the number of adoptions 
against that number to see if plenitude had 
an effect on placements. You may find an 
optimal number, beyond which resources 
may be better used in off-site or mobile 
adoption programs, or for spay/neuter or 
other preventive services to keep animals 
from entering the shelter in the first place. 
Even an informal assessment can be valu-
able, provided you carefully track the im-
pact of any changes you make to ensure 
there are no unintended negative conse-
quences in terms of increased euthanasia 
or decreased adoptions. 

There are a couple of caveats about 
monitoring the relationship between 
available animals and adoption numbers. 
One important consideration for cats is 
the effect of kitten season. The onslaught 
of kittens means a shelter’s cat popula-
tion is likely to peak at the same time that 
it has a high percentage of animals the 
public is likely to consider highly “adopt-
able.” Therefore, the optimal number of 
cats may be higher in kitten season than 
at other times of year. Ideally, this ex-
panded capacity need would be met by 
providing large, comfortable group hous-
ing or offsite care for adult cats, who are 
less likely to fly out of the shelter and less 
prone to infectious disease than suscep-
tible kittens. Absent a specific plan for 
additional adult cat housing during kitten 
season, there is a tendency to meet the 
increased population demand by sliding 
into an overcrowded situation, which can 
compromise the health of both kittens 
and the adult cats patiently waiting for 
the end of the onslaught so they can have 
their chance at adoption. 

The other caveat has to do with the 
adoption specials shelters sometimes 
run when crowding becomes particularly 
intense. Two-for-one specials, reduced 
or waived adoption fees, or other festive 
adoption promotions often occur when 
shelter capacity is maxed out. Looking 
over statistics from the period might cre-
ate the impression that high housing num-
bers are correlated with higher adoption 
numbers when the reality may be that the 
crowding was simply the trigger for the 
event that led to increased adoptions. 

However, there’s no reason we need to 
wait for the shelter to be crowded to hold 
an adoption special! We can find ways to 
communicate the need for adopters with-
out compromising animal care. To do this, 
we need to set “triggers” other than over-
crowding to spur adoption events. These 
could be scheduled for times of peak in-
take (based on a review of monthly and 
daily averages), for certain holidays, or 
simply to spread adoption promotions 
throughout the year. 

The Human Factor: How Staff 
Time Impacts Shelter Capacity
Measuring crowding goes beyond pure 
spatial calculations. A shelter may be 
functionally overcrowded even when 
cages are empty—if there is insuffi-
cient staff to keep up with animal care. 
Conversely, a higher-level capacity may 
be possible if there is abundant support 
to keep animals vaccinated, clean, and 
healthy; to ensure adequate enrichment 
and exercise; and to help adopters con-
nect with the right animals. 

But good statistics on intake, adop-
tions, and daily population averages can 
be helpful in predicting required staff time. 
Ideally, the latter should be determined by 
daily counts of all animals in the shelter. 
Most shelter software systems can easily 
report this, provided animals are correctly 
entered and exited (dispositioned) from 
the system, but even a simple daily hand 
count can be a valuable tool for predicting 
staff and housing needs. 

Let’s go back to Shelter A for a closer 
look. Let’s say that in January, the average 
daily population in all areas of the shelter 
was a total of 100 cats and dogs, whereas 

An “animal care day” 
can be defined as one 
animal in a shelter for 
one day. Ten animals 
in a shelter for 10 days 
will have roughly the 
same requirements 
as 20 animals for five 
days, or two animals 
for 50 days, and so 
forth; every day, each 
animal will need a safe, 
comfortable space, 
food, cleaning, and care. 
Just as each shelter has 
some physical capacity 
beyond which animal 
care is likely to suffer, 
each shelter has a set 
number of “animal care 
days” available to use; 
beyond that number, 
crowding will occur. 
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in July the average daily population was 
400. How much staff time per day will be 
required to take care of those animals? 

