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A Revolution in Sheltering

SINCE ITS RELEASE in September 2007, Redemption has become the most critically acclaimed book ever written on its topic. Not only has the book helped shift the national debate about killing, it is also playing a direct role in helping to transform communities. A shelter manager in Washington says the book completely changed her views and she is committing herself to saving all animals in her shelter.Another in Ohio reported that the book gave her the “conviction to move forward” with her No Kill ambitions. Yet another in Louisiana reported to her staff,“We’ve been doing it wrong, and we are going to start doing it right.”

After reading Redemption, county commissioners in an Indiana community succeeded in taking to No Kill a shelter that previously killed the vast majority of dogs and cats, often cruelly. As Redemption celebrates its continuing success, Tompkins County, New York, finished its seventh No Kill year, Charlottesville,Virginia, entered its third, and new communities like those in Reno, Nevada, entered the No Kill club. Other communities in other states have also embraced No Kill or are aggressively moving in that direction. No Kill is on the agenda of local governments nationwide as advocates in communities as diverse as Seattle, Washington, and Indianapolis, Indiana, are using Redemption and the model it advocates to force changes in the practices of local shelters.

There have been other notable changes as well. The Humane Society of the United States’ (HSUS) favorite misnomer “euthanasia” has lost its cache.Rescue groups and animal advocates have stopped using it and other HSUS euphemisms such as “putting them to sleep” to describe the abhorrent practice of systematic shelter killing. People are more aware of widespread mistreatment of animals in shelters. And they are less tolerant of the poor care and the killing, the excuses built up over the decades to justify it, and the legitimacy that groups like HSUS give to it. This has put the large national humane groups on the defensive, trying to take credit for the decline in killing nationally even as they opposed and in some cases continue to oppose the programs responsible for it, and by softening their anti-No Kill positions.

Redemption debunks the myth of pet overpopulation and puts the blame for the killing where it belongs: on the shoulders of the very shelter directors who find killing easier than doing what is necessary to stop it, on the local governments who continue to underfund their shelters or place them under the regressive oversight of health and police departments (and even under sanitation!), and on shelter managers who protect uncaring and even cruel staff members at the expense of the animals.

More than all of that, average people are now aware that shelters kill. And they are aware that there are some shelters and communities that do not kill. After reading the book, one animal lover in Los Angeles, California, told me: “At least now we know what—or more accurately, who—the problem is.” We also know how to make them stop. And in more communities nationwide, we have.

THE MYTH OF PET OVERPOPULATION

Unfortunately, many shelter directors remain steadfast in their refusal to embrace the No Kill paradigm.To them, the culprit for the killing remains “pet overpopulation,” a dogma they cling to with the fervor of religious faith and which they deem to be simply beyond question—outside the realm of factual confirmation, data, and analysis.

When I argue in this book that pet overpopulation is a myth, I am not saying that people aren’t irresponsible with animals. It doesn’t mean there aren’t a lot of animals entering shelters. It doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be better if there were fewer of them being impounded. Nor am I saying shelters don’t have institutional obstacles to success. But it does mean that these problems are not insurmountable.And it does mean we can do something other than killing for all savable animals right now, today: if all shelter directors cultivate the desire and will to do so, and then earnestly follow through. That is good news. It is news we should celebrate. And it should be the focal point with which we target our advocacy efforts to achieve the greatest declines in killing possible in the shortest amount of time.

Current estimates from a wide range of groups indicate that between four million and five million dogs and cats are killed in shelters every year. Of these, given data on the incidence of aggression in dogs (based on dog bite extrapolation) and save rates at the best performing shelters in the country from diverse regions and demographics, about 90 percent of all shelter animals are “savable.” The remainder consists of hopelessly ill or injured animals and vicious dogs whose prognosis for rehabilitation is poor or grave.That would put the number of savable dogs and cats at roughly 3.6 million on the low end and 4.5 million on the high end of the spectrum.

But even at the high end, it means that we only need to increase the market for shelter pets by three percent in order to eliminate killing.Today, there are about 165 million dogs and cats in homes. Of those, about 20 percent come from shelters. Three percent of 165 million equates to 4.9 million, more than all the savable animals being killed in shelters.This is a combination of what statisticians call “stock” and “flow.” In layman’s terms, some of the market will be replacement life (someone has a dog or cat die or run away and they want another one), some of that will be expanding markets (someone doesn’t have a dog or cat but wants one, or they have dogs or cats but want another one). But it all comes down to increasing where people get their dogs or cats from.

These same demographics also tell us that every year about twice as many people are looking to bring a new dog into their home than the total number of dogs entering shelters, and every year more people are looking to bring a new cat into their home than the total number of cats entering shelters. On top of that, not all animals entering shelters need adoption: Some will be lost strays who will be reclaimed by their family (shelters which are comprehensive in their lost pet reclaim efforts, for example, have demonstrated that as many as two-thirds of stray dogs can be reunited with their families). Others are unsocialized feral cats who need neuter and release. Some will be vicious dogs or are irremediably suffering and will be killed. In the end, a shelter only needs to find new homes for less than half of all incoming animals.

And since this book was released, even one of the chief architects of the current paradigm of killing—the Humane Society of the United States—has stopped ignoring these facts and in late 2008 conceded that “increasing the percentage of people who obtain their pets through adoption—by just a few percentage points—we can solve the problem of euthanasia of healthy and treatable dogs and cats.”*

All the data point to the same conclusion, and even HSUS can no longer deny it: it is not pet overpopulation if kittens are being killed in shelters because the shelter refuses to put in place a foster care program which would eliminate the “need” to kill kittens, as too many shelters in this country do. It is the shelter’s decision to kill kittens instead of implementing a foster care program that is killing kittens. It is not pet overpopulation if Pit Bull-type dogs are being killed because the shelter kills dogs based on arbitrary criteria and unfair stereotypes, even if the individual dogs are healthy and friendly. It is the shelter’s decision to adhere to an arbitrary policy that dictates that Pit Bull-type dogs should be killed that is killing those dogs. The same is true of sick dogs, shy cats or any of the other categories of shelter animals who could be saved with a targeted program that shelter directors simply refuse to implement.

