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PROJECT BACKGROUND

What is animal transport?

As recently as the 1990s, most animals that entered US shelters lost their lives there. Shelter
animal transport has helped change that. Every year, tens of thousands of shelter animals
(primarily dogs) travel across the US in search of their “forever homes.” Animal transport has
become widespread within animal sheltering and rescue as a way to address shelter
overcrowding, especially in southern states, and has made it possible for some Oklahoma
shelters to reach “no-kill” status [1].

Why study animal transport?

In 2021, we met Kay Stout, an animal advocate
interested in learning how many animals are
transported out of Oklahoma. Knowing how
many animals leave Oklahoma is important for
understanding animal overpopulation problems
in the state, since without transport even more
animals would die in shelters due to lack of
space. In addition to numbers, we also wanted
to learn more about the organization, benefits,
and challenges of shelter animal transport.

METHODS & DATA

What did we do?

We calculated Oklahoma transport numbers for 2022 by combining state health certificate
records [2], Shelter Animal Counts survey data [3], and information directly from shelters and
rescues. To better understand the benefits and challenges of transport, we interviewed more
than 60 people involved with animal transport. We also observed transport and rescue work in
action, both in Oklahoma and out-of-state destination locations [4].
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OKLAHOMA TRANSPORT NUMBERS
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ANIMAL TRANSPORT
SAVES LIVES

Oklahoma shelters and rescues rely heavily on
transport as a lifesaving strategy

A large proportion (39%) of adoptable shelter animals in Oklahoma
only found homes by relocating out of state. Without transport, many
more animals would be dying in Oklahoma shelters every year and
even fewer shelters and communities in the state would be “no-kill.”

The most frequent destination states were Colorado,
lowa, and Wisconsin

Oklahoma organizations work with transport partners all over the
country. While transports occasionally went to other southern states,
the vast majority moved north. Top states included Colorado, lowa,
Wisconsin, lllinois, Kansas, New Jersey, Minnesota, and Missouri.




INTERVIEW FINDINGS

Animal transport is costly
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Transport is organizationally and logistically complex

Animal transport entails strict medical vetting, behavioral assessments, and coordination
across multiple organizational and regulatory contexts. These complexities mean that small
problems can easily escalate into larger disruptions for both sending and receiving
organizations. The complex logistics also make the process difficult to manage for smaller
organizations with limited resources and staff.

The needs of destination organizations determine transport conditions

Because of their greater resources and access to adopters, destination organizations
generally set the terms and conditions of transport. This includes who they partner with, the
number and types of animals accepted, behavioral and medical requirements, and cost
sharing arrangements. When sending organizations fail to meet partners’ expectations, they
can be cut off from transport with devastating consequences for their animals.

Animal transport takes a heavy toll on
rescue workers

In the South, rescue work is physically and
emotionally exhausting. Most rescuers are
women who work for little or no pay; they see
animals in need and cannot turn away. Especially
in rural areas and small towns, just a handful of
rescuers do the bulk of the animal welfare work.
These women make great personal sacrifices and
often feel “stuck” doing the work because they
know more animals will suffer and die if they quit.




Animal transport does not address
the root of the problem

While transport provides a necessary outlet to
alleviate shelter overcrowding, it cannot address
the roots of animal welfare problems. Many
communities, including those that have reached
“no-kill” status, continue to struggle with large
numbers of animals in need, often with
insufficient resources.

‘ ‘ Transport plays a really valuable role in short-term life saving. I call
It short term because | think the end goal would always be for a
community to be self-sustaining and have the resources to care for
homeless pets in their own community. -National Rescuer

Rescuers struggle to fill the gaps left by underfunded public services

Because public shelters are funded through municipal governments and rely on the local tax
base, 30% of all Oklahoma counties have no shelter [7]. This problem predominantly affects
poor rural areas throughout the state. As a result, residents in these areas have few
resources to turn to when they come across stray animals or need assistance caring for their
own animals. In urban areas, low-income and racially marginalized neighborhoods face
similar problems.

Nonprofit organizations and volunteers try to fill the gaps left by underfunded public services.
Yet even large urban shelters and rescues with subtantially greater resources regularly
operate over capacity and cannot keep up with the need.

TOWARD A NEW MODEL OF ANIMAL WELFARE

How can we improve the lives of companion
animals and their caregivers in Oklahoma? To
address problems of underfunding, the state must
commit to funding animal services as a public good
rather than displacing the problem onto local
governments, other states, nonprofits, and unpaid
rescuers. Philanthropic sources can supplement
public funding, but funders should avoid short-term
programs without back-up plans for when the grant
money ends.
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Want to learn more about our study? We're writing a book about
animal transport and rescue! Anticipated release in 2026.

THANK YOU! GET IN TOUCH!
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