
The Michigan Humane Society (MHS) is often asked, 
“Are you a no-kill shelter?” - A relevant question, but one 
without a simple answer.   

At MHS, the highest priority is to adopt out every 
healthy and treatable dog and cat within our care!  I am 
happy to tell you we already accomplished this with all 
of our healthy animals five years ago!  We continue to 

maintain this 
amazing work 
today.  I am also 
proud to tell you 
that we have just 
recently (late 
2014) achieved 
100% placement 
of our treatable 
dogs!  And MHS 
is doing this all 
while taking in 
more animals 
than any other 
organization in 
the state.  While 
we still have 
critical work 
ahead of us 

to achieve 100% placement of treatable cats (we are 
currently at 68%), our staff and volunteers are working 
hard every day to get there.   

The goal of adopting/placing every healthy 
and treatable dog and cat has achieved 
nearly universal acceptance in animal 
welfare, as it should.  Yet, sadly, this vision – 
often referred to as “no-kill” – has become more 
about animosity and anger than anything else.  This is 
enormously unfortunate as “no-kill” is a completely noble 
cause that encompasses many worthy programs that 
all shelters, to the extent their resources allow, should 
employ – including robust adoption initiatives, foster 
care, subsidized sterilizations, community outreach, 
behavior modification and keeping pets in good homes.   

The “no-kill” movement has helped serve as a catalyst of 
change in focus and leadership.  However, it has now, in 
large part, become a misguided, misinformed caricature 
of its original vision.  

There are countless instances of “no-kill” advocates 
shouting about the need for collaboration and 
openness, and then immediately and often viciously 
attacking the shelters – this is completely counter to the 
spirit of collaboration and transparency.  They attempt to 
pit shelter against shelter instead of looking at the larger 
community of animals, which calls for bringing shelters 
and rescue groups together for the greater good.  “No-
kill” has oversimplified animal welfare to nothing more 
than a “save rate,” disregarding all other aspects of animal 
welfare and responsible sheltering.  

Important aspects like cruelty investigation, humanely 
ending animal suffering, legislative protection for 
animals, public safety, 
and the wise use of 
limited resources to 
help as many animals 
as possible are neatly 
sidestepped with 
such a narrow focus. 
All the negativity and 
attacks divert efforts 
and funds away 
from the animals in 
need and actually 
deter community 
collaboration.  With so 
many of these attacks 
happening over the 
Internet, which is widely 
accessible and lacks 
any requirement for 
accountability, it is a 
disaster for the animals!

The negativity and attacks are counterproductive.  
They cost lives.  
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However, let’s move on from there.  

First, we have to define “no-kill”.  To do so is not quite as 
easy as it would seem.  We have been taught all our lives 
that “no means no.” But the “no” in “no-kill” is not that 
simple.  Does “no” mean that you don’t ever euthanize 
animals?  Does it mean that you don’t euthanize any 
healthy or treatable animals?  Is there a minimum 
threshold “save rate” that you must have to be considered 
“no-kill”, 90% for example?  Does that “save rate” only 
include healthy and treatable animals?  Do you have to 
accept all animals while maintaining these goals?  Is it all 
of the above?  

Already in attempting to define “no-kill,” we have 
conflicting principles and confusion. 

Let’s look at what others have used to define “no-kill”.  
Maddie’s Fund, a leader in “no-kill” advocacy and funding, 
defines a “no-kill” shelter as a place where “all healthy and 
treatable animals are saved and where only unhealthy & 
untreatable animals are euthanized.”

California defines it in law like this: “It is the policy of the 
state that no adoptable animal should be euthanized if it 
can be adopted into a suitable home. Adoptable animals 
include only those animals 8 weeks of age or older that, 
at or subsequent to the time the animal is impounded 
or otherwise taken into possession, have manifested no 
sign of a behavioral or temperamental defect that could 
pose a health or safety risk or otherwise make the animal 
unsuitable for placement as a pet, and have manifested 

no sign of disease, injury, or congenital or hereditary 
condition that adversely affects the health of the animal 
or that is likely to adversely affect the animal’s health in 
the future.”  Further it states that, “It is the policy of the 
state that no treatable animal should be euthanized. 
A treatable animal shall include any animal that is not 
adoptable but that could become adoptable with 
reasonable efforts.”

