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Reducing stress in Shelter Dogs

Pia Silvani, the Director
of Training and
Behaviour at St Hubert's
shelter in New Jersey, was
invited by D.I.N.G.O, to
give a one day seminar
in Kobe on 15 September
2006 on the subject of
Shelter Work and Stress
in Shelter Animals. For
more information on
D.I.N.G.0O, which has
a consultancy/training
centre in Yokohama for
people seeking advice
on behavioural problems
in their dogs, please visit
their website : www.dingo.
gr.ip/

It is the aim of every rescue group and shelter to place their animals in caring loving
homes and to minimize the need for euthanization. However we have to understand
that the average pet owners, who Silvani calls " inexperienced technicians” , have
unrealistic expectations of a dog. They expect it to be well behaved, house trained,
intelligent, be the right size, colour and coat to ‘their liking, that it will protect their
house and not destroy their belongings and that it will tolerate children. These
owners lacking skills and a knowledge of dogs don't understand how environmental
changes affect a dog nor do they have the ability to 'read into' a potential problem

Pia Silvani

until it develops into a bite.

So shelters have a big responsibility to carry out behavioural tests on the dogs in
their care; to decide which dogs are adoptable, which are unadoptable or which
are ones with workable issues (what are they ? and how can they be worked with
?) and in the end to match a dog with the most compatible adopter. In handiing and
observing shelter dogs we should be on the lookout for what Silvani calls "RED
FLAGS," indications that things are not right and may escalate. All this of course
depends on what resources you have available; trainers, behaviourists, staff. What
is your policy ? Where do you set the bar ? In Silvani's state of New Jersey , there
are laws regarding dangerous breeds like pit bulls and shelters could face huge legal
costs if they rehome a biting dog. In some cases insurance companies will not insure
properties where there are pit bulls.

"Behaviour is the action or reaction under any given circumstance. Temperament
is the unique balance of one's emotions that affect behaviour. It is an interaction
between genetic and environmental persuasions.” (Goodloe 1996)

So what is a behaviourally healthy dog ?

It is: not breed specific, affectionate without being needy, friendly to all, gives up
space and possessions easily, enjoys being handled and touched, doesn't startle
easily but if startled recovers quickly, adapts well to change, barks when appropriate
without being a nuisance and can be stopped, can be left alone, plays well with
others, responds well to verbal queues.

Although WE want and potential owners want a behaviourally healthy dog, it is very
difficult in a shelter environment to achieve this due to high stress factors; noise



