
Katherine Polak, DVM, MPH, MS, DACVPM, DABVP 
(Shelter Medicine Prac:ce)

Head of Stray Animal Care – Southeast Asia
FOUR PAWS Interna:onal

Principles of Shelter 
Medicine



Shelter medicine today

• Association of Shelter Veterinarians (ASV)
• Over 1500 members around the world
• 28 Student chapters

• Continuing education at major conferences



Resources
• Association of Shelter Veterinarians

• www.sheltervet.org

• https://www.sheltermedicine.com/library/
• https://www.associationofcharityvets.org.u
k/resources

• https://www.icam-
coalition.org/downloads/

• https://www.maddiesfund.org/

http://www.sheltervet.org/
https://www.sheltermedicine.com/library/
https://www.associationofcharityvets.org.uk/resources
https://www.icam-coalition.org/downloads/
https://www.maddiesfund.org/


Sheltering and capacity for 
care (C4C)



Guiding documents for shelters



ASV Guidelines for Standards of Care in 
Animal Shelter

Published by the Association of Shelter 
Veterinarians (ASV)
12 sections

q Group housing
q Animal handling
q Euthanasia
q Sterilization
q Animal transport
q Public health

q Management and recordkeeping
q Facility design
q Population management
q Sanitation
q Medical health
q Behavioral health



ASV Standards in Practice



Population management

“We, and the animals, were caught in a 
vicious cycle; the housing and crowding 
in our kennels led to illness which led to 
more crowding and so on. The staff was 
spending so much time giving URI and 
ringworm treatments that we started to 
decrease the staffing for spay/neuter. 
The backup in spay/neuter only 
worsened the problem.”

-Exhausted shelter vet



What is population management?

• Pro-ac've approach to in-shelter care

• Goals:
• Iden'fy animal needs
• Create a response plan
• Ensure accountability

• Ensure ALL animals receive op'mum 
care to maintain their physical and 
behavioral health

• Shorten transit 'me through the shelter 
for dogs and reduce length of stay

“Every sheltering 
organization has a 

maximum capacity for 
care, and the population 

in their care must not 
exceed that level.”



Why is population management important?



Population management

• Analysis of shelter population, 
length of stay, intake and 
outcomes, health trends
• Identification of the best path for 

each animal
• Working within the shelter’s 

capacity for humane care



Population 
Management Tools:
• Daily Rounds
• Capacity Assessment 

and Planning



Daily Rounds

• Physical walk-through the shelter
• Stop at each cage

• Examine and take action:
• Who are you? (ID, characteristics)
• How are you? (medical and behavioral)
• Are you where you should be?
• Do you need something today?
• How can we help you?

• Complete a check-list and follow-up



Basic capacity calculations

• Physical holding capacity
• Adoption driven capacity 
• Staff capacity for daily care
• Staff capacity for flow through
• Average length of stay



Intake, euthanasia, LRR data



Shelter metrics
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Data-driven DPM programs



Facility Design



Relationship between housing, stress, and 
euthanasia



According to the ASV standards

“Poor cat housing is one 
of the greatest 

shortcomings observed 
in shelters and has a 

substantially negative 
impact on both health 

and well-being”



Portals







Take Home Points

• Shelters must operate within their 
capacity for care
• Daily rounds are a must
• Higher shelter intake does not equate to 

more lives saved
• Good animal housing will minimize 

disease transmission, staff burnout, and 
improve live release rates



Preventive medicine
Microchips, vaccination, 
endoparasite control



Microchips

Lord, LK, Ingwersen W, Gray JL, et al.
• >7000 dogs and cats
• 53 shelters in the US

RTO Rates Stray Dogs Stray Cats

Without 
microchips

21.9% 1.8%

With 
microchips

52.2% 38.5%



Shelter Intake Treatments 

• Vaccination
• Is it necessary?
• Does it matter when vaccination occurs?
• Does the type of vaccine matter?
• Vaccine protocols

• Parasite Control



Vaccination

• Is it necessary?
Distemper outbreak hits shelter dogs again
…County’s animal shelter has suspended dog adoptions for at least two 

weeks after the discovery of canine distemper in two adopted dogs.... 

The pets’ veterinarians informed the shelter of the problem and had to 

euthanize the dogs. 
This is not the first time distemper caused the shelter to suspend dog 

adoptions. An outbreak earlier this year led to suspension of dogs 

adoptions…and the shelter killed 17 dogs with distemper. 
”From the first outbreak, what we’ve done differently is we vaccinate 

some of the dogs now,” he said. “We vaccinate the ones we think we 

can adopt”.

81 cats euthanized after virus spreads through animal shelter

The Animal Shelter euthanized 81 cats Monday after a highly 

infectious viral disease was found among the group…

Two kittens were discovered dead at the shelter… On Monday 

morning, tests revealed the disease sometimes called cat fever or 

cat typhoid was the reason why.  A quick but difficult decision 

was made.

There is a vaccine that guards against the disease. The shelter will 

investigate on Tuesday to make sure it has the right drug 

combination to move forward.



Vaccination

• Does the type of vaccine matter?