We must reach a consensus on a definition.  It 
would seem most appropriate to define “no-
kill” to mean that there is no euthanasia of 
healthy or treatable animals, which does align 
with MHS’ goal and vision. 

Let’s think about those animals that are not healthy or 
treatable.  

The Asilomar Accords definitions are the most accepted 
national standards for decisions on which animals are 
healthy and treatable and which animals are unhealthy 
or untreatable. The term “unhealthy/untreatable” is 
defined as and includes all dogs and cats who at or 
subsequent to the time they are taken into possession:

1) Have a behavioral or temperamental characteristic 
that poses a health or safety risk or otherwise makes the 
animal unsuitable for placement as a pet, and are not 
likely to become “healthy” or “treatable” even if provided 
the care typically provided to pets by reasonable and 
caring pet owners/guardians in the community; or 

2) Are suffering from a disease, injury, or congenital or 
hereditary condition that adversely affects the animal’s 
health or is likely to adversely affect the animal’s health 
in the future, and are not likely to become “healthy” or 
“treatable” even if provided the care typically provided to 
pets by reasonable and caring pet owners/guardians in 
the community; or   

3) Are under the age of 8 weeks and are not likely to 
become “healthy” or “treatable,” even if provided the care 
typically provided to pets by reasonable and caring pet 
owners/guardians in the community.  

All animals at MHS are evaluated for health and temperament, and classified 
according to the Asilomar Accords. 

Maddie’s Fund defines a no-
kill shelter as a place where “all 
healthy and treatable animals are 
saved and where only unhealthy 
& untreatable animals are 
euthanized.”



The Asliomar Accords provide an appropriate means of 
identifying and defining healthy and treatable animals; 
however, these standards are in several ways inherently 
opposed to the popularly held views of “no-kill.”  If “no-
kill” is the ending of euthanasia of healthy and treatable 
animals, how does that relate to having a “save rate” 
of the total population of animals of 90% or higher?  If 
our goal is simply a 90% overall save rate, regardless of 
which animals are saved, then we are not valuing each 
animal as an individual!  We end up sheltering towards a 
number rather than caring with principle for each animal 
personally.   We completely disregard any evaluation 
of an animal for temperament and health.  The focus 
becomes getting animals out of the shelter in any way 
possible, as fast as we can! We avoid the more morally 
challenging question of whether some of those animals 
should be placed back into the community – and 
what risks we are putting on others, both humans and 
animals, if we do so.  

Can we simply wash our hands of this responsibility?  

What if an organization saves every healthy and 
treatable animal but a quarter of the animals they 
take are identified as unhealthy/untreatable.  Are they 
“killers”?  Can they be “no-kill” with an overall save rate 
of only 75%?  A better question: If that is the definition, 
solely to save 90% or more, should they call themselves 
“no-kill” even if they are adopting out untreatable, even 
dangerous, animals?  Animal shelters are more 
than a number, more than a placement rate, 
and should be defined by their principles and 
their achievements together.  

Let’s take a look at two hypothetical neighboring 
shelters.  Shelter #1 limits admissions to pets they think 

they can find homes for relatively easily.  Shelter #2 takes 
in all animals that come to their doors.   Let’s say they 
use the same system of animal evaluation for health 
and temperament.  In Shelter #1, because they limit 
who they will take to likely adoptable pets, 96% of the 

animals they take in are healthy or treatable, and they 
place all of those pets.  Shelter #2, because it accepts all 
needy animals, receives a larger number of unhealthy/
untreatable animals (perhaps those turned away from 
Shelter #1)  and therefore only  57% of the animals in 
their care are healthy or treatable, all of which they 
adopt out.   Both shelters have placed ALL their healthy 
and treatable animals, but Shelter #1 has a “save rate” of 
96% while Shelter#2 has a “save rate” of only 57%.  Which 
is the “better” shelter?  Which one is providing more 
services to the community and the animals we share it 
with?  There answer is clearly much deeper than a simple 
“save rate.”   

