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(ANIMAL PEOPLE 1999%3HSH5)

by Vicky Crosetti, executive director of the Humane Society of the Tennessee Valley USA

and finally enter en masse. Hoarding sites tend to be both unimaginably
filthy and in dangerous disrepair. We can't open doors and windows,
as an animal might escape. The collector may be present, alternately
pleading and screaming obscenities. Usually the police are with us.
The media comes. Spectators gather. We work as quietly as we can--
both for the sake of the animals and because we are videotaping the
operation as evidence. We maintain communication with our shelter.
Upon arrival at the shelter, each animal gets a number and a collar, is
weighed, is photographed, and is given a complete veterinary
examination. Each vet works with a scribe who logs each observation
and treatment as evidence. Each animal is bathed and groomed.

If we can, we attempt several interventions before seizing animalis.
For instance, we may offer to neuter and provide veterinary care for a
few animals who will remain in the home, if the alleged hoarder agrees
to release the rest to our custody, not acquire more animals, and aliow
us to visit periodically unannounced. We do this because we would
prefer not to have to seize large numbers of animals, most of whom will
probably have to be euthanized. Seizures are tiring, frustrating, strain
our resources, and break our hearts. Yet attempting to mitigate or
prevent animal hoarding is usually futile. Hoarders are addicts. Like
any addict, they will do and say anything to satisfy the demands of their
habit.

Animal hoarding cases can easily become a public relations nightmare.

Alleged hoarders who are reclusive eccentrics may elicit sympathy.
Some claim to run a no-kill shelter, whether or not duly incorporated
and licensed. In such instances, attempted seizures of animals and
prosecutions can actually become financia!l windfalls for the alleged
hoarders. As the animal-loving public responds uncritically to their
claims and other suspected hoarders who claim to operate no-kill
shelters jump in, each vouch for the other's credibility.

Confronting a hoarder who claims to have a no-kill shelter, our first line
of defense is to explain exactly what an animal shelter is and is not.
Regardless of specialty and killing policy, a shelter is by definition a safe
haven, where animals are treated kindly and humanely. Animals do
not starve in a shelter, don't kill each other in fights, do not live in filth,
do not suffer from untreated disease and injury, and they do not breed.

It may be that the growth of an organized, recognized, no-kill
sheltering community will help to fight hoarding--by rebutting the false
claims of hoarders, and by helping to recover and place the animals
seized in raids. Developing an effective joint response to hoarding
should be among the areas where all of us in humane work find
common ground.

(From ANIMAL PEOPLE, March 1999.)
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