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The aim of this presentation is to inspire others to adopt the Getting 2 Zero model and to share initiatives that have worked well for us as we continue our commitment to this program.

The Dogs’ Homes of Tasmania operate three open intake facilities in Burnie, Devonport and Hobart and receive approximately 5000 dogs per year from Councils and members of the public as strays or surrenders.  Dogs received are reunited with owners, temperament tested and vet checked (vaccinated, desexed and microchipped) and readopted or euthanased. Past euthanasia criteria included human aggression, dog aggression, council mandates, breed (Pitbull), health, behavioural and anxiety issues and clearing the five and a half foot jump yard fence. The previous seven years have seen a steady decline in our euthanasia rate from 35% (2003-04) to 23% (2009-10). The euthanasia criteria is currently being reviewed as a result of re-categorizing dogs in line with healthy and treatable/untreatable with the focus on identifying categories where resources are now available (or may be worked towards), to rehabilitate or address issues where dogs would previously have been euthanized.

As an organisation we receive no recurrent government funding and run extremely lean in terms of staff on a total budget of $1,500,000.00 per annum across the three Homes. As such we are always looking for innovative but cost effective ways of improving the outcomes for dogs in our care. The inspiration to explore ways to implement the G2Z program within our organisation came from attending the 2009 G2Z Summit and hearing for the first time a reasonable and workable option to the “no kill” model in which concerns were addressed regarding limited admission due to long-term occupancy of pens by aggressive or otherwise unadoptable dogs thereby creating higher euthanasia rates at other local shelters forced to cope with higher numbers of animals received.  It was determined that a Foster Care program would be the first strategy implemented under this banner primarily to assist with the large numbers of dogs received during the winter period and also provide care for puppies and dogs undergoing surgery, requiring extra socialisation or experiencing kennel stress. 
In May 2010 the Dogs’ Homes of Tasmania Foster Care program was launched with funding from the Elsie Cameron Foundation through the Animal Welfare League of Queensland.

The Foster Care program developed by the Dogs’ Home was the result of exploring similar programs both in Australia and overseas, and identifying the components of each that would work for our organisation. This planning phase has been important in the overall success of the program and has ensured that resources were used effectively and the program had a stable base to build from.
The Dogs’ Homes of Tasmania Foster Care program has two distinct streams with the first utilizing regular Foster Carers who take the dogs into their homes and care for them over a period of days, weeks or months until they are adopted. The second stream is a foster – to – adopt system where the Foster Carer is the intended adopter and where the dog is not yet ready for adoption due to delayed vetting procedures such as a puppy, with full vaccinations but not of weight to be desexed.
The types of dogs flagged for Foster Care include those recovering from surgery, puppies requiring socialisation,  dogs experiencing kennel stress, dogs with timidity or anxiety issues, dogs with certain types of behavioural issues and if room allows, respite care for those who have been in the Home over three months (long termers) or our seniors.  