The reality, for example, is that short of leaving them alone or outlawing their trapping, a shelter cannot save feral cats in its facility without a Trap-Neuter-Release (TNR) program, just as it cannot save kittens or puppies without a program such as foster care. Any shelter director who says they oppose No Kill is making the thoroughly unethical argument that they want to continue killing. How do you save animals without embracing alternatives to killing? You cannot. But while any level of lifesaving is not possible without these programs, No Kill is precluded unless they are comprehensively implemented to the point that they replace killing entirely. (See Appendix II for further discussion.)

From the perspective of achievability, therefore, the prognosis for widespread No Kill success is very good.And we have seen this in action in various communities throughout the country. Some are urban, some rural, some in the North, some in the South, some in what we call “liberal” or “blue” states, and some are in very conservative parts of the country. Demographically, these communities share little in common.What they do share, however, is shelter leadership committed to saving all the lives at risk. And they are proving the validity of the data, which shows that it can be done.

Statistics aside, the fundamental lesson from the experiences of these communities is that the choices made by shelter managers are the most significant variables in whether animals live or die. Several communities are more than doubling adoptions and cutting killing by as much as 75 percent—and it isn’t taking them five years or more to do it. They are doing it virtually overnight. In Reno, Nevada, for example, the Nevada Humane Society has led an incredible renaissance in lifesaving that saw adoptions increase as much as 80 percent and deaths decline by 51 percent, despite taking in a combined 16,000 dogs and cats a year with Washoe County Animal Services. Reno’s success occurred immediately after the hiring of a new shelter director committed to No Kill and passionate about saving lives. Her appointment followed the 20-plus year reign of a darling of HSUS—a member of their national sheltering committee—who for two decades found killing easier than doing what was necessary to stop it.

In addition to the speed with which it was attained, what also makes Reno’s success so impressive is that the community takes in over two times the number of animals per capita than the national average, over three times the rate of Los Angeles, and over four times the rate of San Francisco. So if “pet overpopulation” were really a problem, it would be a problem in Reno. But in 2007, 92 percent of all dogs and 78 percent of all cats were saved countywide, and in 2008 Washoe County become the safest community for homeless cats in the U.S.—despite an economic and foreclosure crisis that hit the community hard.With an overall rate of lifesaving of roughly 90 percent, they are proving that shelters can quickly save the vast majority of animals once they commit to do so, even in the face of public irresponsibility or economic crisis.

WHAT IF PET OVERPOPULATION IS REAL?

But let’s put all this aside. Let’s assume “pet overpopulation” is real and insurmountable. To do that, we have to ignore the data.We also have to ignore the experiences of successful communities.We have to pretend the knowledge and the results do not exist.

To make that leap, critics of the No Kill philosophy like to point out that the Philadelphia Animal Care & Control Association (PACCA), which plays prominently at the end of Redemption, failed to achieve No Kill. After decreasing the death rate from a staggering 88 percent to less than 40 percent, PACCA leadership got sidetracked, which resulted in infighting and open hostility with local government. The agency effectively ceased to exist on January 1, 2009, when the Philadelphia Department of Public Health essentially disbanded it and gave the contract for animal control back to the Pennsylvania SPCA.

Does this reflect the inefficacy of the No Kill paradigm? It does not. While PACCA leadership failed to implement all the recommended programs to replace killing, effectively abandoning the goal, new communities have emerged that not only were as cruel and hostile to animals as PACCA once was, but have already achieved better than 90 percent rates of lifesaving—communities which take in more animals per capita than Philadelphia. The criticism also ignores that I specifically warned in Redemption that,

There is still a long way to go, some of the programs are not being comprehensively put into place, and there are still far too many Philadelphia animals facing death… It will also take continued leadership and commitment to make No Kill a reality in Philadelphia and to overcome the real but not insurmountable roadblocks PACCA faces. The prognosis for that success remains guarded at best due to a poor infrastructure, hostility to reform from the health department that oversees PACCA, lack of support for the No Kill initiative by the two other community shelters, and its unfavorable location relative to retail and residential sectors of the city.

With continued hostility from the health department, with shelter managers responsible for the staggering decline in killing having left the organization, and with my faith in the shelter’s director having been misplaced, sadly those fears came to pass. So while we have had some important victories since Redemption was first published, we have also had some losses. But the conclusion is not that No Kill isn’t possible. It is that No Kill depends too much on the actions of individual leaders. Failure in Philadelphia or San Francisco or anywhere else is nothing more than a failure of leadership. If there is a lesson in Philadelphia, it is that we need to move past a system where the lives of animals are subject to the discretion and commitment level of shelter leaders or health department bureaucrats. In Redemption, I wrote that,

No Kill is only succeeding in some communities because of the commitment by individual shelter leaders, who are few and far between. Traditional sheltering, by contrast, is institutionalized. In a shelter reliant on killing, directors can come and go and the shelter keeps killing, local government keeps ignoring that failure, and the public keeps believing “there is no other way.” By contrast, the success of an organization’s No Kill policies depends on the commitment and vision of its leader. When that leader leaves the organization, the vision can quickly be doomed. It is why an SPCA can be progressive one day, and moving in the opposite direction the next.

That is why we have to focus on institutionalizing No Kill by giving shelter animals the rights and protections afforded by law.The answer lies in passing and enforcing shelter reform legislation (See Appendix III). By adopting this approach, we will force shelter leadership to embrace No Kill and operate their shelters in a progressive, life-affirming way, removing the discretion which has for too long allowed shelter leaders to ignore what is in the best interests of the animals and kill them needlessly, even in spite of tremendous public opposition and hunger for change.