It is also naïve to assume that every city is the same and 
therefore the same solutions should apply.  The same 
principles should apply, but cities have huge geographic, 
social and economic differences.  This brings me to 
Detroit. A good person is a good person and character 
is character.  A good pet owner is a good pet owner 
regardless of income, ethnicity, political affiliation, etc.  
Detroit is an amazing city with a great history.  However, 
due to the economic downturn and the significant 
decrease in population over the past several years, 
Detroit has large areas of abandoned, neglected and 
forgotten homes – entire neighborhoods in some cases.  
In those communities, there are often more dogs and cats 
(compared to other Michigan communities) that are not 
socialized and have not received any medical care.  No fault 
of their own.  

Detroit has a particularly large issue with stray and abandoned dogs due to 
economic struggle and a high number of abandoned homes.

Many animals that arrive at MHS need significant medical care. Bart, an 
American Bulldog, required surgery to repair a torn ACL.



They are a product of their environment and lack of 
care and unfortunately, in many cases, they are not 
good candidates for adoption. Does that mean I am 
making some damning statement on the city of Detroit?  
Absolutely not.  This community is full of spirit and drive.  
What made it great once also holds the key to its future: 
the passion of its citizens.  

We, MHS, are so confident in the city’s 
resurgence that we are constructing a new 
MHS Detroit Animal Care Campus.  We are 
investing in the future of Detroit as we 
originally did 137 years ago.  We believe that 
Detroit will one day be the model of humanity 
and compassion towards animals, and we will 
be there every step of the way.  That is the future.  
However, we cannot ignore the fact that communities are 
different.  The values and principles and goals should be 
the same; but the factors affecting the animal population 
in Detroit are different.  

Being “no-kill” is often thought of as being right or 
wrong – an easy “you are ” or “you aren’t” issue.  Shelters 
that aren’t “no-kill” are termed “killers.”  People call them 
heartless.  Worthless.  They are attacked as having neither 
the capability, nor the willingness, to care for animals.  
This is an extremely dangerous assumption.    

Let’s look at shelter overcrowding. According to the 
Association of Shelter Veterinarian’s “Guidelines for 
Standards of Care in Animal Shelters,” operating beyond 
a shelter’s capacity for care is an unacceptable practice.  
Further, that “operating beyond capacity for care will 
result in unwanted outcomes including: delays or failure 
to provide necessary care; use of substandard housing; 
increases in staff and animal stress; haphazard mixing of 

animals; increased risk of infectious disease exposure; 
and increases in negative interactions between animals.” 
(Hurley2008b; Newbury 2009a, 2009b)

Let’s say there is a shelter claiming to be “no kill.” Since 
it refuses to euthanize because it has to achieve a 
90% minimum “save rate,” it very quickly becomes 
overcrowded.   This is happening now in many 
communities across the country.  What is truly best 
for the animals is now not so clear. Is it okay to crowd 
animals in cramped cages on top of each other, filling 
rooms for days and weeks and months? What kind of 
life is that for an animal? One could argue “at least they 
are alive” but then it becomes a quality of life debate 
and that is not so clear and one could counter with “at 
what cost”.  Let’s even go a step further, and say we are 
only talking about healthy and treatable animals.  There 
are instances of shelters attempting to entirely end 
the euthanasia of healthy and treatable animals, doing 
everything they can, and yet being overwhelmed with 
animals; their capacity in many instances is far exceeded.  

The new Detroit Animal Care Campus will provide the architecture and infrastructure to exponentially increase our collective impact on animal care, treatment and 
well-being for years to come. 

