
Dog Relocation
The Express Train



Who are we?
• Sarah Byerley, Animal Operations Manager, DCHS
• Erica Schumacher, DVM, Chief Shelter Veterinarian, DCHS
• Rebecca Stuntebeck, DVM, Maddie’s Shelter Medicine Resident, UW SMP
• Olivia Swailes, DVM – Maddie's Shelter Medicine Intern, UW SMP/DCHS
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What is your shelter’s role in a transport 
program?
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How much animal transport does 
your agency participate in?
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What are your greatest 
concerns about animal 
transport?
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Outline

• Introduction to animal transport
• Introduction to Dane County Humane Society
• DCHS's story: Getting started as a dog relocation partner
• Setting up for success at the source and destination

• Best practices
• Preparations and systems

• What does success look like at DCHS?
• What does the future hold?
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Dog Relocation

• Destination shelter benefits:

• Source shelter benefits:
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WIN-WIN!

• Increased live outcomes
• Increased capacity for care
• Improved staff/volunteer morale

• Increased available dogs
• Increased foot traffic
• Increased adoptions



"For many animals, animal 
transport is a life saving
measure, but it also poses risks."
ASV Guidelines for Standards of Care, Animal Transport, p. 39
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How do we maximize lifesaving?
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How do we maximize lifesaving?
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Freedom from hunger and thirst

Freedom from discomfort

Freedom from pain, injury or 
disease

Freedom to express normal 
behavior

Freedom from fear and distress
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A "tail" of two shelters
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Resources
• Association of Shelter Veterinarian Guidelines for Standards of Care in 

Animal Shelters
• American Veterinary Medical Association's Relocation of Dogs and 

Cats for Adoption
• National Federation of Humane Societies Relocation Guidelines
• Society of Animal Welfare Administrators Companion Animal 

Transport Best Practices
• Destination state regulations: State Veterinarian

• https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/pet-travel/interstate-pet-travel
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Intro to Dane County Humane Society (DCHS)

• Located in Madison, WI
• Private, nonprofit organization
• Open admission shelter, serving as the 

stray holding facility for Dane County
• Intake approximately 9,000 animals every year

• companion animals, exotic species, farm animals, small mammals, and orphaned or 
injured wildlife.

• Reunites over 1,000 lost pets with their families each year

Mission of Helping People Help Animals
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Dane County, Wisconsin: Dogs
2012
• Per capita intake:

• 2 stray dogs per 1000 residents 
(Dane County)

• 1700 dogs total per year
• 1033 strays (685 RTO, 66%)
• 235 transfers
• 68 returns
• Others: surrenders, legal cases

• Average LOS: 10.8 d
• Strays: 7.9 d (1.3 d if RTO)

• 7 day stray hold period
• Transfers: 14.4 d

Overall proportion live release: 85.9%

2017
• Per capita intake:

• ~1 stray dog per 1000 residents
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•2000 dogs total per year
•653 strays (435 RTO, 66%)
•1031 transfers
•161 returns

•Average LOS: 7.6 d
•Strays: 5.7 d (1.1 d if RTO)

•4 day stray hold period (to live release)
•Transfers: 7.1 d

Overall proportion live release: 89.1%



Assigning Animals to Tracks: Pathway Planning
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“What about the animals in 
your area?”
Prior to 2014 our focus was 
helping regionally.
• Source shelter "staff favorites"
• Challenging for our staff
• Variation in records received
• Missing or inaccurate records
• Impacts on staff morale
• Public perception
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Formalized Transfer Program Proposal
• Pitch to leadership team

• Develop and document behavioral and medical criteria for incoming transfer 
dogs

• Research transfer partners
• Shelter to shelter
• Established Transport Programs

• Source shelter/Program expectations
• Trial period?
• Assess costs
• Capacity
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It was a little scary….

• As the veterinarian in charge of shelter 
animal health, infectious disease was 
on my mind!

• Parvo? Distemper? Something else?

• That's a lot of extra work!
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Fact-finding mission

• We sent a long list of questions to the program:
• Source shelter protocols? Did they vaccinate on intake?
• Number of source shelters?
• How many dogs? How often?
• Selection criteria?
• Arrival times?
• Communication with source shelter?
• Could we choose to only take adult dogs?

