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UnconventionalWisdom
Every issue we look at a bit of traditional animal sheltering “dogma” and analyze
it to see if it is true. We also offer a No Kill alternative - what we call “No Kill
Know How” to give a different perspective oriented toward preserving and
protecting life. If we accept responsibility for the dogs and cats in our shelter
instead of hiding behind conventional wisdom, we are better suited to meet the
challenges involved with saving lives.

A CALL TO BAN THE

No Kill Know How:
Webster’s dictionary defines euthanasia as

“the act or practice of killing or permitting the

death of hopelessly sick or injured individuals

in a relatively painless way for reasons of

mercy.” Unfortunately, in most shelter

environments, animals are not solely being

killed because they are hopelessly sick or

injured, but rather as “population control.” In

this environment, shelter killing—particularly of

healthy and treatable animals—raises a host

of ethical questions and dilemmas, many of which are being raised by the public in

communities across the country. 

At the very least, shelters who kill, particularly those which kill large numbers of animals,

are obligated to ensure that employees are technically proficient, competent, skilled,

compassionate, properly trained, and doing everything in their power to make sure the

animals are as free from stress and anxiety as possible. The use of a gas chamber does

not allow this. 

GAS CHAMBER
Conventional Wisdom:
While sodium pentobarbital injection is the

preferred method of killing dogs and cats in

shelters, gas systems are acceptable if used

correctly or for other species of animals.
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O
n the eastern seaboard of the United States sits the

Outer Banks of North Carolina, best known as the

birthplace of powered flight. On December 17, 1903,

Orville and Wilbur Wright made history at Kill Devil Hills,

near Kitty Hawk, and forever changed our view of the skies.

Today, the towns that make up the North Carolina coastline

are a perennial favorite among easterners seeking the solace

of the Atlantic Ocean.They are home to vacation residences

of the wealthy, a thriving tourist economy, and a feisty group of

local inhabitants—the feral cats of the Outer Banks. Despite

their disposition, the cats have a dedicated core of caretakers,

who watch over and care for them.

Each and every day, often before sunrise, members of

a group of concerned North Carolina cat lovers based in Kitty

Hawk wake up and head out to different

spots along the Atlantic coastline, where

cats are often waiting for them.Armed

with food, can openers, fresh water and

other tools of the trade in tow, these

individuals are the heart and sole of the

growing wave of feral cat caretakers that

have revolutionized animal sheltering in

the United States.

Their program is a simple one.

The wild cats are trapped in humane

cages, they are taken to veterinarians

who sterilize and vaccinate them.The

stray cats who show up at these

colonies are adopted into homes

through local rescue groups.The feral

ones are released back into their

habitats, and then fed daily and watched

over by dedicated cat lovers—all at the

caretakers’ own expense.The cat loving

citizens at Kitty Hawk call themselves

the Outer Banks Spay/Neuter Fund.And

their program is called Trap-Neuter-

Return or TNR. For feral cats,TNR

remains the sole alternative to mass

killing in U.S. animal shelters.To this

day, feral cats have a near 100% death

rate in those shelters who do not

endorse or have a TNR program in

place. In fact, without TNR, there is

no other shelter animal whose

prospects are so grim, and whose

outcome is so virtually certain—

death.

The Enemy Within
On February 17, 1994, the

cat lovers who made up the Outer

Banks Spay/Neuter Fund met with

officials of the Dare County Animal

Control Advisory Board to ask for

assistance.They were there to

introduce themselves and

demonstrate to the county how the

county could save money by investing in spay/neuter, rather

than continuing the local practice of impounding and killing the

feral cats of the Outer Banks.The Board suggested that they

present their plan to the Outer Banks SPCA.The SPCA

director, however, told them not to bother.The SPCA had

already declared “its total opposition to the spay/neuter of

feral [cats].” 

Members of the Outer Banks Spay/Neuter Fund

turned to the Humane Society of the United States for help.

As the nation’s largest national animal shelter and humane

advocacy group—and one with significant influence over local

shelters—the co-chair of the Outer Banks Spay/Neuter Fund,

explains,“We had thought HSUS would write a letter on our

behalf.We thought that HSUS would encourage the Outer

Banks SPCA to stop killing these cats since there was a non-

lethal alternative.We felt that feeding and caring for these cats

was in keeping with the humane mission of the Humane

Society of the United States.”

And, indeed, it should have

been. Instead, HSUS wrote to

the Outer Banks SPCA calling

TNR “inhumane” and

“abhorrent”; applauding the

SPCA’s opposition to the

practice and encouraging the

Director to contact HSUS for

assistance. But the SPCA did not

have to do that, because HSUS

was not content to sit this one

out—the nation’s largest self-

proclaimed proponent of animal

protection went further. HSUS

wrote to the local prosecutor

and put plainly their “mission”

when it came to feral cats and

the people who care for them:

feral cats should be taken to

shelters and killed and local feral

cat

caretakers should be arrested and prosecuted.The kind-

hearted citizens who took it upon themselves to feed, neuter

and care for the unwanted cats of the Outer Banks area were

A “relatively painless” death can only occur

in an environment where sensitivity,

compassion, and skill, combine with efforts

to minimize distress and anxiety. By

contrast, gas systems take time to kill—

during which animals experience distress

and anxiety, and can struggle to survive.

They can result in animals surviving the

gassing, only to suffer even more. And they

take longer to kill if animals are young, old,

or have respiratory

infections, which is

common in some

shelters. They are

designed for the ease of

shelter workers, not care

and compassion for the

animals.

The use of such systems

to kill animals is

universally condemned

by humane advocates

and progressive shelters,

and has been outlawed

for dogs and cats in

several states including

New York and

California. 

According to Dr.

Michael Moyer, V.M.D.

from the University of

Pennsylvania College

of Veterinary Medicine:

There is no
progressive sheltering
agency of any scope or
stature willing to
philosophically
embrace gas systems
for the killing of any
species of animals. 

Sheltering is deliberately, inexorably, and
philosophically moving away from mass
killing as an acceptable method of
dog/cat population control. 

That there are technical features of one
system that distinguish it from other such
systems is irrelevant. Profit center
analysis, head-to-head demonstrations,
ease of use, load capacity—none of

these are capable
of overcoming the
humane and
philosophical
objection to
mechanized
death at the core
of those who
have moved away
from this
technology.  

In short, they

should never be

used.

Gas chambers
are designed for
ease of shelter

workers, not care
and compassion

for animals.