We work to create the best possible environment for our animals to be in while 
they are in our care, and to consistently monitor both physical and mental health.



Do we maintain our belief that we must, without 
exception, save them all?  If so, are we willing to operate 
our shelter in an “unacceptable” manner and risk, and in 
truth create inhumane conditions for the animals?  Are 
we willing to turn away those animals most in need to 

ensure balance?  If a shelter decides to euthanize and 
maintain humane conditions for the animals in their care 
rather than overcrowd their facility and operate under 
the excessive risk of stress, illness, injury and disease, are 
they “killers”?  Are they disregarding the animals in their 
care, or are they making the emotionally challenging 
decision to maintain a positive environment?  Once 
again, if we rationally put aside our feelings on “no-
kill”, we can see that the decision is not one made from 
malice, and that both options have an impact, positive 
and negative, on individual animals and the entire shelter 
population.  

Defining “no-kill” as simply a save rate is 
detrimental to the animals.  One cannot 
hold the belief that “no-kill” means placing 
only healthy and treatable animals and 
simultaneously believe that it must lead to 
a 90% save rate.  Those two things cannot 
coexist logically.  Animals, regardless of our policies, 
are individuals.  They should be evaluated individually.  
A shelter can be effective and committed to responsibly 
saving lives under definitions that aren’t constrained by a 
percentage.  

The decision to euthanize some animals should not 
prevent shelters from being defined as a compassionate 
and humane.  We have to consider the conditions of the 
animals entrusted to us individually and with respect to 
the well-being of all the animals.  Balancing placements 
with the living conditions we provide the animals in our 

shelters is not as easy as it may seem.  Animal shelters 
are much more than a save rate.  Sometimes, a shelter’ s 
efforts and compassion are not defined by ANY number 
and, in fact, the percentage may be more of a reflection 
of their compassion in serving the entire community 
of animals in need.  I challenge all of us to discard the 
notion of a 90% save rate as some arbitrary definition 
and get back to the saving of all healthy and treatable 
animals.  

From the No-Kill Advocacy Center: “If every animal shelter 
in the United States embraced the No Kill philosophy 
and the programs and services that make it possible, we 
would save nearly four million dogs and cats who are 
scheduled to die in shelters this year, and the year after 
that. It is not an impossible dream.”

It is not an impossible dream.  However, in that same 
vein: If everyone were more careful on the road, there 
would never be another traffic accident. Certainly, 
being careful helps reduce accidents, but what about 
the road conditions; the condition of your or someone 
else’s vehicle; distractions; weather … don’t all of these 
elements also play a role?  My point is there are many 
critical factors as we make decisions in the best interests 
of animals, and it is imperative that we avoid the 
tendency to oversimply or turn a blind eye.

Now let’s explore the “services and programs that make it 
possible.”  The “equation”, if you will.

Our dedicated staff deeply cares for each animal and treats every animal in our 
care as an individual, not a statistic. 



The “no kill equation” is filled with absolutely 
vital programs that every shelter, to the 
extent possible, should undertake.  
 
The principles are valid.  Shelters should expend all 
efforts to save lives.  No question.  However, the idea 
that simply by taking part in these programs, all your 
problems will simply melt away is akin to a revolutionary 
diet pill that will have you in beach-body condition 
without any effort.

That may be worth exploring further.  In 2011, an 
often-cited survey asked individuals about whether 
shelters should only be allowed to euthanize animals 
when they are too sick to be treated or too aggressive 
to be adopted.   The inferred outcome is absolutely 
appropriate.  71% said “yes”.  However, the question 
assumes you aren’t educated enough on the subject 
to know that you may not have all the information 
necessary to answer the question.  