(They thought we were crazy!)
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Questions we asked ourselves:

• How would we keep up with our flow?
• Intakes with vet exams and thorough notes
• Medical- S/N, dentals, other
• Behavior
• Adoptions

• How would we handle the volume of adopters during busy times?
• Would we have to limit how many dogs we made available at once?

• Staff buy-in: How the heck are we gonna pull this off? And why are 
we trying?
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Why start taking long distance transfers?

• Meet the needs of both organizations
• Clear communications, streamlined processes
• Confidence that the dogs will meet expectations

• Meet the needs of our community
• Improve our reputation as a resource for a variety of dogs
• Maintain relationships with local groups

• Still assist with some slow track because transfers would move fast 
and increased foot traffic would increase visibility

• Eliminate need for Breed Matching Program?
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Know your limits
• Breed Specifications

• No bully breeds
• No hounds over 50 lbs.
• Hounds under 50 lbs. - must not be

extremely vocal and must be people oriented
• Medical

•Heartworm negative (legal requirement)
•No skin disease
•No dental disease
•Other medical on case-by-case basis

• Behavior Requirements
•Dog social
•People social
•Tolerant of general handling
•OK being picked up (small dogs)
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Finding the right partners:

• Pros and Cons of each:
• Rescue Waggin (August 2014 – July 2016)

• Established program, honors criteria, source shelter support, consistency
• Bark Bus (September – December 2016)

• New Program, multiple partners, differing goals, challenging arrival times
• Independent shelter to shelter (November 2016 – current)

• Previous Rescue Waggin' partner, familiar format
• Excellent communications, honors criteria, consistent schedule

• ASPCA (March 2017 - current)
• Excellent communications/coordination, flexible schedule, honors criteria, familiar 

format
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Finding success!

• Well organized

• Receptive to feedback

• Communication!
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Why weren't we concerned about an 
outbreak at DCHS?
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Examination 
on intake

Isolation of 
suspect 
animals

Daily 
monitoring



But outbreaks can still happen, and we survived!
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Case 2: Outbreak Management

28

O

• Isolate and treat ill animals

• Quarantine exposed animals

• Establish clean break

• Monitor, monitor, monitor



Infectious Respiratory Disease Outbreak
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• Samples taken for testing and submitted to the laboratory*

• Results returned...Parainfluenza!

• What did we learn?

• Source shelter was not using intranasal Canine Infectious 
Respiratory Disease Complex (CIRDC) vaccines

• Positive outcome and changes for the future



Why not just quarantine all transfer dogs? 
Wouldn't that be safer?
• Things to consider:

• Impact on capacity for care
• Increased potential for exposure to disease
• Decreased socialization opportunities, potential for 

negative impact on behavior
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Bottom line – Quarantine for all transfer animals should not be routine!



Instead of quarantine, consider this...
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• Minimize length of stay*

• Send animals to foster

• Perform antibody titer testing



Do the benefits outweigh the risk?

• Adoption fees and short LOS for healthy fast track 
dogs offset cost of medical care for sick dogs

• Decrease risk by...
• Remain within your capacity for care
• Monitor and promptly treat animals
• Ensure best practices are followed on all parts 

of the journey
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ABSOLUTELY!



Transition slide
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[Source] Shelter Best Practices
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• Shelter animals are screened at intake to identify health and 
behavior needs, and provided with preventative care

• Health and behavior are regularly monitored to identify new 
needs promptly

• Population is actively managed to prevent crowding, random 
comingling, and provide optimal housing/care

Prevent spread of infectious diseases!
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[Source] Shelter Best Practices

• Clearly written health records that describe health status and identify 
animals (health certificate, rabies certificate and copy of shelter 
record) must accompany each animal.

• Animals should be identified by a collar, tag, tattoo, microchip, or any 
combination of these methods so that their information can be 
matched upon arrival.

