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Oversight – Examining Strategies for Increasing Live Outcomes at Animal Care and Control
On Friday, June 7th at 10:00 a.m., the Committee on Health, chaired by Council Member Maria del Carmen Arroyo, will conduct an oversight hearing on increasing live outcomes at Animal Care and Control.  Thomas Farley, Commissioner of Health and Mental Hygiene and concerned members of the community are expected to testify. 
Background 
The New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (“DOHMH”) manages and cares for the City’s lost and abandoned animals.
 Services provided include receiving stray, unwanted, dangerous, sick and wild animals; the provision of medical services including examination, treatment, vaccination, spay/neuter and microchipping; and the placement of animals through fostering, rescue partner organizations, returns to owners and direct adoptions.  DOHMH carries out these services directly or through Animal Care and Control of New York City.
 
Animal Care & Control of New York City 
Animal Care and Control of New York City (“AC&C”) is a not-for-profit organization under contract with DOHMH “to rescue, care for and find loving homes for homeless and abandoned animals in NYC.”
  AC&C operates animal shelters in Manhattan, Brooklyn and Staten Island and has receiving centers in the Bronx and Queens.
 AC&C is the largest pet organization in the northeast; it rescues nearly 30,000 pets per year, and its mission is to protect the health, safety and welfare of pets and people in New York City.
 AC&C performs numerous services, including stray animal pick-up and receiving, adoption, sheltering, rabies testing, spay and neutering and humane euthanasia.
 

In calendar year 2012, AC&C took 32,550 dogs and cats into its shelters and humanely euthanized 8,964 dogs and cats.
  Additionally, 4,944 animals were adopted and another 15,613 were provided to partnering shelters. AC&C sterilized 7,061 animals in 2012 and 1,457 pets were returned to their owner.
  DOHMH reports that the number of animals euthanized, as a percentage of animals taken in, has declined from 29.9 percent in 2011 to 27.5 percent in 2012.
  However, the percentage of animals adopted by the public decreased from 16.4 percent in 2011 to 15 percent in 2012, while the percentage of animals transferred to other shelters increased from 43.3 percent to 48 percent.
  
According to AC&C’s data, cat intake and euthanasia rates peak in the summer.
 (See appendix for graphs of data.) Today, the Committee is interested in learning more about seasonal fluctuations of animal intake and how this relates to the euthanasia rate. Additionally, we would like to explore ways we can anticipate seasonal fluctuations and avoid increasing euthanasia during the summer. 
Strategies and Partnerships to Increase Live Outcomes in Shelters in New York City
The Mayor’s Alliance for NYC Animals (“the Alliance’) is an umbrella organization working with a coalition of animal shelters and rescue groups in New York City to increase the number of live outcomes for animals in New York City. The Alliance works in partnership with New York City government, including AC&C, to reduce the euthanasia of healthy treatable cats and dogs in New York City.
 The key initiatives to meet this goal are Wheels of Hope, New York City Feral Cat Initiative, Picasso Veterinary Fund, and Helping Pets and People in Crisis.
 These initiatives help the Alliance meet their core objectives, which are to: 1) increase adoptions, 2) decrease animal homelessness, and 3) raise public awareness and 4) strengthen resources.
  

Since its inception ten years ago, the Alliance has been successful in increasing live outcomes in New York City. Since 2003, euthanasia rates at AC&C have decreased by 74%
. In 2012, a total of 8,252 dogs and cats (2,838 dogs and 5,414 cats) were euthanized at AC&C shelters compared to 10,188 in 2011. Additionally, in 2012 intake at shelters fell below 40,000 for the first time.
  
Increase Adoptions

In order to increase adoptions, the Alliance is working to increase the number and type of adoption venues and offering more convenient access to animals in need of homes.  These goals have been achieved through a variety of methods, including but not limited to, creating Wheels of Hope Transport Program, Mobile Adoptions, and a foster care network.
 Between 2003 and 2012, over 230,000 dogs and cats have been adopted from AC&C shelters. Furthermore, three out four animal lives were saved in 2012 compared to 1 in 3 in 2003.


The Alliance’s Wheels of Hope program physically transports animals from AC &C to no-kill shelters, rescue groups, foster, and adoptive homes. This program allows AC&C to quickly move animals out of their shelter, which creates more space for new animals to come in to shelter. Therefore, this program decreases the number of animals euthanized due to lack of space, which historically has been an issue in New York City.
 Wheels of Hope began transporting animals in 2005 and since then has relocated more than 55,000 animals from AC&C shelters with more than 16,000 transported last year.
  