Another argument used against No Kill since this book was published is that the Tompkins County SPCA, which spearheaded the nation’s first No Kill community and has been No Kill for seven years, is in the process of moving away from administering animal control based on the costs of doing so. Even though the legal mandate to provide animal control services rests with government, the Tompkins County SPCA has been performing the service under contract as many private humane societies do. For far too many years, local government was underpaying for the service. Critics of No Kill ignore the fact that the Tompkins County SPCA was No Kill for seven years while receiving animal control funding that was less than onefourth of what HSUS recommended for municipalities and far less than the national average. If anything, this fact substantiates the viability of No Kill.When the Tompkins County SPCA asked for a modest fee increase to make the arrangement more equitable, some town administrators refused and contracted for services elsewhere.

If this was any other shelter, groups like HSUS would have rallied around the shelter, because its request for an increase from $1.65 to $3.00 per capita would still have given them less than half of the high end of the $5.00 to $7.00 HSUS recommends for shelters nationally, and far less than surrounding counties were paying. But because it is a symbol for No Kill, they attack it as financially unsustainable, an unfair and deceitful double standard.

But let’s ignore this, and continue to assume that “pet overpopulation” is again very real and very insurmountable.How does this change our support for the No Kill philosophy and the programs and services that make it possible (as discussed throughout this book and in Appendix II)? Once again, it doesn’t. Shelters nationally are killing roughly half or more of all incoming animals. If I can borrow from an overused sports analogy: that puts us at the 50-yard line. And although the evidence is overwhelming to the contrary, let’s say that we can never cross the goal line because of “pet overpopulation.”What is wrong with moving the ball forward? If all shelters put in place the programs and services of the No Kill Equation, the model which brought rates of shelter killing to all-time lows in communities from San Francisco, California, to Ithaca, New York; from Reno, Nevada, to Charlottesville, Virginia, and points in between, we can save millions of lives nationally, regardless of whether we ever achieve an entirely No Kill nation. Even if people do not believe, as I do, that a No Kill nation is inevitable, that is worth doing and worth doing without delay. Because every year we delay, indeed every day we delay, the body count increases. It is indefensible for shelter directors to refuse to implement programs that would dramatically lower death rates at their shelter because they lack the belief that those programs can eliminate killing entirely.

THE RIGHT TO LIVE

Even if we were simply to surrender reality and accept as fact that there is no practical way to end the killing, that doesn’t make killing animals ethical, merciful, or defensible.Animal lovers would still be morally bound to reject it.Any “practical” or utilitarian consideration about killing cannot hold sway over an animal’s right to his or her very life. Just as other social movements reject what is claimed to be practical when it violates the rights of individuals for which they advocate, we, too, should reject the idea that killing animals is acceptable because of the claim that there are “too many” for the “too few homes which are available.” Simply put, killing healthy or treatable animals is immoral.

Indeed, it does not necessarily follow that killing of any hopelessly ill, injured or vicious animal is actually ethical.Most animal advocates are not calling for hopelessly ill or injured sheltered animals to be put up for adoption while irremediably suffering, because that is cruel.And few, if any, are calling for truly vicious dogs to be adopted into homes in the community, because that is dangerous.While over 90 percent of dogs and cats entering shelters would fall outside this limited range of exceptions, it does not follow philosophically that the remainder should be killed. The reality is that while fewer than 10 percent of shelter animals may not be healthy or treatable, the vast majority of those are not suffering.This might include a dog with cancer whose prognosis is grave, but who still has a good quality of life for a limited time. It might include a cat with renal disease in its early stages. In fact, not only are some “unadoptable” animals living without pain, they enjoy a good quality of life and can continue to do so, at least for a time, until they succumb to their illness.

Today, the great challenge in sheltering is between No Kill advocates working to ensure that healthy animals, animals with treatable medical conditions, and feral animals, are no longer killed in shelters and the defenders of tradition who claim that killing healthy and treatable animals under the guise of “euthanasia” is both necessary and proper. As the No Kill paradigm’s hegemony becomes more established, however, the humane movement will have to confront other ethical quandaries within our philosophy.

The ethical quandaries surrounding killing dogs who are aggressive but can lead happy lives in sanctuaries where they cannot harm the public and carrying out what are considered “mercy” killings or true “euthanasia” for hopelessly ill animals in shelters rather than giving them hospice care will become paramount. In fact, even today, the idea of killing at all is being challenged by a small but growing movement of sanctuaries and hospice care groups. They argue for a “third door” between adoption and killing. That these issues have not yet been rigorously debated within the movement does not mean they shouldn’t be.They should. Compassion must be embraced whenever it presents itself, especially when it furthers an animal’s right to live.

DISMANTLING THE KILLING PARADIGM

Realistically, however, if I can come back to my sports metaphor, we will cross the goal line and achieve a No Kill nation. To paraphrase abolitionist Theodore Parker and Martin Luther King, Jr., the arc of history may be wide, but it bends toward greater justice and compassion.And compassion dictates we will get there. But to do that, we must dismantle the current paradigm that says it is acceptable to adopt out only a precious few and systematically put the remainder to death, a paradigm long championed by the very institutions that should have been working to create a No Kill nation. Beginning over 40 years ago with their first Vice President of Companion Animals, Phyllis Wright, the Humane Society of the United States abandoned what should have been its primary mission of ending the killing of companion animals in shelters and instead chose to champion a philosophy which excused killing, often promoted it, and cemented its hegemony, all of it at the expense of the animals.