The answer depends, in part, on the 
method and standard of care. Some hous-
ing systems require less time per animal 
for basic cleaning and care; for example, 
double-sided kennels/cages and group 
housing tend to be less labor-intensive 
than single cages. Size and quality of 
housing, length of stay, and behavioral or 
medical rehabilitation goals also impact 
the time needed per animal. The negative 
impact of cramped dog runs, for instance, 
can be mitigated by taking dogs out for 
regular exercise and bathroom breaks, but 
this requires more staff involvement. 

Ultimately, this decision reflects 
each shelter’s standards: How much 
time per animal per day is required to 
maintain your standard of care? Once 
this decision is made, the calculations 
are fairly simple. Let’s say Shelter A de-
cides that 10 minutes per animal per day 
is adequate. Take January’s 100 animals 
and multiply by 10 minutes per animal 
= 1,000 minutes, or about 17 hours of 
staff time. Summer’s higher numbers 
mean that the same calculation will add 
up to about 67 hours of daily staff time 
in July. (Keep in mind that additional 
time must be allotted for nondaily pro-
cedures that happen for every animal, 
including intake, behavioral evaluations, 
and outcome processing such as owner 
reclaims, adoptions, transfers to rescue, 
or euthanasia. The time needed for each 
of these processes can be readily calcu-
lated to determine the total daily staff 
time for the basics of animal care.) 

I realize that determining required 
staff and space capacity is not the same 
thing as making it happen. However, even 
if ideal levels can’t be achieved today, to-
morrow, or even this year, it’s helpful to 
have a clearly articulated picture of the 
difference between current and optimal 
staff and shelter capacity. When we can 
clearly communicate the “capacity gap” 
to community members, private or public 
funding sources, and staff and volunteers, 
we are in a much better position to craft 
and monitor an effective plan to address 
these issues. 
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With only so many animal care days 
to spend, tracking actual animal care days 
is as important as tracking intake. This 
number can be calculated and reported 
by most software systems, either by sum-
ming daily inventory, or summing total 
days from intake to outcome for each ani-
mal in the system—or, as described above, 
a daily head count can be kept by hand and 
summed to provide monthly and annual 
numbers. Reducing the number of animal 
care days—by reducing animals’ average 
length of stay by even a little bit—can dra-
matically reduce crowding even with no 
change in intake, capacity, or adoptions. 

A note on how foster care plays into 
calculating animal care days: Clearly, the 
functional capacity of a shelter can be ex-
panded through judicious use of foster 
homes. Because animals in foster care are 
not, for the most part, in contact with one 
another, they can go from intake to adop-
tion with lower disease risk and lesser im-

ments as 20 animals for five days, or two 
animals for 50 days, and so forth; every 
day, each animal will need a safe, com-
fortable space, food, cleaning, and care. 
Just as each shelter has some physical ca-
pacity beyond which animal care is likely 
to suffer, each shelter has a set number 
of “animal care days” available to use; be-
yond that number, crowding will occur. 

This can be easily calculated via the 
exercises above: Multiply the number of 
acceptable holding spaces—a figure gov-
erned by physical and staff capacity—by 
365, and you have the annual “budget.” So 
if Shelter A has 100 cat housing spaces, it 
has 365 x 100 = 36,500 cat care days to 
“spend” each year. That seems like a lot, 
but there may be thousands of cats pass-
ing through, each needing their own share 
of care days. (Ideally, animal care day 
numbers should be calculated based on 
different housing types, e.g. pre-adoption, 
adoption, isolation, etc.) 

The Impact of “Animal Care Days”
Most shelters are accustomed to monitor-
ing intake and outcome numbers. We rec-
ognize that these numbers are critical to 
defining challenges and tracking progress. 
However, numbers alone do not tell the full 
story. I’ve already hinted at this in the ex-
amples above: Consider Shelter A, which 
admitted 10 stray cats a day in July and 
held each in pre-adoption for seven days. 
If the shelter’s required holding time went 
from seven days to 14, the amount of space 
needed would double. The same effect 
would be seen if cats were not moved out 
of pre-adoption areas for seven extra days 
due to lack of staff or of space to move 
them into. The true required capacity of a fa-
cility and staff is determined not by intake, but 
by number of animal care days.