AC&C is also strengthening communication with their partners by using technology to alert shelters when dogs and cats arrive at AC&C. This alert system is used as a method to increase adoptions. By spreading information quickly to a network of shelters, AC&C can reach the public and inform them about what pets are available. The alert includes pictures of the animal taken by volunteers and a description of the behavior, age and what kind of home the pet would be best suited for. This is done to match the animal with the appropriate home. According to the Alliance, this has been a successful method to increase shelter adoptions.   

Decrease Animal Homelessness

To decrease the number of homeless animals, the Alliance and AC&C use several methods, including but not limited to, increasing the size of spay/neuter programs for owned cats and dogs as well for free-roaming cats (also known as feral cats), strengthening pet retention in homes and improving the likelihood of returning lost pets to their owners by offering free and low cost microchipping. Microchipping is a permanent method to identify your animal. It is a small chip embedded with the owner’s contact information that is implanted in the animal’s neck. If your animal is lost and returned to a shelter, the shelter will scan the animal for a chip and then use the contact information on the chip to reunite the animal and owner. 
Feral cats are free roaming cats raised outside without an owner. They are also known as wild cats or community cats.
 When taken into shelter, feral cats increase the cat intake and create less available space for adoptable cats. This increases the euthanasia rate due to lack of space and uses resources that could be spent on adoptable animals. The Feral Cat Initiative is one method the Alliance uses to decrease the number of homeless animals in New York City with the goal of humanely reducing the number of feral cats in communities. The Feral Cat Initiative   traps, neuters and returns feral cats to their community so they can stay out of shelter, allowing for more space for other animals, and they will be unable to produce offspring and perpetuate feral cats in communities.  
The Helping Pets and People in Crisis Program is a pilot program created to help people keep their pets in times of crisis.
 The program provides assistance to women, men and children fleeing domestic violence, seniors requiring medical care outside their home, and families facing evictions or other temporary setbacks.
 The program provides temporary care of pets through foster networks and boarding facilities with the goal of reuniting the pet with their owner once the owner’s situation is more stable. While not all people surrender their pet due to a temporary crisis, this program is able to help those who need short-term help and has been successful in keeping animals out of shelter. 
Raise Public Awareness 

In order to educate the public on issues facing animals in need of homes and expand the awareness to the public of local animal shelter and rescue groups the Alliance has several marketing campaigns focusing on adoption and spay/neuter.  Additionally, the Alliance uses social media, newsletters and special events to make the public aware of how they can get involved and help. This month, the Alliance is advertising on their website free pet adoption days throughout the City and a special event called Bark in the Park, where you can take your dog to a Brooklyn Cyclone’s baseball game or adopt a cat or dog from the Alliance’s partner organizations.
 The Alliance also advertises by having segments on television media, such as NY1, to inform the public about how to adopt a pet and has billboard ads throughout the City. In addition, AC&C markets directly to the public and has a new public awareness campaign called New York’s Kindest that encourages people to adopt, volunteer and donate to AC&C shelters.
  AC&C also has segments on news programs, such as NBC’s “The Today Show,” promoting responsible pet ownership, pet adoptions and services offered at AC&C.
 Additionally, AC&C works with partnering organizations to offer pet adoption fairs where you can adopt a pet and a mobile spay/neuter van is available at the fair to provide free and low-cost procedures to adopted animals.
 
Strengthen Shelter and Rescue Resources

The Alliance works to strengthen operations at shelters and rescue groups throughout the City by offering capacity building grants, training and strengthening communication among shelter partners. By doing this the Alliance can increase the efficiency and capacity of the shelter system, resulting in quickly moving animals out of shelter and increasing the live outcome rate.    

Strategies to Increase Live Outcomes in Shelters 
Cities around the country, including Los Angeles,
 Tampa,
 and Austin,
 are working to increase live outcomes for animals in shelters and have generally focused their efforts around ten major areas, many of which have been the focus of efforts in New York City as well. The ten areas of focus are: 
1) Feral Cat TNR Program

2) High Volume/Low-Cost spay/neuter

3) Rescue groups

4) Foster Care

5) Comprehensive Adoption Program

6) Pet Retention

7) Medical and Behavioral Rehabilitation

8) Public Relations/Community Involvement

9) Volunteers

10) A Compassionate Director
   
Feral Cat TNR
Trap, Neuter and Return (“TNR”) is a strategy used to control feral cat populations. Feral cats increase the cat population in a community as well as increase the number of cats in shelter when they are brought in from the street. However, TNR has proven to successfully reduce the number of feral cats in a community over time.
 According to one report, an eleven year study of TNR at the University of Florida found a 66% reduction in the number of cats on campus with no new kittens born four years after TNR was implemented.
 When TNR is used, all feral cats in a neighborhood are trapped, neutered, and then returned to where they were trapped. A trained person in the community monitors the colony for any new cats that arrive. If a domestic cat joins the feral cats the domestic cat can be brought to a shelter and hopefully reunited with their owner. If a new feral cat is found in the community it can be brought in for neutering to prevent the cats from breeding. According to Ed Boks, former Executive Director of AC&C in New York City and current animal welfare consultant, if TNR is implemented correctly it can not only reduce the number of cats in the community but can also completely eradicate feral cats in neighborhoods over time without using euthanasia.
 