What you haven’t been told is that this could lead to 
animal “warehousing”: overcrowding, substandard 
conditions and the intense suffering of animals forced 
to live in the conditions your noble answer may have 
dictated.  One should also ask, “Should animal shelters 
always maintain humane conditions and operate 
according to the guidelines of care for animal shelters?” 
People are likely to also answer “yes.” The public would 
agree that the capacity, quality of care and humane 
conditions should help dictate decisions.  But in 
answering “yes”, you have, in many cases, rebutted the 
first question, however misleading it was.  The more 
appropriate question is: “Should animal shelters exhaust 
measures to save lives while balancing the quality of life 
and standards of care in their facility?” Yes.  Of course they 
should.  The “no-kill” movement has, in large part, made 

its name by oversimplifying rather complex topics and 
providing simple, easy-to-get-behind solutions to issues 
that are complex and deserve more thought.  Do you 
think we should have more police and firemen?  Do you 
think our schools should have more money?  Of course 
we do!  Unfortunately, it is just not that simple.  

Let’s get back to “the equation”.  In this instance, we will 
see how “the equation” matches up against MHS and our 
programs.

1. Rescue partnerships:  MHS has extensive partnership 
programs.  More than 100 organizations across the 
country partner with us on animal placement and 
adoption.  Not only do we have rescue partnerships for 
the placement of MHS animals, but we act as a rescue 
partner for other organizations struggling with placing 
their animals.

2. Volunteers:  MHS has, at any given time, between 
1,500 and 2,000 active volunteers taking on numerous 
assignments and responsibilities, all of it contributing to 
our lifesaving work.  

3. Foster care:  At any given time, MHS has between 
100-250 animals in foster care and can have as many as 
about 300 active foster care homes.

4. Trap, Neuter, Release:  In 2014, MHS sterilized and 
released 526 cats as part of our Trap-Neuter –Return 
efforts in Southeast Michigan.  

5. Pet retention:  The MHS “Keeping Families Together” 
program is a collection of vital initiatives designed to 
keep thousands of area animals in good homes.  This 
includes several programs designed to aid those families 
and individuals who love their pets but are struggling 
financially – a free pet food bank, free behavior resources 
and low-cost veterinary care.  Furthermore, through our 
intake by appointment process, we are able to provide 
individual counsel and options to people looking to 
surrender an animal.  

Mick, a Neopolitan Mastiff, had significant health challenges. Thanks to our 
partnership with another rescue organization, he found a loving home.

MHS has a robust foster care system with more than 300 active foster homes.



This results in approximately half of the people who 
schedule an appointment either rehoming their 
pet themselves or opting to keep their animal with 
our guidance or assistance.  The time between an 
appointment being made and occurring provides for 
multiple points of contact where we provide education 
and resources, or the access thereto, in efforts to keep 
the animal in the home.  This is one of our core values.  
Finally, if the animal is surrendered to MHS, it is done so 
with the owner being an active and informed participant.

6. Comprehensive adoption program:  MHS puts 
immense efforts into adoption and placement.  Last 
year, MHS adopted more than 8,200 pets in our care 
into loving homes. In addition to our daily adoption 
programs, this past September, we hosted our fall 
Meet Your Best Friend at the Zoo event, where 624 
animals were adopted within 16 hours (over two days).  
More than 40 shelters and rescue groups worked 
collaboratively in the best interests of animals to achieve 
amazing outcomes – and we do this amazing event 
twice a year.   MHS operates the highest-volume in-store 
adoption center within Petco stores in the country.  We 
place 100% of our healthy dogs, 100% of our healthy 
cats, 100% of our treatable dogs and currently 68% of 
our treatable cats; and we are working to reach 100% 
placement of treatable cats with great fervor.  In addition, 
MHS has a robust Adopter Support program to reach out 
to our adopters to offer assistance.

7. Public relations/community involvement:  MHS 
has a significant social media and Internet presence in 
addition to great local media relationships that help 
us get our message out.  We hold several significant 
community events (Mutt March, Mega March, Bow Wow 
Brunch, Telethon, etc.) and are constantly looking for 
ways to engage the public.  Take Facebook for example; 
the MHS Facebook page has, as of today, more than 
156,000 animal advocates.  