In her seminal and cataclysmic essay “Why We Must Euthanize,” Wright wrote that she “put 70,000 dogs and cats to sleep…. But I tell you one thing: I don’t worry about one of those animals that was put to sleep.” The essay not only coined one of the biggest misnomers of them all (“putting them to sleep”) and created an emotionally acceptable pretext for killing, it helped cement the paradigm which allows groups like HSUS to claim that killing is morally acceptable, indeed an imperative. Wright’s world-view informs HSUS’ historical and present positions, including the myths that no one wants to kill, that killing is the public’s fault, that killing is kindness, and that shelters have no choice in the matter—all of which have been proven false.These have been the backbone of the paradigm that is responsible for the mass extermination of dogs and cats in shelters. Every animal who enters a U.S. shelter today faces the very real potential for being killed as a direct result of the broken animal shelter system HSUS helped to create.

That paradigm not only shuts the door to No Kill in many communities, but it also undermines all the other goals that groups like HSUS should, by virtue of their mission to protect animals, support.To defend the killing of healthy and treatable animals and refer to it as “euthanasia,” or “putting them to sleep,” or “moral,” or “ethical,” or “necessary,” or “kind,” or “proper", obscures the truth and the ends they should be seeking, while hindering progress that would benefit all animals.

The right to life is universally acknowledged as a basic or fundamental right. It is basic or fundamental because the enjoyment of the right to life is a necessary condition of the enjoyment of all other rights.No “right” is guaranteed when it can be taken away by killing. A movement cannot be “rights” oriented as many of these groups claim to be, yet ignore the fundamental right to life. By asserting that humans should have the right to deny animals their lives—they make the attainment of any rights for animals inherently impossible to achieve.

In both a philosophical and absolute sense, all animals really have is their life. If that is taken, there isn’t anything left. Once they are killed, these animals can no longer think and feel and run and play and eat and sleep and purr and bark and love and be loved. It is over. Forever. Because they never wake up.

In failing to champion the right of dogs and cats to live, these organizations are also missing the opportunity to harness the public’s progressive attitudes and great love for these animals. It is that love and compassion which could yield laws banning killing in animal shelters altogether. This achievement—the attainment of a legally guaranteed right to life for a species of non-human animal—will be a seminal event for animals and the animal protection movement, a crossing of the Rubicon from which our society will never return. As history and the human rights movement predicts, that door—once opened—will be forced open even wider to accommodate other species of animals currently exploited or killed in other contexts.

Right now, however, the nation’s largest self-proclaimed “animal rights” groups, including People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), are fighting to keep that door closed—by actively and proactively arguing that dogs and cats do not have the right to life and by telling us, in some variation or another, that “killing is kindness,” “killing is not killing,” and even that “killing is a gift.” It is beyond ironic. It is beyond hypocritical. It is beyond a betrayal. It is beyond self-defeating. It is insane.

Groups like PETA may claim to be leaders of the animal rights movement, and the larger public may equate animal rights with PETA, but their positions and actions show that they do not truly believe in the concept. By claiming to be “animal rights” advocates while advocating for the right of humans to kill animals and killing animals themselves in staggering numbers,* they advance hypocritical and irreconcilable propositions which result in a deadly double standard that is—at its very core—antithetical to their proclaimed mission. Because the treatment they condone, encourage, and even practice for animals is treatment they would never accept for themselves, given that no one—and I mean not one solitary person on the planet—would be an advocate for killing if they were the one unnecessarily facing the needle.

RECLAIMING OUR MOVEMENT

Thankfully, the public is increasingly aware of just how broken our shelter system is and supports the No Kill alternative. Not only do approximately 165 million dogs and cats share our homes and not only are we spending over $40 billion per year on their care and comfort, but study after study confirms that people will cut back on their own needs during periods of economic downturn, rather than curtail the care they provide their animal companions. Indeed, the average American is far more progressive about dogs and cats than every animal welfare and animal rights organization in the United States, with rare exception.The success of No Kill does not depend on winning the hearts and minds of the American public.We don’t need to gain their support because we already have it.While the voices of tradition chant “kill, kill, kill,” most dog and cat lovers, armed with the facts, find it abhorrent.

We must therefore recognize that the battle to save companion animals is not against the public: The battle is within. Our battle is against the cowards of our movement who refuse to stand up to their colleagues and friends running shelters that are mired in the failed and defunct philosophies that allow (indeed, cause) killing. Our battle is against those who claim to be part of our movement but fail to recognize the killing of millions of animals every year as an unnecessary and cruel slaughter and to call it what it is. It is against those who will not do for the animals that thing which is their solemn duty to do: to change themselves and to demand that their colleagues change, when that is what the situation calls for.

The only thing standing between the system of mass killing we are living under today and the No Kill nation we can immediately achieve is that the leaders of the large national organizations refuse to seize the opportunity to act. Instead they are determined to fail—to ensure that the paradigm they have championed for so long is not upended—by blocking reform efforts which challenge their hegemony; by protecting and defending draconian shelter practices, uncaring shelter directors; and by squandering the potential represented by the great love people have for companion animals.

What would it look like if the large national groups instead embraced No Kill? In practice, it means reporting to the public and shelter administrators that No Kill has been achieved, requiring full implementation of the No Kill Equation, and demanding the removal of shelter leaders who refuse to do so. It means promoting the communities, which have achieved levels of No Kill success that others have not. It means arguing in all publications, advocacy efforts, educational materials, media interactions and conferences that No Kill is the only legitimate standard for animal sheltering–and must be embraced by all shelters with sincere commitment and with all deliberate speed. It means stating unequivocally that shelters must modernize and innovate by replacing century old ways of doing business with the life-affirming programs and services of the No Kill Equation as outlined in the U.S. No Kill Declaration. (See Appendix I.) It means assisting activists who are trying to reform their shelters rather than fighting them–even when doing so means confronting a fractious shelter director who refuses to change. It means no longer rewarding failing shelter directors with speaking engagements at their conferences, with features in their magazines, with national awards, or with hundreds of thousands of dollars to be squandered. That, of course, would be quickly followed by investing their huge resources in lobbying for and funding change in communities, including a widespread effort to reform shelters, remove entrenched kill-oriented directors, and provide the infrastructure needed to achieve success.

