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ANIMAL SHELTER BEST PRACTICES 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

1.1 Introduction 

The needs of companion animals in shelters go far beyond the basic necessities of food, water, 

and shelter. Social isolation and lack of mental stimulation can result in profound consequences 

to the wellbeing of cats and dogs and contribute to serious behavioral issues such as noise 

sensitivity, fearfulness, inattention/impulsivity, compulsion, separation anxiety, or aggression. 

This causes problems when the animals are placed in homes in the community. Caretakers’ lack 

of understanding about the effects of social isolation and lack of mental stimulation on pets often 

makes these problems worse.  

If their exercise and mental stimulation needs are met, we often see decreases in these “behavior 

problems.” An enrichment-based shelter model greatly improves animal welfare while at the 

shelter and can improve pet behavior in the home, leading to both enhanced adopter satisfaction 

and increased public safety. 

1.2 Background 

Research continues to accumulate information about the needs of companion animals. A couple 

of recent scientific studies quantify the overwhelming prevalence of anxiety-based behaviors in 

dogs and cats and shows how these behaviors are exacerbated by the lack of knowledge of 

caretakers.1 If shelter caretakers are uninformed about how to provide what companion animals 

need, shelter dogs and cats suffer as a result.  

Animals in shelters have little to no control in most aspects of their lives. Where they live, what 

they eat, and when they can relieve themselves are dictated to them, and many of their normal 

behaviors are considered unacceptable. Often they are alone for upwards of 10 to 12 hours, and 

have little to no access to the outside world or any other sort of variety of experiences. 

Consequently, there is increased boredom, stress, and anxiety that is demonstrated in “behavior 

problems.” This is a huge disservice to our animal companions. Efforts must be made to allow 

our pets to act like dogs and cats through natural behaviors, such as playing, sniffing, chasing, 

and chewing. If their exercise and mental stimulation needs are met, “behavior problems” often 

decrease, improving adoption rates and return rates. It’s also worth mentioning that if more time 

is spent learning about and respecting the signs of a dog’s fear or stress, we would see far fewer 

bites to humans and other animals. Although there are exceptions to this, dogs do not bite “out of 

nowhere” and generally provide ample opportunity to avoid conflict.2 

Therefore, the need for an enrichment-based shelter model is clear, both to greatly improve 

animal welfare while they are at the shelter and to improve pet behavior in the home, increasing 

public safety and enhancing adopter satisfaction.3  

2.0 VISION AND GOALS 

The best animal shelters have well-thought-out visions and goals from which to operate. 

Examples are provided in the following two subsections. 
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2.1 Sample Vision 

A thoughtful vision could be: 

Our community evolves into a socially conscious animal community that ensures 

that every unwanted or homeless pet has a safe place in which to shelter and be 

cared for, physically and emotionally, until they find their forever home. 

2.2 Sample Goals 

Most animal-welfare-based shelters have goals similar to the following. 

1. Ensure that the facility is clean and well-maintained and provides a safe and healthful 

environment for our animals, staff, volunteers and the public. 

2. Implement the best enrichment practices for our shelter, provided by well-trained and 

compassionate staff and volunteers. 

3. Implement programs to increase adoptions and reduce length of stay for pets at the 

shelter; develop transfer programs to both receive animals into the shelter and transfer 

animals out to other shelters and organizations to increase adoptions and save lives 

throughout our area. 

4. Implement programs to provide support to pet owners and keep pets in home and reduce 

surrender rates to the shelter. 

5. Implement a vigorous volunteer program that provides well-designed training and 

mentoring to volunteers. 

6. Implement adoption counseling programs to improve pet matching, reduce returns and 

surrenders, and enhance adopter satisfaction. 

These shelters also support broader goals such as the ones provided below. 

1. There is support for laws defending animals against cruelty and neglect. 

2. There is a full understanding of the consequences of all animal legislation. 

3. Shelter staff value animals and provide compassionate care. 

4. Shelter staff seek expertise from trusted animal welfare organizations and professionals. 

5. Shelter staff adhere to the “Guidelines for Standards of Care in Animal Shelters” 

published by the Association of Shelter Veterinarians,3 including the Five Freedoms (i.e., 

Freedom from Hunger and Thirst, Freedom from Discomfort, Freedom from Pain, Injury 

or Disease, Freedom to Express Normal Behavior and Freedom from Fear and Distress). 