However, there are people who oppose this practice and believe that TNR is not a humane method for reducing the feral cat population. Not only can it be difficult to retain a care giver to maintain a colony but when feral cats are released they are being sent back to live outdoors where they have to survive the sometimes severe weather and combat New York City’s busy streets.
  The New York State Humane Association, for example, does not generally approve TNR, except, “in rare supervised instances in which colonies are safe from environmental extremes, human cruelty, and vehicular deaths, and in which the care giver staff is long–term and reliable.” 
 Additionally, some organizations such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (“PETA”) do not entirely support TNR as a humane method for reducing the number of feral cats. PETA for example, believes TNR does prevent births and suffering of future generations of feral cats, they also state that it is not humane to release cats to live outdoors where they have to struggle to survive.
 PETA only supports TNR when cats are, “isolated from roads, people, and other animals that could harm them; regularly attended by people who not only feed them but care for their medical needs; and situated in an area where they do not have access to wildlife and where the weather is temperate.”
   
High Volume Low Cost Spay and Neuter

When an animal is spayed or neutered it can no longer produce offspring and therefore, reduces the amount of unwanted births and the number of animals entering shelter. Therefore, making spay/neuter programs accessible to more people has had a dramatic impact on live outcomes. 
 In the 1970s, Los Angeles began providing publically funded spay and neuter services for low-income pet owners. In the first ten years the program was implemented, Los Angeles animal shelters took in half the number of animals and the euthanasia rate dropped dramatically.
 More recently, a 2010 study on publically funded spay/neuter in Los Angeles found that in 2007 Los Angeles avoided around 70,000 impounds, which would have cost taxpayers $12 million.
 In 1999, Los Angeles implemented a law to incentivize dog owners to spay/neuter their pet by offering a lower cost license to owners of spayed/neutered pets. Additionally, Los Angeles has committed to funding spay/neuter services by allocating some of the fees for licensing a dog to a spay/neuter trust fund.  In New York City, the ASCPA offers free and low cost spay/neuter services via mobile vans. The vans travel throughout the five boroughs making spay/neuter services available and affordable to those who may otherwise not have been able to travel to a vet and/or afford the surgery to get their pet spayed/neutered.
 
Foster Care 

Foster Care is a low cost method of increasing shelter capacity.  A volunteer foster network can often operate at little or no cost and can increase the number of animals that can be rescued since animals can be housed in additional spaces other than a traditional shelter. Additionally, animals that need more one-on-one attention can benefit from an environment where they are being cared for outside of a caged, shelter environment and are instead typically in a home with love and affection. 

Comprehensive Adoption Program

According to studies on pet adoption, people adopt dogs from shelter 15% of the time and less than 10% of the time for cats. 
  If shelters were able to adopt out more pets there would be less of a need to euthanize animals since more animals would be moving out of shelter and into permanent homes.  
Pet Retention 

Sometimes the reasons why people surrender their pet to a shelter can be avoided and shelter staff can work with the owner to help them keep their pet. Often pet owners who love their pets surrender their animals due to mounting veterinary costs, landlord/tenant issues, and reasons other than a desire to part with their animals. If shelters have staff available to meet with pet owners and offer advice that results in the owner keeping their pet they will be able to successfully reduce the number of pets entering shelter. Although there will always be people who will surrender their pets to shelter, this method is does reduce the number of pets entering shelter.

Public Relations/Community Involvement  

Marketing a shelter to the community can increase community involvement, help attract donations, expand the volunteer network, and increase adoptions.  In fact, a survey of animal control agencies conducted by the University of Pennsylvania College of Veterinary Medicine, found that community engagement was one of the key factors in the agencies that increased live outcomes.

Volunteers

Volunteers can help shelter and care for animals in a variety of ways and are crucial in increasing live outcomes. Volunteers can help care for pets in shelter by exercising the animals, playing, grooming and fostering but also can help with marketing by photographing available pets and helping inform the public of animals up for adoption. 
Issues and Concerns 

Cities around the country are working to increase live outcomes for animals in shelter. However, there are different opinions as to how to achieve this goal and many methods being used to achieve it. In New York City, DOHMH, AC&C, the Alliance and their partner organizations are successfully working to increase live outcomes for animals. However, the Committee wants to ensure we are working to help the animals in our community. Today, the Committee is interested in hearing about the strategies being used in New York City to continue to increase live outcomes, to learn from advocates if there are additional strategies we should consider adopting and to explore new ways to improve the lives of animals in New York City.   
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