With a group like HSUS leading the charge, our nation could very easily outlaw the shelter killing of savable companion animals. If one of these organizations were to champion such a law in any given community, who would dare oppose such an effort? What animal control director could stand up against HSUS political muscle and the will of their community? Who would be left to legitimize their refusal to change or to parrot their diversionary platitudes about public irresponsibility, pet overpopulation, or the need to kill?

Only time will tell how long they will allow allegiance to their kill-oriented colleagues, to their antiquated philosophies, and to their failed models, to hold them back from the success they and this movement can achieve the moment they decide to embrace it.

      

Nathan J. Winograd
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re·demp·tion

      

1: to get back; 2: to free from what distresses or harms; 3: to change for the better; 4: to make good; 5: to atone for.





To the Reader

WE ARE A NATION of animal lovers. Collectively, we share our homes with ninety million cats and seventy-five million dogs.We talk to them, keep their pictures in our wallets, celebrate their birthdays, travel with them, and greet them upon coming home even before saying hello to the spouse and kids.We include them in holiday celebrations and take time off from work to care for them when they get sick.And when it is time to say goodbye, we grieve.

Every year, we spend more than thirty-eight billion dollars on our animal companions. And we donate billions of dollars more to charities that promise to help animals in need, with the largest of these having annual budgets in excess of one hundred million dollars.

Most Americans today hold the humane treatment of animals as a personal value, reflected in our laws, the proliferation of organizations founded for animal protection, increased per capita spending on animal care, and great advancements in veterinary medicine. However, the agencies that the public expects to protect animals are instead killing more than five million annually.

How did this happen? How did the very charities founded on the highest ideals of compassion become the nation’s leading killers of dogs and cats? How did a nationwide system of tax-funded animal shelters that the public expects to provide a second chance for homeless animals become a network of agencies that does little more than kill them? And why does the animal-loving American public, the very same people who talk to their own pets and celebrate their birthdays, not only accept this situation but continue to foot the bill for the daily killing of animals through taxes and voluntary donations?

Shelter killing is the leading cause of death for healthy dogs and cats in the United States: some five million are killed in our nation’s shelters every year.The numbers are staggering. For far too long, we have been led to believe there is no other way. More than that, we have been told that this killing is the right thing to do.

In 1994, however, one shelter embarked on a bold and revolutionary approach to animal sheltering. Although every national animal welfare agency said it was impossible and every other community in the country continued to kill animals at an astonishing rate, San Francisco became the first city in the United States to end the killing of healthy homeless dogs and cats in shelters. The “No Kill” movement it inspired has the potential to end, once and for all, the century-old notion that the best we can do for homeless dogs and cats is to adopt out a few, and kill the rest.

This is the story of animal sheltering in the United States, a movement that was born of compassion and then lost its way. It is the story of the No Kill movement, which says we can and must stop the killing. It is about heroes and villains, betrayal and redemption. And it is about a social movement as noble and just as those that have come before. But most of all, it is a story about believing in the community and trusting in the power of compassion.

 






Part I

THE CONTROVERSY OVER SAVING LIVES

 






Betrayal

“Ownerless animals must be destroyed. It is as simple as that.”

—Dr. John B. DeHoff,Health Commissioner, Baltimore,MD, Proceedings of the National Conference on Dog and Cat Control (1976)

AS DIRECTOR FOR the little known Peninsula Humane Society in San Mateo, California, Kim Sturla oversaw an animal shelter that took in thousands of dogs and cats every year, the majority of whom were put to death. Her record was hardly impressive. But on October 27, 1990, reporters from across the nation converged upon a small room in her shelter, and she had their full and rapt attention.

While cameras clicked and onlookers gasped, Sturla took a tan-andgray calico cat and her four tiger-striped kittens—all healthy, adoptable animals—and injected them in the stomach with poison from a bottle marked “Fatal Plus.” One by one, their tiny bodies went limp and they slumped to the table. By the time she had finished, Sturla had killed eight animals, five cats and three dogs on television.Dubbed a “public execution,” the first-of-its-kind public relations ploy was an instant sensation.

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), an organization whose hard-line advocacy on behalf of animals is legendary, should have decried the killings. At least, that is the reaction one would expect—and hope for—when animals are killed as a public relations gimmick. But it didn’t happen. PETA, in fact, labeled the acts “courageous.”

In a series of speeches to groups across the country, Ingrid Newkirk, PETA’s founder, rallied behind Kim Sturla. As the centerpiece of the speech, Newkirk hailed Sturla as a visionary and a tireless fighter and dubbed her and her colleagues “dark angels,” doing the necessary dirty work for society with compassion and dedication. To SPCAs (Societies for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals) and humane societies across the country, Sturla had become a hero.*

In Greensboro, North Carolina, in Nevada City at the foothills of the Sierras, and elsewhere, shelter directors turned to killing healthy animals on television in the hope that shocking the public would lower shelter intakes. Mitchell Fox, a shelter administrator in Seattle,Washington, put it bluntly:

We are killing animals every night at 6 o’clock behind closed doors and we want very much to change that, to go public with it. We want to do this killing on the steps of city hall and in the parking lots of populated malls and in parks. We want people to see it because there is nothing like that experience.

Again, PETA applauded the move: “We’re hoping that this sort of approach is going to catch on,” a spokesperson said.