3.0 POLICIES AND PROCEDURES 

At a high-level humane animal shelter, policies and operations are focused on providing an 

enrichment-based environment and reduction of stress for all animals in its care. Everything from 

feeding and cleaning to all human interactions and play groups focus on minimizing stress and 

providing frequent opportunities for positive mental and physical stimulation. This includes a 

daily examination to assess the physical and emotional well-being of every animal in the shelter; 

access to timely, high-quality veterinary care; and a weekly assessment of each animal to plan 



ASAC BPG  Page 5 of 37 

for adoption, transfer, or behavior modification as needed. In addition, detailed plans for 

enrichment and social contact are implemented as described below. The Association for Animal 

Welfare Advancement provides guidelines for animal enrichment.4 

“Enrichment is given the same significance as other components of animal care, such as 

nutrition and veterinary care, and is not considered optional.” 

3.1 Animal Care Policies and Procedures 

The Association of Shelter Veterinarians (ASV) Guidelines for Standards of Care in Animal 

Shelters (“ASV Guidelines”)3 is the basis for most policies at animal-welfare-based shelters, 

including the highly acclaimed Santa Fe Animal Shelter, which uses the practices for daily 

animal enrichment and social housing that are described below. 

1. Behavioral Health and Mental Well-Being (pp. 26-30)  

This section of the ASV Guidelines includes intake procedures, behavior evaluation, 

shelter daily routines, enrichment and socialization, and, when needed, behavior 

modification. 

a. Intake procedures include the collection of as much information about past history 

and reasons for relinquishment as possible. Ideally, an open-ended oral interview 

method should be used (this elicits more information than a written questionnaire or 

yes/no questioning). For stray animals, any available information from citizens or 

animal control or police officers should be recorded. This information has great value 

to inform staff on how to best meet individual animal needs. The intake process also 

should be designed to minimize stress for the animal involved; for example, the 

critical item in reducing stress on intake cats is to isolate them from spatial, visual, 

and auditory contact with dogs. 

b. Assessment of animal behavior begins at the time of intake, with staff noting signs of 

stress, anxiety, fear, or aggression and continues with both daily kennel observations 

and more formal behavioral assessments. Ongoing evaluations of stress levels and 

behavioral issues are used to determine if the animal can be safely handled and 

humanely housed in a shelter environment. Although formal behavioral assessments 

have not been scientifically proven to predict specific behaviors in the home, the 

information obtained during such testing is often useful both in determining 

behavioral needs while in the shelter and matching animals with appropriate adopters. 

Cats can be assessed by observing behavior to enhance in-shelter care as well as to 

identify appropriate placements. 

c. Daily routines include predictable routines and positive experiences each day. 

Because feeding and playtime are highly anticipated positive events, they are a top 

scheduling priority for shelter staff. Stressful events, when unavoidable (e.g., 

cleaning, vet care) are scheduled to allow calm and relaxation between situations that 

cause stress responses. In addition, maintaining normal circadian rhythms (i.e., 

providing a dark and quiet environment during night-time hours) is essential to 

managing stress in shelter animals. 

d. Enrichment and socialization are key to providing an advanced standard of humane 

care for shelter animals. A minimum standard of 1 to 2 hours of enrichment per day 
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per animal is implemented. The only proven way to reduce stress and improve well-

being in a shelter environment is to provide physical and mental stimulation that 

encourages species-typical behavior (for example, chewing on bones and sniffing the 

ground for dogs or scratching posts for cats) on a daily basis. Daily positive social 

interactions with people are essential for both cats and dogs—whenever possible, 

animals interact with the same caregiver on a regular basis to enhance stress reduction 

and maximize behavioral data collection. 

Other enrichment opportunities include hunting for food as well as positive olfactory, 

visual, auditory, and tactile stimulation. Note that daily husbandry (feeding, vet 

care, and cleaning) does NOT constitute enrichment and does not address the 

animals’ daily social needs.  

e. For animals with behavioral issues that are amenable to in-shelter modification, an 

individualized strategy is developed and implemented by qualified professional 

trainers. Effective behavior modification programs are not punitive and use positive 

reinforcement, desensitization, and operant conditioning and counter-conditioning, 

sometimes in conjunction with anti-anxiety medication prescribed by a licensed 

veterinarian. 

