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Background
Per capita shelter intake and euthanasia have been in a steady decline nationwide
for the past several decades. Research has indicated that one reason for this decline
is the increasing incidence of spayed and neutered animals in the pet population
(Zawistowski et al., 1998; Irwin, 2001; Clancy & Rowan, 2003, Miller et al, 2014). In
fact, the veterinary community recently formally acknowledged the importance of
safe, eﬃcient, accessible sterilization programs as the “best antidote to the mass
euthanasia of cats and dogs resulting from overpopulation” (Looney et al., 2008).
However, this decline has not been uniform; levels of shelter intake and euthanasia
vary across communities and are different for dogs and cats. As a result, many
communities are currently searching for methods to reach those who are still
contributing disproportionately to companion animal homelessness. Attempts to
reduce shelter intake and euthanasia through the passage of legislation mandating
the spaying and neutering of companion animals has recently garnered much
attention and debate.
To the knowledge of the ASPCA, the only humane method of population control
that has demonstrated a correlation with long-term eﬃcacy in signiﬁcantly
reducing the number of animals entering animal shelters is the voluntary
sterilization of owned pets (Clancy & Rowan 2003; FIREPAW, 2004; Secovich,
2003).There is also evidence that sterilizing very speciﬁc, atrisk sub-populations of
companion animals, such as feral cats and animals in shelters, contributes to
reductions in population (Zawistowski et al., 1998; Clancy & Rowan 2003; Levy et
al., 2003; Lord et al., 2006; Natoli et al., 2006). However, the ASPCA is not aware of
any credible evidence demonstrating a statistically signiﬁcant enhancement in the
reduction of shelter intake or euthanasia as a result of the implementation of a
mandatory spay/neuter law of general application to all owned animals within a
community. Indeed, mandating spay and neuter for owned pets can have the
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unintended consequences of increasing shelter intake and impeding the return of
strays to their owners when the costs associated with spay and neuter are
prohibitive.
Caution must therefore be applied when interpreting existing claims regarding the
effects of local mandatory spay/neuter (MSN) laws. First, because per capita shelter
intake and euthanasia are in decline due to a variety of reasons, it is impossible to
determine the effect of an MSN law without comparing a community’s trends in
shelter intake and euthanasia for several years before and after the law was enacted
to trends in adjacent, similar communities without MSN legislation. Furthermore,
to determine with conﬁdence the effects of any spay/neuter program on the
animal population, which naturally ﬂuctuates somewhat from year to year,
population trends must be examined over a period suﬃciently long to absorb those
natural ﬂuctuations. Claims based on one or two years of data can be misleading.
In addition, it is imprudent to generalize about the effects of MSN laws. One reason
is that the deﬁnition of “mandatory” varies greatly across communities. In some
localities, a citation may be 2 issued for any animal over the age of four months
seen unaltered, while in other communities, a citation results only when another
animal control offense has been committed or if more than one intact female lives
in the household. Another complication is that it can be extremely diﬃcult for even
a veterinary professional to visually determine if an animal, particularly a female,
has been sterilized; it would be virtually impossible for an animal control oﬃcer to
make those determinations in the ﬁeld. For these reasons and due to variation
across communities in law enforcement funding and personnel support, actual
enforcement of MSN laws varies widely, making comparisons between MSN laws
or predictions about their impact very diﬃcult.
Another reason for caution when interpreting the effects of MSN legislation is that
shelter intake and euthanasia statistics are often presented as a total number of
dogs and cats. In some communities, the number of dogs entering and being
euthanized in shelters is dropping signiﬁcantly while the number of cats is
declining more slowly or even increasing. Therefore it is critical to examine
population and shelter statistics for dogs and cats separately, so that reductions in
dog intake and euthanasia do not mask increases in cat intake and euthanasia.
This issue is particularly critical in the analysis of the effect of MSN laws, since feral
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and unowned stray cats continue to represent a substantial proportion of the
shelter population and euthanasia at shelters. This major contributing factor is not
addressed by MSN laws that, by nature, target owned animals.
Even when an MSN law seems to have a positive effect on one aspect of animal
welfare, it may have a negative effect on another. For instance, in at least one
community that enacted an MSN law, fewer pets were subsequently licensed, likely
due to owners’ reluctance to pay either the high fee for keeping an unaltered
animal or the fee to have the pet altered (Oﬃce of Legislative Oversight, 1997).
The ASPCA is also concerned that some communities may rely primarily or
exclusively on MSN legislation to reduce shelter intake and euthanasia even
though the animal shelter population is actually very heterogeneous with no single
cause or source (National Council on Pet Population Study and Policy, 2001,
American Humane Association, 2013, Weiss et al 2014). Many social, cultural and
economic factors as well as animal health and behavioral issues contribute to
shelter intake; therefore, no single program or law can be relied on to solve the
problem.
