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Abstract. Senior dogs end up in shelters for a variety of reasons, 

sometimes because of neglect or abandonment, sometimes because 

their owners simply cannot care for them. The health of older dogs 

is at high risk in a shelter environment, and as a result, they may be 

less adoptable then the younger dogs (or perceived as such by the 

public). Some success has been achieved by organizations that 

focus on the needs of senior dogs and help match them with people 

that can appreciate and benefit from their affection and loyalty. 

However, this success requires funding. There is a great need for 

programs and organizations that help deal with the health needs 

of senior dogs, and get them out the shelter environment as quickly 

as possible.  

http://www.greymuzzle.org/
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Old Dogs and  
Animal Shelters 
A  R E P O R T  F R O M  
T H E  G R E Y  M U Z Z L E  O R G AN I Z A T I O N 

Today, there are thousands of senior dogs living in shelters. These include humane societies, SPCA shelters, 

animal control shelters, and other animal welfare facilities. The exact number is unknown, but we do know 

that every homeless animal agency in the country is challenged with helping these senior dogs. 

To better understand the situation for senior dogs in 

shelters, The Grey Muzzle Organization 

interviewed six experts who work with abandoned 

senior dogs every day. We talked to the executive 

director and an adoption coordinator at two large 

shelters (the Humane Society for Tacoma and 

Pierce County in Washington and the Sacramento 

SPCA in California). We interviewed a leading 

veterinarian, an expert in geriatric medicine who 

also works with rescue dogs. And, we talked with 

the executive directors of two rescue organizations 

that work exclusively with senior dogsñtwo of the 

very few in the countryñ OldDog Haven in 

Washington state, and The Sanctuary for Senior 

Dogs in Cleveland, Ohio. These organizations are 

frequently the last resort for old dogs that canõt 

survive, or are unlikely to be adopted, from large 

shelters.  

Our Experts 

Rick Johnson, Executive Director, Sacramento SPCA, 

Sacramento, California 

Cecily Joque, Adoption Coordinator, The Humane 

Society for Tacoma and Pierce County, Tacoma, 

Washington 

Dr. Fred Metzger, Metzger Animal Hospital, State 

College, Pennsylvania 

Kathleen Olson, Executive Director, The Humane Society 

for Tacoma and Pierce County, Tacoma, Washington 

Judith Piper, Executive Director, OldDog Haven, 

Arlington, Washington 

Deborah Workman, Executive Director, The Sanctuary 

for Senior Dogs, Cleveland, Ohio 

 

What these experts from around the United States tell us is remarkably similar, painting a consistent 

picture of the situation faced by senior dogs nationwide who have become homeless. 

This report explains why senior dogs end up in shelters, their special health risks while there, and the 

challenges faced in getting them out of the shelter and into an adoptive or foster home. It also outlines 

successful strategies that could be funded with programs to help senior dogs that end up in shelters. 

WHY DO OLD DOGS END UP IN SHELTERS? 

If you have an older dog in your life, or have ever had the pleasure of sharing your life with a senior 

dog, you probably canõt imagine allowing them to end up at your local humane society or animal control 

http://www.sspca.org/
http://www.thehumanesociety.org/
http://www.thehumanesociety.org/
http://www.thehumanesociety.org/
http://www.metzgeranimal.com/
http://www.thehumanesociety.org/
http://www.thehumanesociety.org/
http://www.thehumanesociety.org/
http://www.olddoghaven.org/
http://www.sanctuaryforseniordogs.org/
http://www.sanctuaryforseniordogs.org/
http://www.sanctuaryforseniordogs.org/
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facility. Yet shelters must care for many old dogs every day. Our experts shared some of the most 

common reasons for senior dogs being òturned in.ó In no specific order, these are: 

Moving. A very common reason for surrendering an old dog to a shelter is that the family is moving to a 

new home that wonõt accommodate dogs. The Humane Society for Tacoma and Pierce County sees a 

much higher incidence of old dogs being turned in due to home moves than due to aggressive behavior, 

compared to other ages. Of course, there is no way to know how many of these are really òmovesó and 

how many are actually the next issue. 

Medical issues that the owner doesnõt choose to address. Deborah Workman, Executive Director of The 

Sanctuary for Senior Dogs, observes, òSome people think of a dog as a shirt. When thereõs hole in the 

shirt, you get rid of it.ó A very difficult situation for animal welfare workers to deal with is owners who 

know their dog should be euthanized, but reject the responsibility to see their dog through this last stage 

of their lives.  