2. Group Housing and Play Groups (pp. 31-32) 

Group housing and play groups have multiple benefits. They provide opportunities for 

positive interactions with other animals, including play, companionship, and 

socialization. This is an important component of an enriched and varied environment that 

can greatly reduce stress and enhance welfare. Both group housing and daytime play 

groups require careful selection and monitoring by staff or trained volunteers to recognize 

subtle signs of stress to prevent negative interactions. Random grouping of animals in 

shelters is an unacceptable practice. 

3.2 Additional Policies 

3.2.1 Euthanasia Policy 

All euthanasia decisions, except for those made by a licensed veterinarian for reasons of extreme 

suffering, are made by a shelter euthanasia committee. This is for the protection of the animals, 

the community, and the decision-makers. The euthanasia committee shall consist of a minimum 

of three people: a licensed veterinarian familiar with the shelter operations; the shelter manager 

or their designee; and a third person, such as an experienced volunteer, an animal humane 

organization member, a professional trainer, or a member of another shelter’s staff.  

Clearly written criteria for euthanasia, including medical, behavioral, or public safety reasons, is 

followed for all euthanasia recommendations. 

Each member of the committee can oppose euthanasia for a specific animal provided they can 

develop a plan within 48 hours to work with other committee members, veterinary professionals, 

professional trainers, and other rescues or shelters to ensure a humane and safe outcome for that 

animal. 

No euthanasia decisions are postponed for more than 48 hours without the concurrence of the 

entire committee. Every animal continues to receive humane care while awaiting euthanasia. 
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3.2.2 Legal Hold and Custodial Cases 

These animals are evaluated and receive the same care (including medical, handling, and 

enrichment as much as possible given their temperament and needs) as other animals in the 

shelter. They are not subjected to social isolation or other inhumane treatments.  

4.0 ANIMAL CONTROL ORDINANCE 

Animal control ordinances are written to provide more focus on animal welfare and public safety 

rather than primarily on animal control issues. In addition, specific fee schedules are omitted, 

which allows for more flexibility and easier updates. 

Prohibitions on tethering (chaining) animals for extended periods of time is part of an animal 

control ordinance, as is a prohibition on transporting animals in the open bed of a pickup truck 

without a well-secured crate or a humane and well-secured harness approved by the Center for 

Pet Safety Tests.  

A tethering provision in an animal control ordinance enhances public safety. Numerous studies 

have demonstrated that tethered dogs become more aggressive and are more likely to attack 

people and other dogs while tethered or when they escape from their tether. It is also dangerous 

for the dog as they can get tangled up and be injured. (See the Center for Pet Safety’s test results 

for harnesses in Reference 5.)  

A cost-of-care provision is also part of the ordinance to ensure that negligent or abusive pet 

owners are responsible for the pet’s upkeep while legal proceedings are under way with 

appropriate restitution provisions for pet owners cleared of all charges. 

Provisions similar to those in the Calgary Responsible Pet Ownership Ordinance6 are a good 

example of what animal-welfare-based animal control ordinances can cover. This ordinance is 

based on five precepts. 

1. License and provide permanent identification for cats and dogs. 

2. Spay or neuter pets. 

3. Provide information and facilitate access to training, physical care, socialization and 

medical attention for pets.  

4. Do not allow pets to become a threat or nuisance in the community. 

5. Provide education and information about how to procure your pet ethically, from a 

credible source.  

If licensing (Item 1) is adopted, (1) increasing the spay/neuter deposit and (2) making the 

licensing fee for unneutered dogs and cats to 2–3 times the cost of licensing. Requiring animals 

to be neutered may decrease both unwanted litters and incidents between the public and roaming 

animals. It would also emphasize to owners the added responsibility and vigilance needed when 

owning unneutered animals.  

5.0 TRAINING 

In the best humane animal shelters, the Shelter Manager and the head of the training and 

behavioral staff have nationally certified credentials. All staff involved in behavioral assessments 

and enrichment that involve play groups have completed a series of training courses that focus 
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on these topics. Staff and volunteers regularly update their training through workshops, seminars 

and online classes on a yearly basis. Also, a humane animal shelter promotes the following: 

1. All shelter staff attend trainings so that they fully understand the stressors in the shelter 

environment and the effects of stress on dogs and cats. 