How had it come to this? How was it that humane societies, which were founded to save animals, were instead killing them on television, while the nation’s most strident animal rights group was applauding? Perhaps most disturbing of all, why didn’t any of these organizations put to the test the question: do we really have to kill these animals in the first place? The answer to this would have put an end to these sensationalist and immoral ploys.

Instead, content to regurgitate clichés about “pet overpopulation” and pass the blame to others, Fox gleefully proclaimed to the national press corps that the killing would be brought to where people work, live and play. In Seattle, as in San Mateo,New York,Atlanta, St. Louis, Los Angeles, and Boston, in cities great and small, shelter directors earning high salaries, with multi-million dollar budgets and endowments, would continue to kill most of the animals entrusted to them while that simple question went unanswered before real reflection began: Do we have to kill these animals in the first place? To see why, we have to understand how a movement that was founded to save animals became a collection of agencies whose primary purpose is to kill animals, regardless of whether the animals are suffering. In other words, we have to answer the question: what went wrong?

THE GREAT MEDDLER

The modern humane movement began in earnest in the United States with the 1866 founding of the first Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) in New York City by Henry Bergh, the son of a wealthy ship builder. At the time, New York City had the distinction of having more animal residents than people. Twenty thousand hogs and countless sheep roamed the streets, eating garbage on behalf of the cleaning department. Cows lumbering through the streets on the way to the slaughterhouse were as commonplace as the dogs and cats drowned in the East River or shot on sight by the police, acting to rid the city streets of “unwanted” strays. Even wild pigeons were peddled from wagons and carts at a few cents a dozen.

But no animal was such an integral part of the New York City landscape, so responsible for the city’s meteoric rise in size, and perhaps so consistently abused, as the working draft horse. At the time, all inland travel was done by horse—on horseback, in wagons, or in carriages. Horses straining under heavy loads with bleeding noses, who could be seen starving and dying in the streets or being beaten by caretakers, were a fact of New York City life, and scarcely resulted in a passing glance.

By the time of the Civil War, the aristocratic Bergh had moved to St. Petersburg, Russia, where he had been granted a diplomatic post by President Abraham Lincoln in the court of Czar Alexander II. Finding the duties tiring and mundane, Bergh spent less time on official duties and more time taking aimless carriage rides throughout the city.When he witnessed a peasant beating his donkey on one such ride, Bergh ordered the man to stop, which the man did in deference to Bergh, who looked like a well-dressed gentleman of official position. According to legend, the experience completely transformed Henry Bergh and left him with an abiding sense of accomplishment. Bergh spent his remaining time in Russia traveling daily by carriage in search of such transgressions, which he could prevent by reason of his social class, official position and immense physical stature.

On his return to the United States, he stopped in London for an extended visit with the president of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. The conversion was complete. Bergh had found his calling.“At last,”Bergh wrote,“I’ve found a way to utilize my gold lace—and about the best use that can be made of it.”

In early 1866, Bergh returned to his native New York City, a city now filled with a million residents, and discovered—on every street, in every corner, as part of virtually every industry—an overcrowded city built upon the suffering of animals and crying out for reform. On February 8, 1866, to a well-filled room of attendees including the mayor, Bergh delivered the first lecture on animal protection in the United States.He called upon the gathering to undertake a moral fight to better the plight of animals: “This is a matter purely of conscience. It has no perplexing side issues. Politics have no more to do with it than astronomy. No, it is a moral question in all its aspects.”

One hundred signatories came forward and signed Bergh’s Declaration of the Rights of Animals, pledging themselves to suppressing cruelty and showing mercy to animals. Armed with the Declaration, Bergh secured a charter from the State of New York, creating the country’s first humane society, the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA). Nine days later, on April 19, 1866, the state passed a new law prohibiting cruelty to animals, and the fledgling ASPCA was given the power to enforce that law.Henry Bergh went to war.

Bergh would spend the better part of the next two decades in a daily struggle for the animals in and around New York City. Turning to the event in the streets of St. Petersburg that inspired him, his first order of business was to better the plight of New York City’s much abused working draft horses. In 1832, New York had established the first horse railway in the world. By 1863, sixteen lines of horse railways criss-crossed the city and 500 horse-drawn cars made their way through traffic daily. Sickly and uncared for horses struggled to pull over-laden cars through the streets, often weighted down beyond their capacity, while impatient drivers lashed at them to proceed. Henry Bergh’s answer was simple—the practice would be stopped immediately.The annals of the ASPCA describe the first such encounter:

The driver of a cart laden with coal is whipping his horse. Passersby on the New York City street stop to gawk not so much at the weak, emaciated equine, but at the tall man, elegant in top hat and spats, who is explaining to the driver that it is now against the law to beat one’s animal. Thus, America first encounters “The Great Meddler.”

With top hat and cane, gentleman-turned-humane officer Henry Bergh began enforcing the law on the spot, ordering passengers to unload and drivers to return to their stables under threat of arrest and prosecution. One evening in February of 1871 during the evening commute, working people rushed for the cars, and the horses began to strain with heavy loads through snow and slush. As one overloaded car reached the corner near where Bergh stood, the driver was ready to give the horses another lash when the call came to “Stop!” and “Unload!” It was Bergh. “Who the hell are you?” came the reply from the driver. “Unload!” called the order again.When the driver refused, Bergh reportedly pitched him into a snow bank and unhitched the horses. Often, Bergh would completely stop traffic on the lines, causing traffic jams that would leave thousands of people stranded and cursing to no avail—because one man had stopped all the traffic to protect a single horse.

For over two decades, Bergh spent each and every night tending to sick animals and hauling drivers who overworked them off to the local justice for prosecution on charges of cruelty. Although the owners of the lines complained, Bergh would carry the day.Within two years of the ASPCA’s incorporation, limits on passengers were common, horses were better cared for, and water troughs and buckets for thirsty horses could be seen throughout the city. One chronicler of Bergh’s life noted that it was horses that Bergh championed above any other animals. In reality, Bergh’s ASPCA labored equally hard to protect the city’s stray dogs, particularly against abuses at the hands of city dogcatchers.