• Know and abide by destination requirements (legal/contractual)
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Legal considerations

• Many states require a veterinarian to issue a Certificate of Veterinary 
Inspection (CVI, aka "health certificate") for all animals brought into 
their respective state

• States generally require a current rabies vaccination for dogs above a 
certain age

• Some states do not allow importation of heartworm positive dogs
• Some states require automatic minimum quarantine periods
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Just the Basics: What do source shelters 
provide?
• Vaccination for DAPP, Bordetella - DAPP/Bordetella vaccines 

performed as close to intake as possible*
• Rabies Vaccination (if age-appropriate)
• Empirical deworming
• Treatment for any external parasites
• Heartworm antigen test (if age-appropriate)
• Medical examination within 24 hours prior to transport
• Identification of every animal
• Clear and readable medical records
• Behavior observations
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Extras?

• Spay/neuter
• Microchip
• Antibody titers
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Who should not be vaccinated at intake?

• Lactating mother?
• Nursing kittens or puppies?
• Pregnant?
• Sick?*
• “Unadoptable” at intake?
• Stray likely to be reclaimed 
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When to vaccinate
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• At or before intake
• Starting at 4 weeks of age

• Revaccinate every 2 weeks
• Continue every 2 weeks until 

gone or 20 weeks old
• Puppies and kittens: maternal 

antibodies complicate vaccination
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How many DAPP vaccines should puppies 
receive before transport?
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• What we want to avoid...holding onto them to give more vaccines!

At least one!



[Destination] Shelter Best Practices

 Trained staff ready to receive and examine animals
 Ability to care for animals until they are adopted (C4C)

*Without displacing adoption opportunities for local dogs

 Document physical examinations in medical records
 Resources to provide necessary veterinary care
 Adequate prepared housing
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Additional Considerations for Destination 
Shelters
• What are your adopters looking for?

Are they willing to take on a dog with "issues?" Only if 
diagnosed/managed prior to adoption or might they 
take "as is?"

• What sorts of medical cases can you handle?
• Dental?
• Chronic conditions?
• Orthopedic or other special surgeries?

• What is your ability to isolate/quarantine 
and treat transport dogs if needed?

44

OR

E



Transition slide

45

S



Transport coordination

• How often will we receive dogs?
• How many dogs will we take per transport?

• Puppies vs adults

• What time will they arrive? How certain is the arrival time?
• Lesson learned:

• How to respond to changes in arrival times?
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Transport Preparations 
Source and destination shelters need to work together to decide on the 

animal selection process

• Adoption potential
• Behavior
• Age-associated risks
• Time in shelter
• Comingling history

• Vaccination records
• Disease/medical treatment 

history
• Current health problems
• Spay/neuter status
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Transports hit the shelter in a wave

• Each department is impacted during different stages of the transfer

• Until we developed efficient systems, it felt more like a tsunami!

• We started out accepting transports every 3 weeks and now receive them 
weekly...how did we get to where we are now?
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COORDINATORS ADMITTING MEDICAL CARESTAFF ADOPTIONS



Ready for our first transfer!

INTAKE

• Unloading, meeting the dogs!
• Volunteers and staff to help unload
• Physical exam by a veterinarian for all dogs at intake
• Thorough medical notes (different expectations for different 

communities)
• Default pathway has always been Adoption floor so our goal was to 

have notes in and dogs ready to go ASAP!
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It was clear...we needed better systems
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Setting up for success: Systems

Everyone knows their role and is prepared before the 
transfer comes.

• Data entry volunteer starts booking dogs into PetPoint
• Admitting team starts scheduling intake medications
• Medical team adjusts the surgery schedule if needed
• Carestaff sets up kennels and pre-prints kennel cards
• Behavior team arranges volunteers for unloading and exams; 

also creates intake cards with name, kennel #, and weight
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Setting up for success: Systems

• "Check-in Sheet"
• Includes dog name, weight, age, sex, S/N status, intake 

treatments needed, microchip #, known medical issues
• Notes from intake exam are recorded here

• Default is for all dogs to move directly to adoption floor
• Several kennels in other areas are prepared for "surprises" (i.e. 

significant medical condition or concerning behavior)
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Setting up for success: Systems
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Setting up for success: Systems

INTAKE
• The first dogs off the truck go into exam rooms, the rest 

go to their kennels until an exam room is available
• Developed protocol for handling late arrivals
• Created exam templates for data entry
• General understanding throughout the shelter that vets 

are not available until notes are in
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Setting up for success: Systems

BEHAVIOR

• Transfer dogs have such a short length of stay we often 
don't have much time to get to know them!