2. All shelter staff receive training in animal enrichment, including play groups, food 

games, sensory stimulation, and social housing. 

3. All volunteers also receive training and mentoring in basic animal behavior and animal 

enrichment. 

4. All shelter staff are trained in conducting behavioral profiles, including surrender 

histories, medical histories, kennel observations, and validated behavioral assessments.  

5. All shelter staff are trained in adoption counseling, including matching programs, adopter 

interviews, adoption follow-up, and use of adoption information packets. 

6.0 VOLUNTEER PROGRAM 

A humane shelter will have a strong volunteer program with multiple levels of community 

interaction available.  

The shelter will have an organized structure to place volunteers according to their desires and 

strengths. The volunteer program is headed by an experienced volunteer coordinator and 

includes such things as a volunteer code of conduct, release forms, and graded levels for 

interacting with shelter animals. Opportunities for volunteers can range from enriching the lives 

of shelter dogs and cats by playing with them to phone calls following up on adopted animals to 

fundraising events. The volunteer coordinator provides skills training and mentoring in a 

structured program to ensure that both volunteers and animals are safe and have enjoyable 

experiences. Volunteers can also participate in educational opportunities for schools and civic 

groups in areas such as animal safety and basic care.  

7.0 ANIMAL ENRICHMENT 

Enrichment has been proven to reduce stress in animals at shelters. This is desirable because it 

makes for easier cleaning routines, increased adoptions and decreased length of stay, improved 

health and improved safety for both animals and humans. The best humane animal shelters often 

adopt the practices and philosophies found in the Best Friends Humane Animal Control Manual, 

especially Appendices K, “Enrichment for Cats;” L, “Enrichment for Dogs;” and N, “Volunteer 

Programs.”7 

In humane shelters, the individual level of stress in animals is evaluated through both 

observation and validated measurement tools. It is then reduced by careful work habits (staff 

moving slowly and calmly with reduced noise during chores); safe, comforting environments 

(places for shy animals to withdraw, comfortable beds, options for cats to get up to elevated 

places); and enrichment (exercise, socialization, novel stimuli).  

Enrichment is provided through comprehensive daily stimuli and is matched to the needs of 

individual animals. It includes food puzzles, toys, scent therapy, exercise, human contact, catnip, 
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chew toys, boxes to hide away in, and/or clicker training. Successful animal shelters often 

include the following practices. 

1. Use social housing options and play yards/rooms to provide daily social enrichment for 

dogs and cats that are selected for social interaction. 

2. Provide enrichment toys for kennels and play rooms/yards. 

3. Interactions such as petting, playing and walks with staff or volunteers 

4. Provide appropriate enrichment for animals in isolation because of disease, behavioral 

problems, or legal issues. 

8.0 TRANSFER PROGRAMS 

A well-designed transfer program is one of the most critical and innovative programs at humane 

shelters—it is literally a lifesaver. Many shelters are overwhelmed with certain breeds or ages of 

dogs and cats for whom there is not a strong demand, which leaves those animals in facilities for 

too long and at risk of being euthanized. Meanwhile, other shelters and rescue groups may have 

demand for these animals in their communities. By transferring healthy, socialized animals, these 

animals may find a wider audience and their forever homes. 

A successful transfer program relies on strong relationships between transfer partners built on 

carefully thought-out agreements and information-sharing. The agreements address formal 

transfer of legal ownership; health records; background information such as why an animal was 

surrendered, as well as its age, breed, sex, temperament, suitability, and socialization; available 

space in the shelter; and other relevant conditions. In this way, adoptable pets that are overlooked 

in one shelter have a chance at adoption in another shelter. 

9.0 FOSTER PROGRAMS 

Foster programs are a critical component of a humane, well-run animal shelter and serve 

multiple goals.  Reasons for fostering dogs and cats include medical fosters, hospice for shelter 

animals at the end of their lives, early-life fosters for young puppies and kittens, and helping 

animals cope with special needs like excessive shyness, or trauma from abuse. 

Medical fosters help animals recovering from major surgeries or treatable diseases such as 

heartworm infestations. Hospice foster homes provide end of life care and comfort for elderly 

and severely ill animals suffering from conditions for which there is no effective medical 

solution. Special needs animals may become more adoptable if they are given extra care and 

behavioral support to recover in a home environment. 