Let me explain: An “animal care day” 
can be defined as one animal in a shelter 
for one day. Ten animals in a shelter for 10 
days will have roughly the same require-

By getting a handle on what’s happening today, shelters can invest in tomorrow—in whatever it takes to keep animals in  
homes and out of shelters in the first place. BILL PETROS/THE HSUS
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driven desire to admit and humanely care 
for as many animals as possible—after all, 
one more animal that makes it through 
the shelter and into a home is one more 
life saved. Regardless of admission policy, 
reducing turnover time is a valuable strat-
egy to serve more animals with the same 
amount of staff and space, and without 
suffering from crowding. 

So how do we go about it? The first 
step is to establish some baseline mea-
surements and set targets. Most soft-
ware systems can report average, median 
and range of time to outcome for various 
outcome types, such as reclaim, rescue, 
adoption, transfer, and euthanasia. This 
report should be broken down by intake 
categories as well, as turnover may vary 
significantly by species, age, stray/surren-
der status, or other factors. (When moni-
toring, it’s important to consider median 
as well as average; just a few animals with 
very long stays can throw off the turnover 
average substantially.) In smaller shelters 
without software systems, numbers can 
be tracked by hand and analyzed with a 
simple spreadsheet program; if monitoring 
on an ongoing basis is overly burdensome, 
tracking for a month or two will give a 
point of reference that can be revisited pe-
riodically. It’s also good to figure out what 
average turnover time must be maintained 
in order to accommodate expected intake 
levels without crowding. That number can 
be derived from the annual care days avail-
able and the historical intake. (Like other 
measures, this may vary seasonally.) 

Reduced Turnover Time = More 
Animal Care Days to Spend
For example, let’s look at turnover time for 
one species over the course of a year. We 
calculated that Shelter A has 36,500 cat 
care days to spend per year. If they go over 
that budget, crowding will result. If their an-
nual intake last year was 3,000 cats, they 
can afford to spend 36,500/3,000 = 12 
days per cat. As with any budget, if they save 
a little here, they have more to spend there: 
If they can eliminate some delays and move 
some cats through in less than 12 days, they 
can provide for cats who need extra time. 
Just as those $4 coffees add up in a per-
sonal budget, little delays can become sig-
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pact on crowding in the shelter. “Foster 
care days” should, therefore, be considered 
a separate resource from shelter animal 
care days, and removed from calculations 
of turnover time described below. Still, it’s 
important to remember that even fostered 
animals require some time from shelter 
staff to help with medical, behavioral, and 
logistical issues that arise, and unless foster 
parents are adopting out directly, their ani-
mals do need to come back to the shelter 
eventually. While foster care is often a cost-
effective and humane method of housing, 
the same vigilance needs to be applied to 
ensure that capacity is not exceeded.

The Magic of Decreasing 
Turnover Time
I’ve said before that I don’t believe in-
creasing euthanasia is a necessary means 
to reduce shelter crowding. In fact, the 
logic presented above tells us that eutha-
nizing more animals will not necessarily 
lead to any change in crowding levels: 
Required shelter capacity is determined by 
intake and holding time, not by outcome type. 
Decreasing intake by reducing the number 
of homeless animals is one crucial compo-
nent of any strategy to address overpopu-
lation, within shelters and communities. 
Spay/neuter outreach remains one of the 
most cost-effective and humane methods 
to accomplish this. Behavioral counsel-
ing, pet-friendly housing, affordable vet-
erinary care, and many other preventive 
programs have the potential to reduce the 
need for shelter housing. These represent 
strategies for long-term success.  

