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Veterinary Care for 
Shelter Pets
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Oregon Humane Society 
kriso@oregonhumane.org

People Love their Pets……
In 2006 Americans 
spent more than 38B 
on care
About ¼ of this was 
for veterinary care
Many people consider 
pets “family”
Standard of care for 
pets models human 
care 
80% of owned pets 
are now altered

Veterinary services 
have expanded
Other services for pets 
have emerged
Doggie day care
Hotels for dogs and 
cats
Behavior consultants 
And much more

The Human Animal Bond is Strong
Yet there is a need for animal sheltering 
in the United States….

History of Shelters
Public health and safety to animal welfare and 
population control

There are several main types of shelters:
Public- city or county.
Private- non-profit, public contract, mission 
varies.
Rescue groups that are species or breed 
specific.
Geographic difference- rural, urban, suburban, 
regional differences within a state or country.

Shelter Populations in the US
Currently it is reported that over 6-9 
million dogs and cats enter shelter in the 
US annually. 
Over 50% are euthanized
Shelters see young and old, sick and 
healthy.  High volume, many with 
underserved health needs. 

Specific Reasons for Surrender vary:

•Most common:
•Behavior
•Medical 
Concerns
•Too many
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Longer list from a recent survey.
Dogs

Moving
Landlord issues
Cost of pet
No time for pet
Pet illness
Personal problems
Biting
No homes for 
littermates

Cats
Too many in house
Allergies
Moving
Cost of pet
Landlord issues
House soiling
Personal problems 
Inadequate facilities
Doesn’t get along with 
other pets

Where do they come from?
Stray and Owned

Some are stray- we 
know nothing about 
their history  50%
Many are owned  50% 
Recent studies 
indicate:

that over 70% of dogs 
relinquished had seen a 
veterinarian within the 
past year
over 50% of cats 
relinquished had been 
seen by a veterinarian 
within the past year

Now that they are sheltered what do we 
do with and for them?

How do we house these animals?
How do we evaluate their medical, 
behavioral and other needs?
What care is essential and why?
Who pays for the care?

Shelter Operations are a complex 
puzzle:

Facilities
Prevention of disease
Husbandry
Socialization-Behavior
Response to Illness/Disease
Sterilization
Medical Care
Advice at adoption and after 
Compliance with laws
Investigations

Each of these areas has a 
medical component

So where do we begin from a medical 
perspective?

Let’s begin with the end in mind?

We want the best possible outcome for:
the pet 
family
shelter operator
donors & taxpayers
the veterinary professionals

Care for pets is a “continuum” it should 
not stop when they arrive at a shelter

Common Ailments found in Pets 
admitted to shelters:

Healthy, unaltered
Unvaccinated
Parasitized
Injured
Illness PO is 
unable/willing to treat
Common infectious 
diseases
EVERYTHING ELSE-

High volume 
Generally underserved
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While sheltered animals may need care 
for many other conditions:

Crowding & Stress
Exposure to common 
infectious diseases

Kennel cough and feline 
respiratory diseases

Dietary Changes
Parasitic diseases
Dental Disease
Skin Disease
Unaltered
Everything Else

Why provide medical care in shelters?
Provide Humane Treatment
Improve quality of life for 
sheltered pets
Reduce incidence of 
disease and death
Improve adoptability-”one 
size does not fit all”
Reduce cost 
Improved success post 
adoption
The animals need it!

Availability of services varies……

Physical Resources-
space, equipment
Human Resources-
numbers, expertise
Mission & Philosophy-
open admission, 
contract

Common models for delivering care…
on site, transport, types of staffing

While sheltered 
or in foster care 
–on or off site 
by staff or DVM

Medical or 
Surgical 
Treatment 

Sick or injured -
pets

Prior to 
adoption-on or 
off site-DVM

Spay or Neuter Fertile Pets 

At time of 
entry-on-site by 
shelter staff

Physical Exam & 
preventive care

All pets 

When is it 
provided and 
where is it done

What does it 
consist of

Who gets the 
care

Some of the Lifetime need for care is 
delivered at the shelter.  

I  Basic Care
Food, shelter
Physical Exam

II  Preventive Care
Preventive care
De-worming
Flea Treatment
Vaccines
Testing for FelV,FIV, 
Heartworm

III Sterilization
100% prior to adoption
Onsite or community 
doctor

IV  Medical or Surgical 
Care

Depends on resources
Minor or Major 
Treatment
On site or off site
“Adoptability”

Shelters provide different levels or 
combinations or care:

Organizational 
Considerations

Philosophy
Rules or Statutes
Budget
Population numbers and 
ability to control intake
Available resources
On Site, off site

Individual Pet 
Considerations

Temperament
Age
Breed
Cost of Treatment
Long term outcome
Adoptability
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Shelters Role
Advocate for the pets 

Attempt to recover the bond when possible
Refer clients to veterinarians for assistance prior to 
relinquishment
Refer clients to veterinarians immediately after adoption

Set Standards & operate using best practices
Decide what to do and do it well

Provide consistent baseline medical care & 
behavior training
Devise plan to have pets ready when potential 
families arrive at your shelter
Seek out expertise
Build appropriate cost into operating model

Veterinarians Role
It is estimated that veterinarians loose over 1 
Billion dollars annually when their clients 
relinquish pets to shelters.
Besides the economic considerations 
veterinarians have an ethical obligation to reduce 
unnecessary euthanasia.
Veterinarians provide charity within their own 
practices that is estimated to be in the thousands 
per month per practitioner.
It is unrealistic to expect the professional to give 
it all away

Veterinarians Role
Advocate proper pet selection

Refer clients to local shelter for adoption

Pro-actively prevent relinquishment
Ask about and address behavior at every visit
Consider plan “b” when appropriate

Early age spay – neuter 
Be a local champion for animal welfare –
pave the way for support
Advocate for all pets not just those owned 
by your clients

Expansion of Veterinary Care within Shelters 
– potential outcomes

Increased cost to shelter operators
Improved individual pet care
Reduction of euthanasia thru sterilization 
& treatment of medical conditions
Appropriate supervision and quality
Competition for routine services 
Expansion of pet owning families and 
number of pets per family

Medical care is essential in saving lives…
Appropriate transition of pets from 
shelter to home to family doctor 

Provide all historical information available 
with the adopter-full disclosure
Standardize the format of the information 
to include anything done with/to the pet 
while at the shelter
Provide incentive to the pet owner to see 
a veterinarian within 10 days
Welcome the pet into your practice
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Toolbox
Standardized Physical Exam and History 
Form that goes home with every adopted 
Pet.
Medical Record Summary that is present 
in the shelter with the pet.  Shows general 
information & preventive care status
Appropriate language on the adoption 
contract
Check list for sheltering-areas of medical 
concern

Next Steps ……..
Analyze the need in your area 

Numbers of sheltered animals, condition of 
shelters, available veterinary care

Create a local or regional network
Agree on final outcomes

Reduced euthanasia via medical services
Higher percentage altered
Veterinary Exam post adoption

Plan the work and then work the plan
Involve veterinary professionals

Team work and expertise help dogs like 
Bailey Bailey in her new family 

Customize your vision for medical care 
to find the resources in your area. Solving the puzzle together….

Decreased Shelter Intake, Increased 
adoptions, lower euthanasia rate
Healthier families and communities
More pets needing lifetime care by 
veterinarians
Thank you !

Sources:  Veterinary Medicine 10-2007
Oregon Humane Society  