It is difficult to almost impossible for puppies and kittens under 4 months of age to thrive in a 

shelter environment, especially newborn and neonatal puppies and kittens. This is due to several 

factors, including susceptibility to disease, amplified by the fact that stray or neglected pets 

giving birth are often unvaccinated and cannot provide any immunity to their nursing offspring; 

the need for a warm, controlled environment until the baby animal is old enough to maintain its 

own body temperature and eat consistently on its own; and the need for a nursing mother to have 

a quiet, safe environment in which to care for her offspring, The stress and noise of a shelter can 

result in nursing mothers’ milk to dry up or the mother abandoning or harming the offspring. At 

the same time, without frequent, daily handling and positive exposure to a variety of novel 
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stimuli, baby animals often develop lifelong fears and anxiety or an inability to adjust properly to 

a home environment. This kind of positive exposure and handling is nearly impossible to achieve 

in a busy shelter setting. 

Therefore, it is essential for every shelter to develop a robust network of knowledgeable, caring 

foster parents who can provide proper care for pregnant mothers, newborns and very young 

puppies and kittens, as well as to provide home management for animals in need of more 

involved medical and/or hospice or other special needs. 

An extremely important component of a foster program policy is that foster parents who 

meet shelter requirements and have given extensively of their time and selves be allowed 

first priority to adopt the shelter dog(s) or cat(s) in their care. 

10.0 OVERSIGHT BOARD 

A permanent oversight board is an important part of shelter operations. An oversight board 

reviews shelter policies and procedures, helps analyze shelter data, and assists with strategic 

planning. The shelter and humane community vision and goals inform all planning and policy 

decisions. 

11.0 COMMUNITY OUTREACH, MARKETING, AND PARTNERING 

An excellent animal shelter is an active partner with the community.  

A shelter’s outreach activities should include the following. 

1. Adoption promotions and marketing. Develop creative marketing campaigns to increase 

the visibility of the shelter and market adoptable pets more effectively. This should 

include partnerships with local organizations, businesses, and nearby shelters.  

Some examples of promotions found to be effective in other shelters include “two-for-

one kitten” adoptions and “adopt a senior cat or dog and get a free vet checkup.” Local 

businesses can host mobile adoptions or have a “cat of the month” housed at their store. 

Local veterinarians and pet supply stores can provide coupons for vet care, obedience 

classes, boarding, food, and toys for new adopters. There are also opportunities to work 

with other shelters and national rescue organizations to spotlight adopting a shelter pet. 

2. Responsible pet owner programs. Provide important information during adoption such as 

the benefits of keeping cats indoors, multi-pet management, and suggestions for safe 

interactions between children and pets. Also, a shelter can partner with local trainers to 

provide public education programs like responsible dog and cat ownership; how to create 

a humane, pet-safe community; and the pitfalls of purchasing pets from puppy mills or 

pet stores. Shelters can share information about local pet supply outlets, doggie day care 

and boarding options, and local trainers. 

3. Spay/neuter education and access. Provide pet owners and adopters with information 

about the benefits of surgically altering their pet, as well as information about state and 

national pet overpopulation. Shelters can work with local veterinarians to provide 

discounted spay/neuter surgeries and provide owners with financial or transportation 



ASAC BPG  Page 11 of 37 

assistance if needed. Follow-up is provided to owners of intact pets to discuss their 

decision to not neuter and make them aware of the special needs of unneutered pets.  

4. Adoption counseling and follow-up programs. Provide trained adoption counselors to talk 

to each potential adopter and help match the pet to the adopter’s lifestyle and 

expectations. Counselors also answer questions on how to help the new pet adjust to the 

home, how to introduce them to children and other pets, and what pet supplies are needed 

and so on. 

All adopters receive follow-up calls after 1 day, 1 week, and 1 month from adoption 

counselors to offer support and resources are offered so that an adoption does not fail. 

Counselors identify serious issues that might lead to harm to the pet, other animals, or 

people so that the adopted pet can be removed from the home if it is warranted. 

5. Business and landlord education programs. Work with national organizations like the 

American Kennel club (AKC) and local trainers to educate local businesses, landlords 

and homeowner associations about the advantages of having well-behaved, well-cared-

for pets in the community. Develop programs such as the AKC Good Citizen so that pets 

can be trained and evaluated to standards recognized by the community as indicating a 

well-behaved pet. 

