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Balancing safety and essential 
functions



Stay home to save lives 



Now  more than ever 



Essential function

Page 11 - OTHER COMMUNITY-BASED GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS AND 
ESSENTIAL FUNCTIONS 

Essential Workforce
Workers at animal care facilities that provide food, shelter, veterinary and/or 
routine care and other necessities of life for animals.

See Page 3 - EMERGENCY SERVICES SECTOR

Essential Workforce - Law Enforcement, Public Safety and First Responders

Animal control officers and humane officers



A difficult balance 



Essential ≠ business as usual 



Essential ≠ business as usual 

https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/4.Essential-Animal-
Services-During-COVID-19.pdf

https://www.nacanet.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/4.Essential-Animal-Services-During-COVID-19.pdf


What is essential? 

• Is this procedure necessary to save the animal’s life?
• Is this procedure, exam, test etc. necessary to alleviate 

pain or suffering?
• Can this case be managed in a way that mitigates the 

human health risks of COVID-19 transmission between 
the veterinary staff, owner, and their respective 
families and communities?

• Would this procedure require the use of scarce 
personal protective equipment resources needed for 
critical human medical care?

• Or can this patient safely wait until resources are less 
scarce and human health risks are lower?



Non-essential services to discontinue for now 
• Training, events, gatherings 
• In-person pet licensing (online or phone options should be 

considered) 
• Spay and neuter services for community and shelter pets 
• Community outreach 
• Community medical or microchip clinics 
• Trapping of companion or wildlife animals that are not 

public safety concerns 
• TNR/SNR 
• Intake of healthy cats and kittens
• Pick up and/or intake of healthy, friendly stray animals who 

are not in immediate danger



Understanding intake 
recommendations and defining 
capacity 



Let’s talk infectious dose 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/01/opinion/coronavirus-
viral-dose.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/01/opinion/coronavirus-viral-dose.html


Every interaction carries risk 

Bringing an 
animal to 

the shelter

Admitting 
the animal

Caring for 
the animal 
on a daily 

basis

Releasing 
the animal



Every interaction carries risk 

Bringing an 
animal to 

the shelter

Admitting 
the animal

Caring for 
the animal 
on a daily 

basis

Releasing 
the animal

Feed, water, kennel 
cleaning, laundry, basics 
of humane care = how 

many common surfaces 
contacted?



Every interaction carries risk 

Bringing an 
animal to 

the shelter

Admitting 
the animal

Caring for 
the animal 
on a daily 

basis

Releasing 
the animal

Feed, water, kennel 
cleaning laundry, basics 
of humane care = how 

many common surfaces 
contacted?



Every interaction carries risk 

Bringing an 
animal to 

the shelter

Admitting 
the animal

Caring for 
the animal 
on a daily 

basis

Releasing 
the animal

Reducing available shelter capacity for future emergency 
response



But what about this?



Ongoing/maintenance vs urgent 



Defining essential: Benefit and risk reduction
Benefit: 
• Acutely protect human life 

and safety 
• E.g. dangerous dogs
• E.g. not routine 

activities to reduce free 
roaming dogs

• Acutely protect animal life 
and safety

• E.g. injured, sick, no 
available caretaker

• E.g. not healthy, stray 
animals at no exigent 
risk

Risk reduction: 
• Limit public travel/entry to shelter

• Phone evaluation first
• Field officer pickup may be 

preferable 
• Intake and outcome can be 

accomplished while maintaining 
social distance

• Appointment based
• Curbside delivery or field 

officer pick up/drop off 
• Care can be provided within double 

compartment housing capacity
• Outcomes are available to balance 

intakes



Compounding factor 



Capacity right now 

• Aim for < 25% of housing 
occupied 

• Allow ability to function with 
50% staff and limited to no 
volunteers

• Retain capacity for surge in 
COVID related housing 

• Housing for 14 days separate from 
general population

• Double compartment housing for 
each animal

“Between all 3 Kern County Animal 
Shelters, we have a total of 41 animals 
our team is caring for. Over 125 shelter 
animals are currently being cared for by 
you, this community. Not only has your 
generosity saved these pets, but it has 
allowed our staff and volunteers, over 

100 of them, to remain at home to care 
for their loved ones, isolate if need be, 
and provide care to their own pets, and 

yes, their own foster animals.”



Establishing and communicating 
essential intake practices



Don’t wait for perfect plan to take action

• Time is of the essence 
• Look to evolution of stay-at-home 

orders as a model
• Urgent steps taken to protect public 

before all the details were ironed out 
• Modify policy and enforcement as 

needed
• Make initial changes and announce 

policy
• Meet daily with team to adjust 

response and trouble shoot as you 
go 



Shape the path to reduce risk for the public 

• Reduce intake hours to core staffing 
time

• Prevent uncontrolled entry into 
shelter

• Lock shelter doors 
• Block access to parking lot if safe
• Post “emergency” phone numbers 

prominently – staff can assess 
situation, interview re COVID 
exposure and take appropriate action 
to meet person or admit to shelter

• Post signs and video cameras if 
needed to discourage abandonment –
quote state abandonment law   



Develop and distribute protocol to staff

• Shelter policy
• Concise list of alternative to 

intake resources for found and 
owned pets 

• Scripts for common 
conversations 

• Clear chain of command for 
exceptions 



Identify key stakeholders to keep in the loop

• Animal control/field service 
partners

• Transfer partners
• Other shelters and rescues in the 

community 
• Volunteers
• Veterinary clinics
• Contracting entities
• Boards and key elected officials