Infections (MLV) Non-infectious (Killed)

Pros Cons Pros Cons

More rapid onset of 
immunity

May cause disease in 
developing fetuses

No risk to developing 
fetuses

Less able to overcome 
maternal antibody

Better able to 
overcome maternal 
antibody

May cause signs of 
disease

Not capable of causing 
signs of illness

Require adjuvant which 
may increase reactions



Vaccination - Protective antibodies

Lechner, et al, 2010
DiGangi et al, 2012
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Vaccination – Time to protection

Does it matter when vaccination occurs?

*Remember, these vaccines are not designed to prevent infection, just to minimize the duration and 
severity of illness

Reference Disease Time to 
protection

Protection 
determination

Type of vaccine

Brun, 1979 FPV 3 Days Challenge MLV

Carmichael, 
1983

CPV 5 Days Titers MLV

Larson, 2006 CDV 4 hours Challenge Recom.

Cocker, 1986 FHV-1 2 days* Challenge MLV-IN

Larson, 2009 FCV 7 days n/a MLV

Gore, 2005 Bordetella 2 days* Challenge MLV-IN



Canine Vaccination 

• DA2PP
• Administer 1 dose on admission
• Begin at 4-6 weeks of age
• Repeat at 2-4 week intervals until 18 weeks of age
• In adults, repeat in 1 year

• Bordetella bronchiseptica (intranasal)
• Administer 1 dogs on admission
• Begin at 3 weeks of age (IN)
• Repeat in 2 weeks if <6 weeks of age
• In adults, repeat every 6-12 months

• Rabies



Vaccina&on

• What about intranasal vaccination for respiratory 
diseases?
• Stimulates immunity at the site where infection occurs
• No interference with maternal antibodies
• May provide stronger, faster protection against 

respiratory pathogens

Exception: Intranasal vaccines for feline panleukopenia do not 
provide a strong enough immune response rapidly enough to 
be effective in the shelter environment.



Vaccination Key Points

1. Vaccine all animals regardless of health 
status or source

2. Vaccinate animals before or as soon a7er 
intake as possible

3. Use modified-live virus products 



Parasite Control

• Internal parasites
• Administer a broad-spectrum dewormer on admission
• Repeat in 2 weeks, then monthly 
• In puppies and kittens,

• Begin at 2 weeks of age until 4 months of age

• Treatment choices include:
• Pyrantel Pamoate
• Fenbendazole
• Ivermectin
• +/- ponazuril for puppies and kittens

• External parasites



Sanitation



Disease Transmission

Fomites Direct Oral/Ingestion

Airborne Environmental



The sanitation process & products

Optimizing the sanitation process

The Process The Places

The Order Staffing and 
Training

Reviewing common disinfectants



The actual process

STEP 1: Remove organic material

STEP 2: Clean with detergent

STEP 3: Disinfect (appropriate concentration and contact 
time)

Rinse

Thoroughly dry



The places

Shared 
spaces/equipment

• Vehicles
• Carriers
• Intake
• Surgery
• Housing 
• Restraint items

Heavily contact 
areas

• Intake
• Clothing
• Hands
• Countertops

High risk & 
vulnerable animals

• Intake
• Holding
• Juveniles
• Isolation
• Quarantine

Goal:
Focus on 
high-risk 

areas and 
animals



The order of cleaning ma0ers

Adoptable 
juveniles

Adoptable 
adults

Stray healthy 
juveniles

Stray healthy 
adults

Goal:
Prevent 

potential 
disease 

transmission

Quarantine*

Isola<on*

*Separate staff 
and/or equipment



The ideal disinfectant
Broad 

spectrum 
efficacy

Effective in 
organic 
material

Short contact 
time

Non-toxicEasy 
application

Non-corrosive

Cost effec=ve



Types of products

• Soap/detergent. Cleaning agent which works by suspending dirt and 
grease and removing organic material. Does not kill harmful 
microorganisms.
• Disinfectant. Chemical agent which kills harmful microorganisms. 

Does not necessarily remove dirt or grease.
• Degreaser. More powerful soap/detergent specially formulated to 

penetrate layers of dried-on body oils and other greasy debris. This 
product is used infrequently to remove built-up grease or body 
oil.(e.g. when dogs rub repeatedly against a wall or door jam).







Quaternary ammonium products
• Not reliably effective against non-enveloped viruses
• Can be toxic if incorrectly diluted
• Relatively inactivated by organic mater 



What about ringworm? 

Many over-the counter 
disinfectant products 
with antifungal label 
against Trichophyton 
mentagrophytes are 
effective when the 
surface is properly 

prepared.

Mechanical 
removal of 
spores/hair

Wash with a 
detergent un8l 

visibly clean

Follow-up with 
disinfectant –
apply liberally 
for 10 minutes

Most 
important!



Laundry - Ringworm
1. Separate exposed 

laundry
2. Don’t overload – want 

maximal agitation
3. Any temperature
4. Two washes, longest 

cycle
5. Bleach doesn’t matter



Footbaths - Don’t use them

1. Little contact time
2. Organic matter
3. Lack of scrubbing
4. Shallow water

Morley PS, Morris SN, HyaB DR, et al. Evalua&on of the efficacy of disinfectant footbaths as used 
in veterinary hospitals. J Am Vet Med Assoc 2005;226:2053-2058.



Opportuni)es



Professional 
Development 
Opportunities



Shelter Medicine Online Courses



Questions?