6. Surrender prevention programs. Provide surrender prevention counseling to explore the 

resources that can help owners keep their pet, such as financial assistance, behavioral 

evaluation, training programs, and emotional support. These may also include things like 

help to build a more secure fence, transportation to the vet, or temporary custody of an 

animal if the owner is in the hospital. 

12.0 INSPECTIONS AND METRICS 

A humane, high-quality shelter should have appropriate oversight and engage in an ongoing 

planning process to ensure that (1) improvements to facilities, policies and procedures, training, 

and operations are being assessed on a continuous basis and (2) plans for improvements are 

designed and implemented. For proper oversight and future planning, a high-quality shelter 

adopts metrics that quantify its operations in a way that allows the shelter to address established 

goals. These goals, in turn, ensure that the shelter both fulfills its mission and meets the 

community’s vision for the shelter.   

The planning and oversight should involve input from a permanent advisory board that is briefed 

regularly and provides input on the appropriateness of both chosen metrics and plans for 

improvements. There should also be regular reviews of the shelter and its operations by upper 

level management as well as reviews by external animal sheltering and animal protection 

experts. Public input on shelter operations should be solicited regularly as well. Reviews should 

address a wide range of facility issues, including financial issues, staffing issues, and policies 

and procedures, as well as adoption success rates and public safety concerns. 

Metrics should assess both disposition of animals (return to owner, adoption, transfer, 

euthanasia) and length of stay and in-shelter care requirements such as enrichment, health care, 

and disease prevention. 
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12.1 Inspections  

A high-quality, humane shelter undergoes a variety of inspections to assist in maintaining 

humane standards. 

1. One-time reviews 

a. Calculate humane-care capacity for dogs and cats using accepted methods 

2. Annual reviews 

a. External review by an animal protection or similar organization 

b. Internal review by local government management 

c. Strategic planning updates 

3. Quarterly reviews by the Oversight Board 

a. Facility issues 

b. Budget issues 

c. Staffing issues 

d. Policies and procedures 

e. Public input 

f. Metrics 

12.2 Metrics 

A high-quality shelter keeps records of a variety of metrics. 

1. Live release rate 

a. Must be linked to behavioral assessment program designed to protect public safety 

(see “Perils of Placing Marginal Dogs”8). 

2. Length of stay 

a. Have no time limit for euthanasia but must ensure adequate enrichment for long stays 

and alternate plans for pets with low demand in our area 

b. Constantly improve plans to reduce length of stay, including mobile adoptions, 

adoption promotions, transfer programs, and foster-to-forever programs. 

c. Provide and measure timely access to vaccinations, disease testing, microchipping, 

and surgical alterations to ensure that shelter stays are as short as possible. NEVER 

adopt out animals before they are fully vetted, chipped, and altered. 

3. Enrichment 

a. Perform weekly and monthly reviews of individual pet records to ensure that each 

animal receives adequate daily enrichment (1 hour of interactive play or affection for 

dogs, 2–3 types of sensory stimuli for cats). This must include quarantined and 

impounded cats and dogs. 

4. Disease prevention 

a. Perform weekly and monthly reviews of new cases of disease (including upper 

respiratory infections (URIs) and ringworm for cats and kittens and parvo and 

distemper for dogs and puppies) and implement modifications to cleaning and 

isolation protocols as needed to reduce contagious disease infections. 
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APPENDIX A: SPECIFIC RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LOS ALAMOS 
COUNTY ANIMAL SHELTER FACILITIES 

1. We recommend the dog kennel area be reconfigured to ensure that dogs can exit or enter 

without close exposure to barking, lunging dogs. We further recommend barriers or some 

other system be used so that dogs are not threatened with barking/growling/lunging behaviors 

by dogs across from them. We also recommend that dogs be provided with a place to retreat 

from over-stimulation, such as a crate or bench. This will greatly reduce stress levels to all 

the dogs in the kennel area as well as to the staff. 

