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Many animal lovers in this country are aware of an epidemic that’s affecting our
companion dogs and cats. There’s no easy cure, and at best we can apply
palliative measures. The epidemic? Rampant homelessness.
According to the Humane Society of the United States, 6 to 8 million dogs and
cats enter shelters each year – and fully half of them are euthanized because
they run out of time or are not adoptable.
Shelters are overworked, under-funded, and stretched thin in attempting to
handle the influx of unwanted animals. They perform difficult and, at times, heroic
work in caring for these dogs and cats, who often end up in a shelter - not
because they never had a home – but are abandoned because they were not
properly raised and trained by their owners.
Owner neglect varies greatly, from passive or unintentional neglect – such as not
providing socialization or training for an active young dog – to active physical
abuse. Either type of neglect can result in an animal that at best exhibits problem
behaviors such as chewing, house soiling, or barking; or, at worse, becomes a
menace to society. The ultimate outcome is often the same: abandonment or
surrender of the troublesome animal – and the addition of yet another pet at a
shelter.
Ironically, due to overcrowding, funding issues, personnel shortages, or just not
knowing there is a better way, cats and dogs in many shelters are kept in
conditions that do not meet the criteria outlined by the shelter for adoption to a
new home. In other words, the shelter would not adopt one of their charges out to
themselves, since they do not meet their own standards.

Many shelters house animals individually in stark kennels, often without
comfortable bedding, appropriate toilet facilities/opportunities, toys or
companionship of their own kind. Most receive little human interaction, education,
physical or mental stimulation. It is well known that:
ÿ solitary confinement causes progressive de-socialization and fearfulness
ÿ lack of toilet facilities, opportunities, and education forces cats/dogs to soil
their living/sleeping areas
ÿ lack of stuffed chew toys prompts destructive chewing and obsessivecompulsive disorders
ÿ lack of stuffed chew toys and education prompts barking and hyperactivity
ÿ well meant but inappropriate exercise fosters hyperactivity, barking,
jumping-up, and leash-pulling
House soiling, destructive chewing/scratching, excessive barking, hyperactivity,
jumping-up and leash-pulling are reported as major reasons why people
surrender their animals to shelters or let them stray (to be captured and taken to
shelters). The presence of these same behaviors is also a major reason why
people do not want to adopt shelter animals.
Kenneling animals in the traditional fashion exacerbates such problems.
There are numerous and rigorous veterinary and physical health requirements for
livestock and for laboratory, zoo and shelter animals. However, apart from
zoological environmental enrichment programs, there are few requirements that
cater to the animals’ social and psychological needs in the shelter setting. If
shelter animals are to remain, or become, suitable social companions for people,
they require comfort, companionship, communication, education, and
entertainment.
As ambassadors for the humane treatment of animals across the nation, it is
essential for shelters to place equal value on the mental and physical needs of
the animals in their custody. Attention to an incarcerated animal’s mental well
being should not be an afterthought or a bonus, but on par with physical health
concerns and part of the standard protocol for care.
Open Paw has created guidelines for “Minimum Mental Health Requirements For
Shelter Animals” to serve as a template for shelters interested setting an
example for the community by providing holistic care for their residents.
Open Paw’s vision for shelters is to raise the bar for basic domestic animal care,
as well as to serve as a model for the public. Adopting Open Paw’s Minimum
Mental Health Requirements (MMHR) and practicing efficient animal-friendly and
user-friendly techniques for basic care and training of the shelter animals has a
tremendous impact on the community. Everyone who enters the shelter observes
firsthand that animal care and training can be simple, humane and enjoyable.

Imagine the following scenario: A prospective adopter walks into an animal
shelter that is quiet and smells clean. The dogs are peacefully lounging on beds,
happily chewing away on food-stuffed chew toys, or sitting calmly at the front of
their kennels wagging “hello” at every passer-by. The cats are either curled up in
beds on elevated platforms or batting at dangling catnip toys. Volunteers are
busily training dogs throughout the facility and cat cuddlers are patiently teaching
young, playful cats to retract their claws before getting over-excited. This is the
type of shelter that people travel for miles to visit, clamoring to adopt the friendly,
well-trained residents. These are cats and dogs that will easily settle into their
new, permanent homes.
At first glance some of the recommendations may seem infeasible or too laborintensive to implement. However, following the MMHR and adopting the Open
Paw volunteer training program actually reduces the amount of time required for
husbandry, kennel cleaning and upkeep. This allows staff and volunteers to
spend time on the more gratifying goal of interacting with and training the
resident animals. For example, by providing access to a separate, appropriate
toilet area for dogs (rather than forcing them to soil their kennels), hours of
unpleasant daily manual labor is virtually eliminated. Also, toilet-trained animals
are cleaner and more adoptable, meaning a shorter stay at the shelter.
Certainly Open Paw’s guidelines require a considerable paradigm shift, and of
course there are initial growing pains and adjustments, but the transformation is
magical. Once staff and volunteers see calm, contented, and mannerly cats and
dogs, they become very eager and excited about participating in the program.
Open Paw Minimal Mental Health Requirements
For Dogs
ÿ A comfortable bed or den
ÿ At least three daily opportunities to use a dog toilet area (outside of their
kennel) and be rewarded for using it
ÿ Sufficient entertainment (environmental enrichment or occupational
therapy) including stuffed chew toys, such as Kongs or Big Kahunas
ÿ Hand feeding, with any leftover food stuffed in chew toys, i.e., no feeding
from bowls
ÿ Interaction with at least 20 people each day, including at least 5 unfamiliar
people
ÿ Handling and grooming by at least 3 people a day, including 1 unfamiliar
person
ÿ Daily education (basic manners training) and mental stimulation (walk)
ÿ Quiet kennel "downtime" each day (scheduled breaks from the public)
ÿ At least 20 minutes out of their kennel run each day, used either for
training, socialization, playtime, exercise or "downtime" in somebody’s
office

ÿ Canine companionship: either housed with other dogs, or daily 20-minute
play/training sessions
ÿ Puppies less than 4 months old must be housed together in a self-training,
long-term confinement area, with constant access to a puppy toilet area,
and fed only by hand (during classical conditioning and training) or from
stuffed chew toys (i.e., no feeding from bowls). Puppies require daily
handling, grooming, and manners training by at least 5 unfamiliar people.
Puppies should be home fostered whenever possible.
For Cats
ÿ A warm, clean environment with a comfortable hiding place
ÿ A separate litter box area
ÿ Litter box should be cleaned regularly (feces removed immediately when
noticed)
ÿ A convenient scratching post with suspended toys
ÿ Interaction with at least 20 people daily, including at least 5 unfamiliar
people
ÿ Daily handling, gentling, and grooming by at least 3 people, including 1
unfamiliar person
ÿ Feline companionship for social cats (group housing)
ÿ Kittens less than 4 months old should be housed together in a selftraining, long-term confinement area, with constant access to a scratching
surface with suspended toys and a separate litter box area. Kittens require
daily handling, gentling, and grooming by at least 5 unfamiliar people.
To comment or to obtain more information on how Open Paw can help
raise the standard of humane care in shelters, phone (510) 644-0729 or email kellyg@openpaw.org.