The process begins with interested people completing a Foster Carer application form (available online or from our Homes) which includes information on the living environment, types of dogs willing to care for and a terms and conditions section. A homecheck is then done by a member of the Foster Care team which involves viewing fencing, reviewing terms and conditions, answering questions and elaborating on how the program runs (usually over a cup of tea)! The homechecks although time consuming, have been of great assistance in getting to know the Carer and determining what types of dogs may be suitable for that environment. This is also a useful screening tool and several homes that have sounded good on paper have not been approved following a Home visit.
Once Carers are approved they are added to the database and when a suitable dog is flagged for care they are contacted and come to meet the dog (bringing any currently owned dogs). This meet and greet is also facilitated by the Foster Care team and if successful they take the dog into care. Once the foster dog has been with the Carer for a week a “biography” and photos are taken to add to the Dogs currently in Foster Care section of the website. A Foster Care board is also situated at each of the three Dogs’ Homes to promote the dogs in care to people entering these facilities. All enquiries regarding adoption of the dogs in Foster Care are taken through the Foster Care team and potential adopters are required to meet the usual adoption standards before they meet the dog. Wherever possible the Foster Carer and member of the foster team will organize to take the dog to the potential adopters property for the meet and greet in order to check fencing and environment and let the Carer see the new home. This is appreciated by the Carers and allows them to meet the potential adopter and discuss the dogs personality and likes/dislikes in greater detail. If the meet and greet is successful the adopters can arrange to collect the dog after visiting the Dogs’ Home to complete the adoption contract.
Since the program’s inception there have been several things that have worked particularly well that would be useful to consider when starting a similar program:
· “Adopt Me” jackets were sourced from a local supplier and are worn by all dogs when out and about in the community and at events. These never fail to draw comments or questions and are an excellent way of promoting the dogs, the program and recruiting Carers.
· Foster Care ID tags were also sourced and include a foster ID number specific to each dog (for database) and also the Foster Care mobile number in case a dog escapes from their Carer and is picked up by a member of the public or Council ranger.
· Area Councils were contacted prior to the commencement of the program and advised of the Foster Care process and steps taken in placing dogs in foster homes. They have in turn agreed to support the program and do not require Carers to have kennel licenses for foster dogs if over the two dog limit. 
· Home checks equal peace of mind and greatly add to the quality of the program by establishing relationships with Carers and avoiding or troubleshooting future issues due to having a good knowledge of the Carer, their capabilities and environment.
· Due to having the program run through three locations and often having team members completing data entry from laptops or home computers (volunteer hours) the database has been loaded into Dropbox which is a free file sharing system in which the database can be accessed and updated from several locations. All computers sharing the file are synced so that the system is updated in real time across all locations.
· The use of Facebook to create a support network for Carers across the state has been hugely successful and has also proven to be a good medium for “promoting” the dogs that currently need Foster Care.
· The ability to provide detailed information on the dogs in Foster Care has been a plus for potential adopters searching for their new family member. Knowledge of how a dog reacts to cats, behaves around children or travels in a car helps when deciding if a dog is a good match…..and having photos of dogs curled up in laps, by the fire or at the beach are also good selling points. The biography is possibly one of the most powerful ways to promote any dog for adoption and the way it is written and the presentation of photos is vitally important.
· As the Foster Care program has become more well known, the dogs have been increasingly invited to attend all types of events wearing their jackets. Again this is a great promotion for the program which we facilitate by inviting Foster Carers to attend if they think their particular dog at the time will cope with the size and activity of the event. 
· At the beginning of the year the Dogs’ Home vet sadly and suddenly passed away with locums unable to complete all the workload. Having the Foster – to – Adopt program in place was of great assistance in allowing dogs to keep moving through adoptions and receive vetting within the community. Had this not occurred there would have been a major backlog of vetting that would have had a severe impact on the ability to adopt out dogs in a timely manner and clear pens for those coming through.

Most of the challenges faced by the Foster Care team have related to the recruitment of capable Foster Carers and particularly those willing or able to deal with behavioural or other issues such as extreme timidity.  After the initial launch of the program we received over 200 phone enquiries in 24 hours with approximately 40 of these translating into completed application forms. Of these, 35 were approved as Carers however the many indicated they would only take on small dogs who were good with cats and already housetrained. Several also wanted only puppies but worked all day and had no previous experience with this age group and didn’t understand the care required. Subsequent recruiting promotions have focused on targeted groups such as dog walking associations, existing volunteers and media calling for dog owners experienced in working breeds. These targeted campaigns have yielded much better results and are more effective use of time and resources. We have also undertaken to upskill our existing Foster Carers through education nights, where commonly experienced issues are discussed and strategies to deal with timidity cases and behavioural issues are put forward. Feedback regarding these sessions has been positive as has the dedicated facebook group and 24 hour support phone line available to all Carers.
In the 14 months since the Foster Care program began 235 dogs/puppies have been fostered out with 209 of those being adopted directly from Foster Care. As of July 2011 there were 82 Foster Carers registered across the state of Tasmania although not all have been active as Carers. There are approximately 25 – 40 dogs in care at any one time with the average time spent in foster between six to eight weeks depending on reason for care and perceived desirability of the dog. The Foster Care team consists of a coordinator and a team member on the North West Coast and South totaling .5 FTE.
Whilst we are pleased with the bigger picture it is always the individual stories that highlight the success of this program and its ability to change lives. Two such stories are briefly touched on below:

Nessie 
[image: ]Nessie was received as a stray at the Burnie Dogs’ Home after being found scavenging on the tip. Nessie spent several weeks at the Home with no prospective adopters and was flagged for Foster Care due to kennel stress displayed through constant jumping, barking and circling her pen. According to her Carer, Nessie’s first day was a blur for all concerned with Nessie counter surfing and emptying the compost bucket on the floor, clearing the coffee table in a single bound, dunking her head in the fish tank and showing her joy by jumping up and planting kisses on everybody’s lips. In as little as two days Nessie was housetrained, staying on the floor and able to settle quietly when it was down time in the house. She was successfully adopted after 8 weeks and the Home now receives regular updates on how much she adored by her new family.