2. Given the possibility of escapes and conflicts of shelter dogs from the local dog park, we 

recommend a large area with an 8- to-10-foot-high fence be added to the shelter for a safe 

play/exercise yard for dogs. When enrichment-trained staff have been hired, they can use the 

yard for appropriately supervised play groups. There is space at the north end of the shelter 

land where this might be placed. It may also be possible to negotiate with the Los Alamos 

Dog Obedience Club (LADOC) for use of their side yard. This option might involve the 

Shelter/County paying for appropriate improvements to the yard and developing procedures 

to ensure animal health and safety. 

3. We recommend making the changes recommended in Appendix B from a fire protection 

engineer to improve emergency egress and other safety issues. 

4. We recommend improving the shelter heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) 

systems to reduce the risks of disease transmissions especially in the communal cat area. 

5. We recommend adding an outdoor “catio” to the west side of the cat room. Outdoor time will 

greatly increase the cats’ mental stimulation by adding new sights, smells, and sounds and 

ability to practice natural behaviors.  
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APPENDIX B: COMMENTS BY J. LATAILLE, FIRE PROTECTION 
ENGINEER, BASED ON JANUARY 21, 2020, TOUR OF LOS 
ALAMOS COUNTY ANIMAL SHELTER FACILITY 

 

Los Alamos County Animal Shelter 

Desirable Facility Changes 

The changes described below would bring the Los Alamos County Animal Shelter more in line 

with other shelters, as well as make the facility easier to operate and maintain. Some of these 

changes would require only minimal funds, while others would require more substantial 

commitment. Making these changes would benefit not only the animals, but also the county, 

shelter workers, county residents, and animal owners and adopters. 

Exterior1 

Relocate outside storage that is near exterior walls and exits of the facility (NFPA 80A). 

Improve permanent drainage around the building, particularly the southwest corner. 

Interior Layout/Use1 

Remove storage from the mechanical room (NFPA 1), building egress paths (NFPA 101), and 

animal areas (including isolation rooms, meet and greet areas, and inside the indoor dog pens). 

Increase existing space for storing shelter supplies. 

Increase existing space for animals, including cat and dog pens and areas for socializing, 

assessment, and behavioral modification. 

Mechanical 

Improve temperature control for all shelter areas.2 

Provide separate ventilation systems for isolation areas used to house animals with illnesses 

having airborne transmission.* 

Electrical 

Increase the number of electrical outlets in the cat room (NFPA 70) and wherever additional 

outlets would make it safer and/or more convenient to use electrical equipment.3 

Plumbing 

Improve delivery of hot water to the cat room.4 

Return the solar hot water heater to service.4 

                                                
1Existing facility design cannot accommodate this. 
2After a nonworking heater was restored to service, this has improved. 
3An electrical outlet has been added in the cat room. 
4To be looked into 
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Plumbing, continued 

Modify the hose systems for cleaning the outside dog pens.5 

 Provide separate outlets for every pen or two pens, and connect shorter hoses to each outlet. 

(Hosing down the pens would then no longer require snaking long hoses through the fences.) 

 Feed the hose outlets from an exterior self-draining manifold with ball drip, and connect the 

manifold supply valve inside the building. (The piping would then not need to be heated 

during the winter when the supply valve is closed, and the cold water in the building would 

no longer be hot. During below-freezing periods, hoses would still need to be disconnected 

from the outlets when not in use.) 

Other ways of making the hose systems easier to use and maintain could also be considered. 

Life Safety4 

Check the direction of door swings in the main egress corridor and change if required by code 

(NFPA 101). (One door might need changing.) 

Fire Protection 

Keep fire extinguishers unobstructed and serviced (NFPA 10).6 

Keep the fire alarm system in service (NFPA 72).7 

Provide code-required types and numbers of spare sprinkler heads for the building sprinkler 

system, particularly the dry heads protecting the eaves of the building (NFPA 13).4 

General8 

Conduct and maintain records for code-required inspection, testing, and maintenance of all 

building systems. (The County might already be keeping these records.) Note: Inspection, 

Testing and Maintenance (ITM) requirements are in the codes applying to the individual 

systems. 

Long Term Desirable Shelter Additions 

Add a new (nonpublic) wing to keep animals that are not yet ready for adoption. (This wing 

could include its own isolation areas, including outside quarantine pens for dogs.) 

Consider additional expansion projects to add more space for animals, storage, and other facility 

needs. 