Every year for a ninety-day period beginning in June, the New York City pound opened its doors to round up stray dogs with the help of local boys and men. The payment of fifty cents for each dog brought to the pound led to a profitable trade in dogs.*

The pound was nothing more than a rough shed where as many as 300 dogs were kept with little or no shelter and no food or water. The dogs were left lying in their own waste, tied up in close proximity, and sometimes fighting each other until they were killed. Every afternoon, unclaimed dogs were drowned in a watertight cistern with a slatted cover.As many as eighty dogs at a time were drowned, with the largest dogs beaten on the head with a club until they stayed underwater. Alternatively, they were killed in what the New York Telegram, one of the city’s preeminent newspapers, called “the terrible iron crate,” where struggling dogs were dropped several times in the East River in front of a crowd of neighborhood children until all the dogs had drowned. Every day, the Daily News reported the toll in dog lives: “Monday, 320; Tuesday, 218;Wednesday, 140; Thursday 118; Friday, 93.”

Bergh privately championed leaving the dogs alone, noting later in life that once the sweeping generalizations, scare tactics, and hyperbole were put aside, stray dogs posed very little threat to the public health and welfare: “Let us abolish the pound!” he would write. Publicly, however, Bergh was more of a pragmatist, making incremental changes to better the situation. He succeeded in reducing the reward paid per dog from fifty cents to twenty-five cents, and in making it unlawful for the poundmaster to accept dogs from boys under the age of eighteen, thereby discouraging “thieving gangs of young dog catchers.” As a result, the number of dogs killed declined significantly (in a two-month period, the number of dogs executed dropped from 5,825 to 938 for the same period the following year).

In the spring of 1869, however,New York City was in the grip of a rabies scare.Although cases of rabies were rare, in the era before vaccinations it did not take much to alarm the public. Bergh’s biographer wrote:

This convulsive disease, transmitted by the bite of a mad dog, was in those days widely dreaded and completely uncontrolled. Cases of [rabies] were relatively few, but the agony of the disease was so terrible, and death… inevitable, that the danger of mad dogs whipped the public into a hysteria of apprehension.

Once again, stray dogs were threatened with mass slaughter.However, Bergh’s painstaking precinct-by-precinct search yielded only one possible case of human rabies, which was not attributable to a bite from a “mad dog.”While the authorities could not argue with the facts, they nonetheless claimed that killing these dogs before they had a chance to bite was preventing rabies, noting that many dogs were “destroyed when in paroxysms of madness.” Bergh was undeterred. The reality, he noted, was that most of these dogs, shot by police or clubbed by crowds of angry men and boys, were more scared than mad. In the end, the debate was academic—the pound simply failed to open that summer, but not because of Bergh.

Bureaucratic infighting between the mayor and health board president kept the doors of the pound closed for the duration of the summer. Although he could not take credit, Bergh was relieved. “The present season,” he wrote, “has been happily free from the demoralizing massacres of preceding ones.” Even the New York Telegram noted that despite the lack of a pound,“the poor animals have not disturbed anyone.”

That year, tired of fighting the ASPCA and hoping for a break in the stalemate, New York City offered Bergh’s ASPCA money to run the dog pound. New York’s alderman were ready not only to pay the ASPCA its costs to run the pound, but offered to allow the ASPCA to keep any fines the ASPCA should levy for whatever purpose it saw fit. Henry Bergh refused.

He believed the ASPCA was a tool to champion and protect life, not to end it. He believed that its role to protect animals from people was fundamentally at odds with that of a pound. Bergh understood implicitly that animal welfare and animal control were two separate and distinct movements, each opposing the other on fundamental issues of life and death.To this day, this tension can be bridged somewhat, but never eliminated. Bergh’s answer was clear. “This Society,” he wrote, “could not stultify its principles so far as to encourage the tortures which the proposed give rise to…”Henry Bergh would not allow his ASPCA to do the city’s bidding in killing unwanted dogs.

Rebuffed by Bergh, New York City officials attempted to crack down on dogs with more zeal than before. First, they proposed a law requiring all dogs to be muzzled in public.They also proposed outlawing a breed of dog called the Spitz which at the time was irrationally feared to be highly susceptible to rabies. Finally, they gave the mayor the power to appoint dogcatchers to round up strays. Undeterred, Bergh fought them every step of the way.

Because of intense ASPCA opposition, the proposed muzzling law failed to pass.While the Spitz was outlawed in many states, and ordered killed on sight in others, the breed ran free in New York City. And in one year alone, the ASPCA prosecuted twelve cases of cruelty by city dogcatchers. The tenacity of Bergh led to the christening of a more modern dog pound in New York City. The dogs were to be housed in individual runs supplied with fresh running water until they met their fate.

Whether fighting for the rights of horses, opposing hunting, trying to clean up slaughterhouses, or protecting stray dogs, Bergh’s ASPCA grew in both scope and influence. In a very short period of time, Canada and twenty-five states and territories across North America had used the ASPCA as a model for their own, independent humane societies and SPCAs, and the numbers continued to grow. By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, virtually every major city in the United States had an SPCA or humane society.

Each SPCA and humane society was a unique entity with its own funding, leadership, staff, set of rules, policies, and governing structure. In other words, no SPCA was (nor to this day is) affiliated with or gets funding from any other SPCA or humane society. Nonetheless, they have always had similar histories. Early humane efforts throughout the United States focused on prosecuting cruelty and providing water troughs for overworked horses. Following the ASPCA’s lead, many also turned their attention to the cruelties inflicted by local dogcatchers, including the theft of dogs to sell at the pound, withholding food in order to realize greater profits, and cruel methods of killing—clubbing, drowning, or shooting. And all of them owed their existence and their platform to a single man, The Great Meddler, whose life was irrefutably changed by one act of compassion on the streets of St. Petersburg. But then, something happened. Somewhere along the path, the humane movement lost its way.

UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES

On March 12, 1888, as a storm whipped the city and gales tore the roofs off of houses, New York’s overworked horses struggled to pull carloads of people through the snow. But for once, after two decades of policing the streets on their behalf, Bergh was not there to protect them. In the early hours of the morning, Henry Bergh had died. Of Bergh, the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow once wrote:

Among the noblest of the land;

Though he may count himself the least;

That man I honor and revere;

Who, without favor, without fear;

In the great city dares to stand;

The friend of every friendless beast.

And the New York Post, in a prophetic statement, noted that:

His society was distinctly a one man power. The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was Henry Bergh and Henry Bergh was the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.

Indeed, Bergh himself had often lamented, “I hate to think what will become of this society when I am gone.” It did not take long for the fears Bergh harbored about the future of his ASPCA to come to pass. Following his death—and contrary to Bergh’s wishes—the ASPCA capitulated and accepted a contract from New York City to run the dog pound. It was a tragic mistake. In little more than a decade, animal sheltering became the ASPCA’s primary role. By 1910, the ASPCA was doing little more than impounding dogs and cats on behalf of the city, with all but a small percentage put to death.Other SPCAs around the nation fell in line. The guaranteed source of income provided by contracts helped sway many SPCAs and humane societies to abandon their traditional platforms of advocacy and cruelty prosecutions in favor of administering dog control for cities and counties. In virtually every American city or county, the pound work was placed in the hands of the SPCA.Within a decade or two,most mainstream humane societies and SPCAs did little more than kill dogs and cats.

While by far the largest, the ASPCA was not the first SPCA to make the transition from prosecuting animal cruelty to running the dog pound. In 1872, in an effort to reduce the public exhibition of cruelty favored at the time by Philadelphians in ridding the city of stray dogs, the Women’s Pennsylvania SPCA accepted the first pound contract in the United States by a private humane society and established a three-pronged approach to stray animals. First, it began a humane education program promoting lifetime commitments and the importance of keeping animals in the home. Second, it offered homeless animals for adoption.Third, it introduced the use of a gas chamber to replace old, slow, and more painful practices of killing stray animals, primarily in the form of drowning, beating, and shooting.

These three approaches—education, adoption and killing—were endorsed on a national scale in 1879 with the founding of the first national companion animal organization, the American Humane Association (AHA), and have become the mainstay of sheltering ever since. In 1910, for example, the Animal Rescue League of Boston adopted the following policy, more or less identical in practice to most shelters:

We keep all dogs we receive, unless very sick or vicious, five days; then those unclaimed are humanely put to death except a limited number of desirable ones for which we can find good homes. We keep from twenty to thirty of the best of the cats and kittens to place in homes and the rest are put to death… We do not keep a large number of animals alive.

From the ASPCA in New York City to humane societies throughout California, the twentieth century saw killing become the centerpiece of shelter strategy. It is the paradigm we live with to this very day. And while many of these organizations became very large and influential, they also became bureaucratic, with none of the zeal for reform that characterized the movement’s early founders.

The disparity behind the motives for founding the Mobile, Alabama humane movement and the reality of high contemporary rates of shelter killing in Mobile County is illustrative of the national shift away from a tenacious focus on saving lives to pound work that results in high rates of killing. In The Quality of Mercy, author William Allen Swallow recounts how Mobile, Alabama

received nationwide attention in 1892 arising from the arrest and conviction of a groom for using a cruel over check rein [a strap which connects the bit of the bridle to the harness back band; the check rein keeps the horse’s head up]. At the time it was said to be the first such conviction in the world.

Over a century later, however,Mobile County’s notoriety stemmed from a deplorable record of killing dogs and cats, at the time arguably one of the worst in the nation. In 1999, 27,930 dogs and cats were killed in county shelters, roughly seventy animals for every 1,000 people, or thirty-two times higher than the San Francisco rate of killing for the same time frame.*

While industry-absent, indigent Mobile might seek to blame its historical rate of killing on a lack of money, economic arguments of this kind are misleading as even wealthy communities and wealthy humane societies kill at alarming rates. With assets at one time reaching nearly one hundred million dollars, the Massachusetts SPCA (MSPCA) is perhaps the richest animal shelter in the world, but roughly 60 percent of all dogs and cats who entered the MSPCA shelter system throughout the 1990s were killed. Indeed, from coast to coast, from community to community, the picture is virtually identical. A critic of this shift, Ed Duvin, summarized it accurately:

Historically, SPCAs made the tragic mistake of moving from compassionate oversight of animal control agencies to operating the majority of kill shelters. The consequences in terms of resource allocation and sacrificing a coherent moral foundation have been devastating.

Put more bluntly, when the ASPCA took over the pound contract in New York City following Henry Bergh’s death, it began a century of squandering not only his life work, but more significantly the ASPCA’s vast potential. Bergh’s ideal of a humane agency founded to save the lives of animals was replaced with shelters across the country whose primary purpose was—and still is—killing animals, whether or not they are suffering. And for the majority of the animals “rescued” by these agencies, death would remain a virtual certainty even though in many cases, it was not “necessary.”

In the end, if Mitchell Fox and Kim Sturla are to be blamed, it is primarily for their blind adherence to a century-old tradition of killing, and to the rationalizations that have been built up over decades to justify it—with one notable exception.While the Women’s Pennsylvania SPCA took over the pound contract to reduce the public displays of killing, shelter administrators like Sturla and Fox tried to place the killing back into the public squares.
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