8. Medical and behavior prevention and 
rehabilitation: MHS employs 22 veterinarians in 
our clinical and shelter veterinary programs.  We offer 
services to the public through our three veterinary 
centers as well as care to the animals in our facilities 
through our shelter medicine program.  We have 
behavioral resources to help pet owners deal with issues 
they are facing and also have programs to reinforce 
positive behavior prior to adoption. 

9. High-volume, low-cost spay and neuter:  In 2014, 
MHS, at either no- or low-cost, performed more than 
5,200 subsidized sterilizations.  This is in addition to 

the thousands of sterilizations MHS performs every year 
in conjunction with adoptions and placements.

10. Pro-active redemptions:  Whenever possible, 
without question, we make every effort to reunite 
animals with their owners.  If there is a way, we will do 
everything possible to find it.  

11. Hard-working, compassionate shelter director:  Let 
me offer a personal perspective here.  First of all, I would 
argue that a Director is only one part of a team.  The 
real heroes are the ones who make great things happen 
every day.  This is sort of a subjective requirement, but 
I will take a stab at it.  I have committed my life to 
animal welfare.  I have moved my family literally back 
and forth across the country in efforts to understand 
the profession and be in a position to make a difference.  
I have personally invested my heart into many of the 
animals within organizations I have been a part of.  I 
have smiled with them as they went out the door to new 
homes.  I have rejoiced with them as they were removed 
from a neglectful and abusive situation.  I have cried with 
them as I held them while they took their last breath.  I 
have always taught people that in animal welfare, if you 
associate yourself with every animal you see, including 
their suffering, you will not be long for the profession.  
You will burn out.  Easier said than done.  I can tell you 
that every animal I have come across in my many years in 
animal welfare, every one, is in my heart.  

These two huskies were returned to their mom after getting lost, thanks to our pro-
active efforts at reuniting pets and their owners. 



To reiterate, the driving force behind “no-
kill” is to save lives.  That is an incredibly 
noble and needed goal and one that, without 
exception, every shelter should strive to 
attain.  However, the issues are not as simple 
as they have been presented.  Where is 
quality of life? What about public safety?    

At MHS, we employ, literally, every program (and more) 
in the “no-kill equation”.  We do it with conviction.  Quite 
frankly, we define best practice in many instances, and 
we have been doing it for 137 years, before it became 
part of any “equation”.  We do it with our hearts and with 
the best interest of the animals we are entrusted with in 
mind. Knowing this, does it change your perception of 
MHS?

If we wanted, the Michigan Humane Society could be 
one of the largest no-kill or limited admission shelters in 
the world.  Right here in Detroit – under any definition.  
Our heart has to drive our decisions, but we have to 
think about what we are doing.  What will have the most 
impact on the animals in our community? Let’s go to 
that point though: Could MHS become a no-kill shelter 
today?  

Are we now anyways?  We employ extensively all aspects 
of the “no-kill equation” and go much further.  

Furthermore, we utilize a thorough evaluation system 
to determine which animals are healthy or treatable – a 
system that has been vetted by external experts.  It is an 
incredibly important and valid system of evaluation that 
we employ equally to every animal that we are entrusted 
with.  Every animal has a chance, an opportunity, at 
life.  As stated above, today our save rates are 100% for 
healthy dogs, 100% for healthy cats, 100% for treatable 
dogs, and currently 68% for treatable cats. 

Regardless of how you answered the question of 
whether MHS is a no-kill shelter today, the problem is 
that’s the WRONG question!  