However, for the homeless animals in 
our communities today, we need a more 
immediate plan. This comes down to two 
options: limit the number of animals ad-
mitted, or reduce the amount of time each 
animal spends in the shelter from intake 
to outcome. 

Limiting intake by policy is one solu-
tion to reduce crowding. Shelters may 
accomplish this by setting surrender ap-
pointments, redirecting animals to other 
shelters, or simply closing the doors 
when the shelter is full. But in many cir-
cumstances, limiting admission is not an 
option. Even for those shelters that do 
control intake, there is often a mission-
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and the average time of treatment is seven 
days. Even with these modest estimates, 
that means they are spending seven days 
x 1,000 cats = 7,000 extra cat-care days 
on this disease. Of the shelter’s 36,500 
total available days, 7,000 amounts to al-
most 20 percent of its total resources. 

I often hear from shelters that say 
they can’t afford the quality of housing or 
level of care required to keep most ani-
mals healthy—especially cats, who are so 
susceptible to stress. But what if those in-
vestments led to a 20 percent or greater 
savings in animal care through reduced 
illness? Animal welfare gains aside, how 
long would it take to offset that initial 
cost? The potential time savings should 
be carefully factored in when considering 
any investment, whether it’s fancy new 
kennels, additional animal care staff, or a 
treatment that shaves time off recovery 
from URI. In this context, optimal care 
may prove to be something we can’t af-
ford not to provide. 

Success That Builds On Itself
The beauty of decreasing turnover time 
is that it can be self-perpetuating, the op-
posite of a vicious cycle. As turnover time 
decreases and the daily population goes 
down, it gets easier to prevent delays by 
staying on top of the needs of each and 
every animal. With more space and staff 
time to devote to each animal, it is easier 
to keep each one healthy—and as healthy 
animals move through the shelter faster, 
turnover time is further reduced. When 
the public encounters a clean, welcom-
ing environment populated by healthy, 
contented animals, perhaps adoptions will 
even increase. In the best-case scenario, 
with fewer animals and less illness to man-
age in the shelter, we can use our extra re-
sources, time, and energy for preventive 
programs. By getting a handle on what’s 
happening in the shelter today, we expand 
the possibility for investing in tomorrow—
in spay/neuter, behavioral counseling, 
accessible veterinary care or whatever it 
takes to keep animals in homes and out of 
shelters in the first place.

In my very first column for Animal 
Sheltering, I told the story of a shelter 
dog named Tiffany, a wiry, grizzled, wolf-

n	Any program that speeds adoption (e.g. 
keeping animals healthy, off-site and web 
adoption programs, optimizing number 
and presentation of animals, adopter-
friendly policies, matchmaking programs);

n	Careful attention to all steps in each an-
imal’s journey through the shelter, and 
daily assessment of this progress. 

Danger points for increased turnover 
time include delay of any of those proce-
dures that need to happen for an animal 
to move to its final outcome. This could 
include the posting of a stray’s profile as 
a lost pet; health and behavioral evalu-
ations that must happen before adopt-
ability decisions are made; notification of 
rescue groups of an animal’s availability 
(and pickup by rescuers); moving an ani-
mal from holding to adoption areas; per-
forming spay/neuter surgery; or carrying 
out a euthanasia decision once it’s been 
made. Ensuring that each of these steps 
takes place at the first possible moment 
can make a huge difference in terms of de-
creasing crowding without compromising 
live release. Ensuring sufficient staff and/
or adjusting schedules so there is no lag 
time due to lack of staff coverage at any 
point is a worthwhile investment. This is 
one of those “spend now or spend more 
later” situations: Every procedure required 
by shelter policy must be carried out at 
some point in the animal’s stay, so invest-
ing in more care days before those proce-
dures happen will just increase the overall 
cost—not only for the shelter, but for the 
animals who wait out those extra days. 