• We rely on information from source shelters (formal or 
observational assessments). 

• Our Canine Behavior Team participates in unloading and 
check-in, watching for any concerning behavior. They then 
make adjustments in housing or volunteer interaction 
designation accordingly.
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Setting up for success: Systems

MEDICAL
• Spay/Neuter bottleneck
• Other medical and surgical concerns (surprise!)
• Remember, each shelter's community has a different 

tolerance level for medical needs
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Setting up for success: Systems

ADOPTIONS
• Post-adoption communications

• Fleas?
• Ear mites?
• Heartworm?
• Internal parasites?*

• Prompted change in templates and intake protocol

• Adoptions staffing was in short supply!
• Wait to make some of the dogs available for adoption?
• Limit number of dogs potential adopters could meet?
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Setting up for success: Systems

So what about those infectious diseases?
• Diseases happen!

• Parvo
• Kennel Cough/ Parainfluenza
• Fleas
• Ringworm
• Heartworm + (*post adoption)
• Internal parasites (*post adoption)

Other stuff happens too!
• Orthopedic
• Dental
• Ocular
• Skin
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Case 3: Post-Adoption Issues - Response Matters!

• Sometimes health problems are 
discovered post-adoption, 
despite our best efforts

• Our handling of these issues is 
extremely important to adopter 
(and the general public's) 
perception of us!
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So...is it 
worth it?
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Yes, it's worth it!

• Transports still hit the shelter in a wave, but it is a manageable one!
• Setting up efficient systems has allowed us to increase our transports to 

weekly and take more dogs each time.
• Transfers are now just a way of life at DCHS. We see the number of dogs 

(and people!) we help and because we are prepared, we have come to 
enjoy them!
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Benefits we have seen from transports

• Slow track dogs getting adopted faster
• Improved public perception
• Puppies! 
• Breed Matching Program no longer needed, come 

back next week!
• Staff support
• Value life-saving of dogs coming from communities 

who don’t have options
• $$$ !
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“What happened to all of the pitties?”

• Adoptions of PBTs and PBT mixes
• 2015: 46
• 2016: 74
• 2017: 93

• Fewer in the shelter at any given time
• More are being adopted (2x as many!)
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It's just that they are leaving faster!



Be open to change, limitations can change!

• No longer say "no" to all bully breeds

• Focus on overall behavior and medical

• Say "yes" to medical on a case-by-case basis
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A Year in Review

• Average length of stay and outcomes - 2017
• ASPCA – transferred 396 dogs

• Average LOS of 6.5 days
• Outcomes – 389 adopted, 6 euthanized and 1 

transferred to another rescue partner
• Shelter-to-shelter: transferred 561 dogs

• Average LOS of <6 days
• Outcomes - 558 adopted, 1 euthanized and 2 

transferred to another rescue partner
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The future? 
Not saturated yet in Madison.

• Challenges
• Adoptions is most strained by transports
• Medical services could be if the number of unaltered dogs increased
• Managing medical cases (e.g. parvo)

• Goals
• Continue to increase the efficiencies of our systems and our responses to the 

unexpected
• If we could increase our capacity – the community would accept them!
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The future of sheltering?
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"The NFHS' goals are to... assist and educate shelters in reducing pet 
overpopulation in their communities."



Take home points….
• All partners must be committed to 

optimizing capacity for care along 
every step of the relocation journey.

• To maximize benefits, invest time and 
energy in pre-planning, communicate, 
and build systems. It pays off!

• Know the limits of your superpowers 
(but be prepared- they might be 
greater than you thought).

• Puppies!
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Thank you!

Questions?

UW Shelter Medicine Program
www.uwsheltermedicine.com
uwsheltermedicine@vetmed.wisc.edu

Dane County Humane Society, Madison, WI
www.giveshelter.org

• Sarah Byerley sbyerley@giveshelter.org
• Dr. Erica Schumacher eschumacher@giveshelter.org
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