The question should be: Is metro Detroit, and bigger 
picture, the entire state of Michigan as a whole 
community adopting out all its healthy and treatable 
animals? Are shelters and agencies working together in 
their communities and across the state to collectively 
achieve this goal? And, have we ensured that we are 
not overlooking organizations where overcrowding 
and substandard conditions are hurting animals in the 
name of saving them?  Have we ensured that we are 
not permitting organizations to refuse to alleviate the 
suffering of animals that are dying or whose medical 
prognosis is extremely poor, but that they must “save” 
at the animal’s expense?   Equally concerning, are we 
allowing the adoption of animals that have given a 
clear indication they will cause harm to people and/or 
other animals, because it improves one shelter’s “no kill” 
statistic? Are we ensuring that the standards of care for 
shelter animals are not being sacrificed? Can we ensure 
that those shelters that are taking on the discarded 
responsibilities of other more limited focus shelters are 
not blamed or vilified for doing so?    

The programs and policies of any organization are 
theirs to set, and rightfully so.  However, how do we 
evaluate the success of each individual organization?  
What if Shelter #1 is very selective in the animals they 
take in, focusing on the adoptability and popularity of 
the animal as its primary admittance criteria?  Shelter 
#2, conversely, takes in many animals that others turn 

away, adopting out the healthy and treatable dogs and 
cats, but also doing right by those animals that can’t be 
adopted.  Both shelters are saving lives and performing 
critical work within the community, but is one “better” 
than the other?  Aren’t they BOTH acting together to 
achieve a goal?  

Any other answer can easily incentivize groups to make 
decisions that ultimately don’t maximize the lifesaving 
impact of the community and often overlook the animals 
who need the most help! 

MHS finds loving homes for thousands of animals each year.

Regardless of how you answered the 
question of whether MHS is a no-kill shelter 
today, the problem is that’s the WRONG 
question!  



We must not turn our back on citizens and their animals 
in need of help.  We must not evaluate the prognosis, 
quality of life and behavior of an animal based on a 
percentage, but rather towards a principle.  We must not 
make decisions for an animal based on public perception 
rather than the reality of what is best for that animal.  
Animal shelters should actively and accurately report 
their work and progress, BUT must strive for more than 
just numbers.  

Placement rates are absolutely a great metric, but 
we must balance the true effectiveness of an animal 
organization holistically with the standards and 
conditions of their care facilities, their community 
programs and services, commitment to public safety, and, 
of course, their resources.  It is our collective progress that 
should be the ultimate barometer on the work we do on 
behalf of the animals.  

It is reasonable that people be extremely emotional and 
passionate about animals; they are living, breathing, 
feeling creatures.  We have an obligation to defend them.  
We have an obligation to celebrate all they do for us.  

The principles, the “equation”, if you will, are admirable, 
achievable, and appropriate.  To the extent that they 
can, every shelter should strive to end the euthanasia 
of healthy and treatable animals.  We do, however, have 
to take off the blinders and recognize that there are 
other factors impacting animal welfare – the standards 
of care in shelter and the safety of our citizens to name 
just two.  Implementing comprehensive placement, 
redemption, retention and education programs are vital 
to the ultimate success of animal welfare organizations, 
but the operational philosophy will also need to consider 
the standards of care provided in addition to understanding 
what impact our decisions will have on public safety and our 
partners in animal welfare. Shifting the burden, burying it 
somewhere else, is not addressing or solving any core issues.

At MHS, we are committed, with conviction, to ending 
the euthanasia of healthy and treatable animals.  

We are steadfast in our belief that every 
animal is a life and warrants a chance at life 
and the respect it deserves.  

We believe that we are part of a community and are 
unwilling to let anything take us off course from what is 
best for the animals of Detroit and Southeast Michigan.

Animal shelters do not create the issues.  The conditions 
of the neglected, abused, sick or injured or animals 
they take in are the result of what takes place in our 
communities.  Shelters like MHS not only care for the 
communities’ animals, but help address our communities’ 
problems and challenges.  We must expect more from 
our animal care facilities than just a placement rate – we 
must demand good outcomes along with high quality 
care and compassion! 