Furthermore, one of the main barriers to spaying and neutering of pets is
accessibility of services, which is not addressed simply by making spaying and
neutering mandatory. Cost is one of the primary barriers to spay/neuter surgery in
many communities (Patronek et al., 1997; Ralston Purina, 2000; Frank, 2001). In
fact, low household income and poverty are statistically associated with having a
sexually intact cat (Patronek et al, 1997; Chu et al., 2009), with relinquishment of
pets to shelters (Patronek et al., 1996), and with shelter intake (Frank, 2003). Recent
research indicates that intake into shelters is greatest from areas where human
poverty levels are high (Miller, et al 2014; Patronek, 2010). As a result, a higher
proportion of pets from impoverished communities are entering shelters, and data
suggests that these pets may be at a signiﬁcantly higher risk for euthanasia
(Patronek, 2010).
Each community is unique, however, in terms of the particular sources and causes
of companion animal homelessness and the primary barriers that exist to having
pets altered. No one-size-ﬁts-all solution is therefore possible. In examining
communities around the country that are having signiﬁcant success in reducing
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companion animal homelessness, it appears that the common denominator is a
multifaceted, targeted community program that:
- is based on careful research to determine which segments of the animal
population are actually signiﬁcantly contributing to shelter intake and euthanasia
and then targets efforts to those segments of the population;
- focuses on the particular barriers to spay/neuter that are predominant and strives
to overcome them;
- is well-supported and well-funded; and- has an eﬃcient voluntary spay/neuter
infrastructure in place to service the populations it targets.
ASPCA Position
The ASPCA does not support laws that mandate spay/neuter of all owned animals
within a community; however, based on currently available scientiﬁc information,
the ASPCA strongly supports spay/neuter as an effective means to reduce shelter
intake. In particular, the ASPCA supports voluntary, affordable, accessible
spay/neuter programs for owned pets, Trap-NeuterReturn (TNR) programs for feral
cats and the mandatory sterilization of shelter animals and dogs and cats prior to
sale by pet stores1. For all of the reasons articulated here, the ASPCA does not
support laws that mandate spay/neuter of owned animals that come to shelters as
strays as a prerequisite of returning them to their owners. However, provisions that
incentivize spay/ neuter in these situations can be an effective strategy that does
not create unintended negative consequences, such as preventing low income
owners from reclaiming pets due to inability to pay applicable fees. For example,
localities and shelters may consider waiving redemption fees if owners opt to spay
or neuter their pets (at no or low cost) to incentivize spay/neuter, ensure it is not
cost prohibitive to pet owners, and reunite more pets with their families.
In order to assure the eﬃcacy of any spay/neuter program designed to reduce
shelter intake and euthanasia, the ASPCA believes that each community must
conduct credible research into the particular causes of relinquishment and
abandonment and the sources of animals in its shelters, including the barriers to
spay/neuter services that are faced by those populations contributing
disproportionately to the problem. Each community must address these issues
with a tailored, multifaceted approach as described below:
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1) The community should have in place an adequately funded, readily accessible,
safe, eﬃcient, affordable spay/neuter program.
2) Community research should identify the particular segments of the population
that are contributing disproportionately to shelter intake and euthanasia, and the
community should produce programs that are targeted to those populations.
3) The community should strive to maximize the accessibility of spay/neuter
services and provide compelling incentives to have the surgery performed.
4) The spay/neuter program should be developed with the guidance of veterinary
professionals who are committed to delivering high quality spay/neuter services to
all patients (Looney et al., 2008).
5) The program must adequately address the contribution that feral and stray
animals make to overpopulation.
6) The program must be adequately supported in terms of ﬁnancing, staﬃng and
infrastructure.
7) The eﬃcacy of all aspects of the program must be monitored and revisions made
as necessary to achieve its goals.
In summary, the ASPCA recognizes that sterilization is currently the best method
to reduce companion animal overpopulation and therefore to reduce shelter intake
and euthanasia. The most important step a humane community can take to
decrease companion animal overpopulation is to make a safe, effective, voluntary
spay/neuter program available and readily accessible to the community, and create
programs and incentives targeted to the populations known to be contributing
disproportionately to shelter intake and euthanasia.
1 Dogs and cats in the custody of pet stores, like those found at shelters, are often of unknown origin and therefore their genetic, behavioral and medical histories are
uncertain. For these populations of animals- not yet privately owned as pets, and of unclear background - spay/neuter is an important tool to ensure that genetic and
medical problems are not unwittingly passed on to offspring, which may then contribute to pet overpopulation, shelter intake and animal control costs.
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ms=wb_rig_otherways&initialms=wb_rig_otherways&pcode=WEB
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ms=wb_rig_otherways&initialms=wb_rig_otherways)
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Help the ASPCA Put a Stop to Animal Cruelty
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