COUNTY CRITTER CARE

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
Among the areas of responsibility of the 2004-2005 San Diego County Grand Jury is concern for the health and well being of the residents of the County.  This includes animals as well as humans, as mirrored by the mission statement of the County of San Diego Animal Services:  "To protect the health, safety and welfare of people and animals." The Grand Jury determined a review of the County animal services facilities to be overdue. 

SUMMARY

San Diego County operates three animal shelters.  All three utilize techniques that constantly improve the well being of San Diego's animal population. Whether by accident, sickness, or cruelty, animals often end up without proper care and feeding.  Thanks to the hard work, knowledge and caring of the County shelters’ staff and volunteers the mission of the Department of Animal Services to protect the health, safety and welfare of people and animals is being fulfilled.

DISCUSSION

The dogcatcher days in San Diego County are gone.  A progressive attitude by the County Animal Services has reversed the catch and kill culture that persisted in the past. The picture was not always so rosy in San Diego County.  A decade ago, the County animal shelters were much like any other in the nation--a holding pen for animals on the way to euthanasia.  Longtime animal rescuers can recall when the County's three inadequate shelters held more than 40,000 animals, the majority of which were euthanized.

Changes came gradually, but years of behind-the-scenes work have begun to pay off.  By the 1980s the animal shelter was providing a free spay and neuter voucher with every adopted animal and followed that up years later by sterilizing every dog and cat before it left the premises.  The animal euthanasia rate has dropped by nearly 40 percent since 1999 and impounds by 20 percent.

A high level of community involvement, a commitment to reduce the number of stray animals and generous public funding have transformed San Diego into one of the safest in the country for abandoned animals. Last year 67 percent of cats and dogs entering the San Diego Central Shelter made it out alive. That is 34 percent above the national average. The County spares the life of every pound animal deemed non-aggressive and healthy.

The main County animal shelter is located on Gaines Street.  It owes its current model program to the farsightedness and generosity of two San Diego women--Joan Kroc and Helen Copley, whose names the County facility bears.  It shares the same large property with the San Diego Humane Society.  Both facilities are large, attractive and state-of-the-art.  However, while their doorways are only yards apart, they differ in major ways.  The Humane Society is privately funded and does not harbor strays of any kind.  This is the responsibility of the County animal shelter, which even provides cages accessible from its parking lot where animals can be dropped off after operating hours. 

Visitors entering the Gaines Street shelter may think they have entered a high-end palace for homeless animals.  Greeters welcome guests.  Amenities include exercise runs for the dogs and areas where visitors can become acquainted with the animals they are interested in adopting. There is a grooming room, a food preparation room, a laundry room and a medical program to help rehabilitate many of the sick and injured. Cats snuggle in woolen beds and dogs nap on blankets beside rubber toys. 

Animals entering the shelter are classified according to a triage system. "Adoptables" are those that display no health or behavioral problems. "Treatables" have ailments or behavioral problems that are treatable; many of these are saved. Animals who suffer from lifelong debilitating conditions are typically put down once their legal holding period is up. The shelter is striving to reduce the euthanasia rate among its treatables. 

The other two County animal shelters are located in Carlsbad and Bonita.  The Carlsbad facility houses 146 animals and is currently undergoing major expansion and renovation.  As a testimony to its operational efficiency, it has increased its save rates (adoptions, transfers to adoption partners and reuniting with owners) by 25 percent in the last six years (1999 to date) to 75.1 percent.

The Bonita facility is also scheduled for expansion and renovation in the next two months.  Its save rate has increased in the same six-year period by 25 percent, to 63 percent. This facility has a policy whereby employees are given a choice of halting a scheduled euthanasia if they feel the animal can be rehabilitated.  It also has the distinction of having corrals to house larger animals.  

Budget 

The County animal shelter has a budget of $11 million per year, to which the cities of the County contribute varying amounts. San Diego City's share is         $5 million. Additional money comes from licensing fees, and from payments when an animal is adopted. It costs the County approximately $450 per adoptable animal. The adoption fee is only $60 and covers housing, sterilization, vaccinations and microchipping, the latter being for identification purposes if the animal is lost or stolen. The cost is reduced by half if the adopter is a senior or disabled, or if the adopted animal is seven years of age or older.  Saving animals is expensive.  The County is motivated by something other than the bottom line. 

Euthanasia
The number of animals euthanized is of particular interest to the public.  As stated in the Animal Services Department Policy and Procedure Manual, "It is the policy. . . that no adoptable or treatable animal should be euthanized if it can be adopted into  a suitable home."  The three County facilities concentrate on increasing the number of animals that are saved. The result is that in  

2004-2005, only one animal deemed medically and behaviorally sound (and therefore "adoptable") was euthanized by lethal injection, which is considered by experts to be the most humane method available.

Private Rescue and Adoption Organizations

Private rescue operations like Shelter Pet Partners have been key to turning San Diego County into a low-kill community. From Chihuahuas to greyhounds to feral cats, San Diego County boasts a rescue group seemingly for every type of animal.  Last year, rescue organizations took in 3,200 of the approximately 27,000 animals that entered the County animal shelters. Rescue groups can take animals out of the shelters without charge, but they must sign contracts stipulating no animal will leave their care without being sterilized. 

The three County facilities work closely with the rescue and adoption groups. They are constantly connected via the Internet. The three facilities post pictures and a description of an incoming animal's desirable adoptive attributes. This results in the successful placement of approximately 70 percent of their charges. 

There are approximately 114 rescue groups and numerous volunteers operating a wide variety of programs, including a relatively new one that cares for animals that are too sick, too young or too old to remain at a shelter.  

One of the largest of these groups is FOCAS – Friends of County Animal Shelters—a tax-exempt charity.  This volunteer organization assists dogs and cats in a variety of ways:

· Provides an adoption counselor at each of the three county shelters

· Advertises animals for adoption every day in the local newspapers

· Pays some of the veterinary costs (spaying or neutering) and adoption

fees when necessary

· Provides compassionate, caring volunteers to work in the shelters

· Displays dogs and cats in public places such as supermarkets and parks

Some of FOCAS’ recent accomplishments include:


· Donating hundreds of rugs to keep animals warm

· Furnishing steam cleaning machines to sanitize all kennels

· Enclosing and weather-proofing catteries at the North and South shelters

· Building and repairing dog exercise areas in the three shelters

PROCEDURES EMPLOYED

· Visits to and tours of the three facilities discussed in this report

· Interviews with the Regional Directors of these facilities

· Newspaper reports
· Internet sites
COMMENDATION

There is no magic formula for turning things around.  A combination of elements-- cooperation, grass-roots efforts, government support, money, patience, persistence and a whole lot of ingenuity--have gone into San Diego County's animal programs.

County of San Diego Animal Services is to be commended for its progressive attitudes.  The effectiveness of their model program has transformed San Diego County into one of the safest in the country for abandoned animals. 
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