Canõt afford medical care. Another difficult, yet all too common scenario for animal welfare workers is 

people who would love to keep their old dog, but canõt afford the medical care. òSome people have to 

choose between the kids and the dogs,ó says Cecily Joque, Adoption Coordinator at the Humane Society 

for Tacoma and Pierce County. òSome people donõt have the funds for medical careéitõs very sad to 

me.ó And there are few charitable funds that such owners can go to for help. 

Caretaker passes away. Owners that pass away without instructions or provisions for their pet in a legal 

will, or those who enter assisted living and are unable to provide for the dog are frequent circumstances 

for senior dogs arrival in shelters.  Family members arenõt always interested, or may themselves be 

unable to care for the dog. Judith Piper, Executive Director of 

OldDog Haven, urges dog owners to keep records with veterinary 

history and information about the dogõs temperament, habits and 

routine care. OldDog Haven once nearly lost a diabetic dog 

surrendered by the owner without any information or medical history.  

Even a previous veterinarianõs name could have avoided the medical 

crisis that needlessly occurred. 

Unknown ð strays. Many old dogs in shelters are found as strays. 

Medical history for these dogs is guesswork. Deborah Workman 

talks of old Burt, who was found collapsed in a ditch, and was later 

discovered to be full of buckshot and pellets, probably used as 

target practice. Burt turned out to be one of the most effective and 

best loved therapy dogs that The Sanctuary for Senior Dogs has 

trained, a testament to the resilience and vitality still in abundance in 

older dogs, and the contributions they can make to improving our 

lives.  

Once in a shelter, our experts agree that the biggest issues for older dogs, as compared to their younger 

companions, are health and adoptability. 

  

Fritz, a senior German Shepherd, 

waits in his kennel at the Humane 

Society for Tacoma and Pierce 

County. Fritz was found as a stray. 

http://www.sanctuaryforseniordogs.org/id36.htm
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HEALTH PROBLEMS FOR SENIOR DOGS IN SHELTERS 

Our experts were very clear on the major health issues for senior dogs in shelters, and all agreed on 

these top concerns: 

Dental needed. Dr. Metzger, a leading veterinary specialist on senior pet care, warns that, òDental 

disease is epidemic in older pets . . . the older dogs and cats that have neglected dental disease are just 

time bombs ticking . . . .  As dental disease progresses, youõre going to get bacteria in the blood stream, 

and thatõs going to cause major issues with the organs.ó  Dental disease is a double-whammy in a shelter 

environment: itõs too expensive for even the most well-funded shelters to fix, and the cost is off-putting to 

prospective adopters. Required dental work is by far the number one reason that shelters ask Judith 

Piper to take a dog ð few people will adopt a dog needing this work. 

Blood work needed. Blood work is critical to 

diagnosing many common diseases in older dogs, 

including kidney disease, diabetes, and 

hypothyroidism. òWe can help dogs with problems like 

hypothyroidism, but we need blood work to diagnose 

it,ó explains Dr. Metzger. Like dental work, blood work 

is too expensive for most shelters. The Humane Society 

for Tacoma and Pierce County has been able to 

provide blood work in limited situations, but not for all 

senior dogs. The consequence for shelters, is limited 

knowledge for determining the best way to help the 

dog. (See Nellieõs Story, at www.greymuzzle.org, for 

an example of a dog who would have broken the 

heart of an adopter because the shelter had no idea 

she had kidney disease.) However, when a shelter can 

get access to this service it makes a huge difference. 

The Sacramento SPCA, which has a full-time 

veterinarian, just got the equipment to do their own 

blood panels. òFrom our standpoint itõs a wonderful 

addition, with immediate results,ó says Executive 

Director Rick Johnson. Unfortunately, the Sacramento 

SPCA is the exception, and this kind of equipment is 

rarely seen in shelters. 

Cecily Joque believes, òWe could make dogs more 

adoptable with just the basics ð blood work and 

dentals.ó Other common issues for senior dogs in the 

animal welfare system include: 

Arthritis. Geriatric dogs lying on cement floors in 

shelters is a bad situation. Cecily Joque explains that, 

òThe geriatric dogs get stiff and sore. The beds that we 

have are not the most expensive, but the dogs love 

A very thin, unnamed 11-year old Bassett mix rests 

on his cot at the Humane Society for Tacoma and 

Pierce County. The cot was a paid for by a donor. 

His roommate, a 12-year old English Springer 

Spaniel, Byron, who shows signs of neglect, is not so 

lucky, although the staff have given him a blanket. 

The Bassett mix was adopted through the shelter; 

OldDog Haven took Byron and as of the writing of 

this article, is working on a dry eye condition, and 

skin  issues and ear infections. He reportedly has a 

wonderful personality. Below, Byron enjoys a roll in 

the grass at OldDog Haven. 