One of the most dramatic factors in 
turnover time—and most rewarding to 
address—is animal health, physical and 
mental. Healthy, relatively unstressed ani-
mals present well to adopters and move 
through the shelter. On the other hand, 
treatment for illness can easily tack a cou-
ple of weeks onto an animal’s stay. If doz-
ens or hundreds of animals are affected, 
this can quickly add up. 

For example, let’s go back to Shelter A 
one last time. Say 30 percent of the 3,000 
cats it admits annually come down with 
feline URI while in the shelter’s care (a 
reasonable estimate, from my conversa-
tions with shelters). Let’s happily suppose 
that this shelter is able to treat for URI, 

nificant when so many animals are involved. 
And whether we’re talking about dollars or 
days, going over budget—spending more 
than you really have—can mean serious 
heartache. Charles Dickens summed it up 
in this line from David Copperfield: “Annual 
income twenty pounds, annual expenditure 
nineteen pounds nineteen and six, result 
happiness. Annual income twenty pounds, 
annual expenditure twenty pounds aught 
and six, result misery.”

Once your care-day budget has been 
established and you can see how much 
is spent in time-to-outcome by different 
categories, the next step is to analyze 
every possible point for unnecessary de-
lays inherent in the system. The emphasis 
is on unnecessary: In some cases, longer 
holding times are perfectly appropriate. 
The goal in reducing turnover time is to 
decrease time-to-outcome, not to change 
the outcome from a positive (e.g. reclaim, 
rescue, or adoption) to a negative (e.g. 
sick or dangerous animal released due to 
inadequate screening, euthanasia of an 
animal who would have found a home). 
Turnover time is minimized by:
n	Any program that speeds reclaim (e.g. 

microchipping, lost and found match-
ing, good descriptions and photographs 
on the Internet);

I often hear from 
shelters that say they 
can’t afford the quality 
of housing or level of 
care required to keep 
most animals healthy—
especially cats, who 
are so susceptible to 
stress. But what if those 
investments led to a 
20 percent or greater 
savings in animal care 
through reduced illness?
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hound/terrier mix I fell in love with nearly 
20 years ago. I was a recently hired ken-
nel attendant, busy cleaning runs one 
morning, when I noticed her showing 
the first ominous symptoms of kennel 
cough. For some of you, it might be hard 
to imagine that the only two choices we 
knew about at that shelter back then 
were to euthanize the dog immediately 
or permit disease spread to all the others 
in our care. Luckily for me and Tiffany, a 
perfect adopter came by at just the right 
moment and spared me from taking the 
next dreaded step. Still, I’ve never forgot-
ten her, or the many who weren’t so for-
tunate. That painful, precarious moment 
underlies the track my career has taken 
since then—if I could give anything to my 
beloved field, it would be to release us 
from those terrible choices where a tragic 
outcome awaits whichever way we turn. 

That was a long time ago, and we now 
have far more tools to protect popula-
tions and provide treatment for individual 
animals. Still, there remains a deeply in-
grained belief—within our profession and 
our society—that a fundamental choice 
remains: We can either provide better care 
for fewer animals and consequently eutha-
nize more, or we can lower our standards 
of care and save more lives. If that choice 
were real, it would indeed be a hard one. 
However, just as there was a third option 
for Tiffany, I believe another path exists. I 
hope we have made the case for that path 
in these columns. As many shelters have 
already proven, there needn’t be conflict 
between good care for every animal and 
success in every aspect of the shelter’s 
mission. With attentive population man-
agement, our hands are untied: We can 
take advantage of the many tools now 
available to maintain shelter animal health 
and comfort without fearing that euthana-
sia must increase as a result. AS

Sandra Newbury, D.V.M., contributed to 
this column. Newbury serves as the national 
shelter medicine extension veterinarian at 
the Koret Shelter Medicine Program at 
UC Davis. 

An extended version of this column  
can be found at the program’s website, 
sheltermedicine.com.
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