Communicate through multiple channels 

• Website – popup if possible or 
other highly visible communication 

• Social media (repeatedly and 
banner photo on facebook)

• Dispatch/311
• News release 
• Autoreply for shelter and staff 

emails 
• Consider having volunteers or staff 

monitor local nextdoor to facilitate 
found and lost animals 



Basics to communicate 

• “The shelter is closed…”
• Closed for regular operations
• Closed to the public except by appointment
• Animals are still receiving care 

• “Here’s what to do in an emergency”
• Provide examples of emergencies 

• “Here’s where to go for help with lost and 
found animals and pets for surrender”

• “Here’s what to do if you’re interested in 
foster or adoption”

• “Here’s where to go for routine services like 
licensing that can be completed online”

• “Here’s how you can help the shelter during 
this time”



Found cat and dog considerations



Found cats 

• Leave healthy cats in place 
• Post on social media, nextdoor, 

flyers in neighborhood if 
concern

• Prolonged sighting in the absence 
of encouragement/feeding

• Provide information on nuisance 
abatement 

• Remove food source
• Purchase cat deterrents online

Methods by which lost cats are reunited 
with their owners 

Slater and Weiss, 2012

Searching neighborhood Returned home on their own

Contacted based on ID tag Neighbor brought my pet home

Found by visiting/contacting animal control Other

Searching neighborhood

Found via 
shelter

Returned on their own



Found dogs
• Provide links to local lost and 

found sites, nextdoor, craigslist, 
shelter website

• Provide links to download and 
print found pet signs

• Instruct public to leave found 
animals in place if not sick, 
injured, dangerous or exigent 
risk

Methods by which lost dogs are reunited with their 
owners 

Slater and Weiss, 2012

Searching neighborhood Returned home on their own

Contacted based on ID tag Neighbor brought my pet home

Found by visiting/contacting animal control Other

Found via 
shelter

Returned on their own

Searching neighborhood



Talking points for staff

• Apologize for inconvenience
• Thank for concern
• Emphasize benefit for animals – safer 

outside the shelter
• People might have a hard time getting to 

shelter right now
• More likely to get home if they stay near 

where they were lost
• Saving space in shelter for pets of COVID 

affected people and other emergencies 
• Find ways to provide service

• Provide links 
• Create a found report
• Provide support if available for 

finder/foster 



Found kitten considerations



Found kittens 

• “The shelter is not able to accept 
healthy kittens”

• “Leave healthy kittens where they are 
found. The mother is taking care of 
them”

• Instruct finders who bring kittens to 
the shelter to return them to where 
they were found

• If resources permit, distribute kitten 
kits for truly orphaned

• Link to online resources to support 
moms and litters safely

• Exceptions for sick, injured, evidence 
of immediate danger https://www.sheltermedicine.com/library/resources

/?r=animal-services-role-in-covid-19-support#kitten

https://www.uwsheltermedicine.com/library/resourc
es/animal-services-role-in-covid-19-support#kitten

https://www.sheltermedicine.com/library/resources/?r=animal-services-role-in-covid-19-support#kitten
https://www.uwsheltermedicine.com/library/resources/animal-services-role-in-covid-19-support#kitten


Found kitten resources

• Kitten lady: 
http://www.kittenlady.org/kitten-
care

• Preparing for adoption resources 
included 

• Maddie’s Fund: 
https://www.maddiesfund.org/orp
haned-kitten-care-how-to.htm

• “Don’t kitnap the kittens” 
resources are good but may need 
to be strengthened

• Evidence that mom is truly not there 
AND kittens are distressed

http://www.kittenlady.org/kitten-care
https://www.maddiesfund.org/orphaned-kitten-care-how-to.htm


Owner surrender considerations



For owned pets  

• Resources to assist with short term 
issues 

• Food delivery with meals on wheels 
or by ACOs?

• Behavioral resources
• Telemedicine to address medical 

needs
• Assistance finding foster directly

• Ask about 
family/friends/neighborhood 
options

• Assist with direct rehoming efforts
• https://home-home.org/join/
• https://rehome.adoptapet.com/

https://home-home.org/join/
https://rehome.adoptapet.com/


Proactive surrender prevention 



Role of field services 



Role of field services 

• Assess situations in the field for 
response priority 

• Pick up and deliver animals 
where possible rather than 
having public come to shelter 

• Deliver supplies and other 
support services (e.g. microchip 
scan) as needed to keep animals 
out of shelter 

• Respond to COVID and non-
COVID related emergencies



Maintaining the balance 



Balance intake and outcomes

• More animals = more risk, reduced 
capacity to respond to emergent 
needs

• Length of stay and crowding 
biggest risk factors for disease and 
increased care needs per animal 

• Make plans to balance intake with 
outcomes on an ongoing basis

• Maximize RTO: in field, fee waived
• Where live outcomes are limited, 

intake decisions must be even 
more rigorous 



Let’s chat



More supporting materials coming soon
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• www.sheltermedicine.com
• www.uwsheltermedicine.com
• https://mailchi.mp/animalwelfa

redigest/subscribe to stay in the 
loop 

https://mailchi.mp/animalwelfaredigest/subscribe
https://mailchi.mp/animalwelfaredigest/subscribe
https://mailchi.mp/animalwelfaredigest/subscribe
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