 

So, let’s put aside any label for just a moment.  Let’s look 
at what MHS does, in addition to the programs identified 
previously:

1. We evaluate, behaviorally and medically, every animal 
that enters our facility.  It is not an arbitrary “guess” at 
what should happen.  It is a formal evaluation program 
that is vetted and evaluated by external experts, 
including the Cornell University College of Veterinary 
Medicine.  It is a program that is scrutinized, reviewed 
and updated regularly and is a part of our “Visit, Share, 
Learn” program for other animal welfare organizations 
throughout the country.

MHS supports owned pets in the community through programs like our free food 
bank, low-cost sterilization and low-cost vaccination clinics. 

MHS is committed to adopting out all healthy and treatable animals in our care.



2. For animals deemed to be healthy or treatable, MHS 
delivers tremendous lifesaving success – especially 
considering the number of animals we care for:  More 
than 17,000 animals are brought to MHS each year 
and we adopt out 100% of the healthy dogs, 100% of 
treatable dogs, 100% of healthy cats and currently 68% of 
treatable cats.  Those are more than numbers…those are 
lives.  In addition, we continue to research and employ 
measures to address the remaining hurdle of reaching 
100% placement of treatable cats.  

3. Our mission is not confined to our physical buildings. 
MHS investigates 5,000-plus cases of animal 
cruelty and neglect every year, removing countless 
animals from abusive situations.  We also extend our 
resources and professional experience to animal welfare 
organizations throughout the state through the Michigan 
Partnership for Animal Welfare (MPAW).

4. We have a dedicated shelter veterinarian in each of our 
three facilities to ensure that every animal is provided the 
medical care it needs and deserves.

At the Michigan Humane Society, our success 
is defined by what we make possible, and 
that is nothing short of extraordinary.  Every 
animal, without exception, is treated with 
compassion, respect, and love…every one has 
a chance at life.

The “no-kill” philosophy is founded in compassion and 
it is this focus that we must move forward with, not the 
counterproductive anger and blame.  I believe that the 
principles, the goals, are those that ALL shelters should 
adopt.  Setting aside labels for this shelter or that, the 
future of animal welfare is the ending of the euthanasia 
of healthy and treatable animals.  

Collectively, the nation is most definitely headed in this 
direction.  Consider the following information from The 
Humane Society of the United States (The HSUS) as 
published on their web site:

1. From 1973 to 2007, the number of cats and dogs in 
U.S. households more than doubled and animal shelter 
euthanasia rates dropped by more than 60%.

2. Animal welfare expenditures have increased over 
the past few decades. In 1972, American shelters spent 
approximately $800 million on animal welfare versus 
around $2.4 billion in 2007.

Amazing progress, but we still have work to do; work 
that must transcend labels. At MHS, we are confident in 
our core beliefs, in our values, and know that we make a 
difference.  The Michigan Humane Society is committed 
to doing what is right.  That is not always what is popular.  
Because what is popular is not always right.  

So – what do you get with an organization like MHS?

1. You get an organization that, top to bottom, believes 
they make a difference; that values life and pours their 
hearts into every animal they care for – regardless of why 
it is there and regardless of its outcome.  Every animal is 
treated with the respect it deserves and compassion it 
needs.

2. You get an organization that is committed to ending 
the euthanasia of healthy and treatable animals.

3. You get an organization that provides the highest 
level of care and compassion to every animal they 
house.

4. You get an organization that understands that animal 
welfare isn’t just something that happens in its 
shelters, but in our neighborhoods as well, and employs 
strategies and programs to address the issues at their 
core.

5. You get an organization that knows they are but one 
part of “animal welfare”.  That it takes active citizens, 
collaborations and commitment to create a more 
humane environment.

We are hopeful that we can call you many things: among 
them friend, supporter, adopter or volunteer.  What you 
label MHS, should you choose to do so, is your choice.  
That said, labels aside – we save lives. 

Treatable animals like Marley often require extensive medical care before they 
are able to be adopted. 