 

  

                                                
5Hoses are now being run from inside the building, so there is no freezing concern and the pipes are no longer heat 

traced. This works only if not using outside pens during cold weather. 
6Extinguishers could be made more accessible. 
7The fire alarm system is now in full service. 
8Not addressed at this tour 
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Codes Related to this Report 

New Mexico Building Code and adopted codes: 

NFPA 1, Fire Prevention Code 

NFPA 101, Life Safety Code 

Uniform Mechanical Code 

Uniform Electrical Code 

Uniform Plumbing Code 

National Fire Protection Association Codes: 

NFPA 1, Fire Prevention Code 

NFPA 10, Standard for Portable Fire Extinguishers 

NFPA 13, Standard for the Installation of Sprinkler Systems 

NFPA 70, National Electrical Code 

NFPA 72, National Fire Alarm and Signaling Code 

NFPA 80A, Recommended Practice for Protection of Buildings from Exterior Fire Exposure 

NFPA 90A, Standard for the Installation of Air-Conditioning and Ventilating Systems 

NFPA 90B, Standard for the Installation of Warm Air Heating and Air-Conditioning Systems 

NFPA 101, Life Safety Code 

About the Author 

BS in Physics from Worcester Polytechnic Institute, MS in Electrical Engineering from 

Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, and Associate Degree in Risk Management 

Licensed Professional Engineer in five states, including New Mexico 

Thirty-five years of experience in fire protection engineering, including its mechanical, 

electrical, chemical, civil, and structural aspects. Job duties included writing fire hazard analyses 

and risk assessments for existing facilities; preparing hydraulic, fire dynamic, fire resistance, 

egress, and other calculations; reviewing drawings and specifications for new facilities; 

conducting field walk downs for checks of construction progress and system installation; 

witnessing final system testing; and generating construction project punch lists. 

Member of the Society of Fire Protection Engineers. Elected Fellow in 1997, served on the 

Publications Committee and on the Fire Protection Engineering Journal Editorial Advisory 

Board, chaired the Engineering Licensing Committee, served on the Board of Directors. 

Recipient of several awards, including the Hat’s Off Award, the President’s Award, and the D. 

Peter Lund Award. 

Served on twelve National Fire Protection Association code-writing committees that were 

responsible for preparing twenty codes and standards 

Publications include chapters in several editions of the NFPA Fire Protection Handbook, 

chapters in several other NFPA handbooks, Fire Protection Engineering in Building Design 

(Elsevier Science – Plant Engineering, 2003), Fire Protection of Storage Facilities (NFPA, 

2006).  
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APPENDIX C: LOCAL TRAINING RESOURCES FOR SHELTER STAFF 
AND VOLUNTEERS 

Given the work schedules and duties of the Los Alamos County Animal Shelter staff and the 

time constraints for many volunteers, local animal behavior training resources need to be 

available. Below are suggestions for nearby training opportunities for staff and interested 

volunteers. 

We recommend that one or more of the Los Alamos County Animal Shelter staff, including the 

shelter staff person assigned to be the Volunteer Program Coordinator, the lead shelter 

behavioral evaluator and trainer, and a core group of 10 to 15 volunteers undergo a suitable 

training program from a local trainer.  

One such program is offered by trainer Almudena Ortiz Cue of CHACO Dog training in 

Tesuque, New Mexico, which is a short travel time from Los Alamos County. The training 

encompasses 2 full days and 2 half-days, and the major topics include (1) fear and aggression in 

shelter dogs, (2) play groups for shelter dogs, and (3) building and managing effective foster 

programs. Ms. Cue’s training program can accommodate up to 20 individuals per session and 

can be tailored to meet the specific needs of Los Alamos County Animal Shelter staff and 

committed, experienced volunteers at the Los Alamos County Animal Shelter. The training can 

be conducted over 2 to 3 weekends or can be conducted in a single weekend extending from 

noon on Friday until noon on Monday. The estimated cost is about $5600. 

Ideally, both Shelter Manager and the head of the training and behavioral staff should have 

nationally certified credentials. All staff involved in behavioral assessments and enrichment that 

involves play groups should have completed a 32-hour or more training course that focuses on 

these topics. We are not currently aware of local availability of this type of training.  
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APPENDIX D: EXAMPLE HANDBOOK FOR AN ANIMAL SHELTER 
VOLUNTEER PROGRAM 
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