Guffy
[image: ]Guffy came to the Hobart Home unable to weight bear on his front left leg. It was determined that he had issues with his growth plates and the best course of action would be to remove the leg. This type of operation would not have been attempted or even considered prior to the implementation of the Foster Care program. Guffy’s story inspired all who met him and his curiosity, gentleness and love of life put a smile on many faces during his time in care as he joyously got on with his life pain free for the first time.
Guffy  was adopted by a couple looking for someone special and they certainly found that with staff now receiving regular updates on facebook showing Guffy trekking all over Mt Wellington, camping at the beach and chilling out belly up on the couch with three legs in the air. 

The dramatic impact of the Foster Care program can be seen by a comparison of adoption and euthanasia statistics for the year the program was implemented and the preceding year. In 2010/11 our adoption rate increased to 30% from 22% in 2009/10 while over the same period the euthanasia rate fell from 23% to 14% (Table 1). 


	Dog Category
	1999-2000
	2000-2001
	2001-2002
	2002-2003
	2003-2004
	2004-2005
	2005-2006
	2006-2007
	2007-2008
	2008-2009
	2009-2010
	2010-2011

	Received

	4797
	4659
	4760
	5093
	4794
	5044
	4935
	4633
	4668
	4927
	4863
	4428

	Adopted
	1254
(26%)
	1219 (26%)
	1160 (24%)
	1197 (24%)
	1071 (22%)
	1164 (23%)
	1204 (24%)
	1143 (25%)
	1181 (25%)
	1303 (27%)
	1074 (22%)
	1346 (30%)

	Reclaimed
	2124 (45%)
	1975 (43%)
	2049 (43%)
	2197 (43%)
	2028 (42%)
	2245 (45%)
	2287 (46%)
	2212 (48%)
	2270 (49%)
	2523 (51%)
	2266 (47%)
	2450 (55%)

	Euthanased
	1416 (29%)
	1465 (31%)
	1151 (33%)
	1699 (33%)
	1695 (35%)
	1635 (32%)
	1444 (29%)
	1278 (27%)
	1217 (26%)
	1101 (22%)
	1142 (23%)
	629 (14%)

	Other
	3 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	0 (0%)
	381 (8%)
	3 (0%)



Table 1. Dogs’ Homes of Tasmania Adoption, Reclaim and Euthanasia Figures over Time


The program has also bought several unanticipated benefits to the organisation such as increased community engagement seen through funding and donations, increased adoptions and a greater overall awareness of the Homes and their services. The media have been quick to take up all releases offered and on several occasions have been the ones to approach us for follow up stories regarding the foster program. Staff and volunteer morale has also increased as better options and resources have become available for the dogs and several staff and volunteers are actively involved as Carers themselves. In addition to all of the above the Foster Care program through the G2Z campaign has given the Dogs’ Home and our supporters/stakeholders a new sense of direction in which greater control over the destiny and outcomes of the dogs in our care is a possibility.

As always there are still several challenges that lie ahead as we progress our commitment to Getting 2 Zero euthanasia of healthy and treatable animals:
· Finding homes for the greater number of dogs being saved
· Coping with increased costs and demands on staff
· Funding for the adequate resourcing to utilize all the opportunities that arise from increased community interest
· Maintaining the quality of the Dogs’ Homes of Tasmania brand
· Dealing with the greater complexity of challenges as we get closer to zero (greater resources required for a less tangible result)

Where to from here?
The next opportunity to explore is the adoption of dogs known to clear our test jump yard fencing. This category has been identified through the change in reporting in euthanasia criteria as healthy and therefore we have been challenged in our thinking to find ways to ensure they find safe and appropriate homes. This is currently a work in progress and we are confident of having strategies in place to meet this challenge by the end of the year.

We are very proud of the results achieved to date and would strongly encourage those of you not currently running a Foster Care program to consider what you have heard here today and, how a similar program could benefit your organization and help you move closer toward achieving Getting 2 Zero euthanasia of healthy and treatable companion animals.
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