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Moving from “No-Kill” to Socially Conscious Sheltering 

While HSSC has long been recognized as a “no-kill” shelter with an average 98% live release rate, the 
term itself can be misleading. Like most progressive shelters since 2021, we choose instead to share 
our successes and challenges through a standardized live release rate measure. “No-kill” language 
does not adequately distinguish between limited-admission and open-admission shelters and can 
unintentionally penalize open-admission organizations. This becomes ever more relevant as we take 
on additional city contracts for open admissions sheltering. 

Open-admission shelters are legally required to accept all domestic animals found within their 
jurisdiction, regardless of medical or behavioral conditions. As a result, their live release rates may be 
lower than those of limited-admission shelters, which can select the animals they intake. While some 
shelters in underserved areas of California and elsewhere may euthanize due to space constraints, this 
is uncommon and occurs only when capacity-for-care issues prevent humane treatment and all other 
options have been exhausted. HSSC is fortunate to have enough capacity that we do not euthanize for 
space. 

In the article  Language Matters: the False Dichotomy of Kill/No-Kill Shelters the importance of 
responsible maintenance that minimizes animal suffering and maximizes community safety is 
emphasized in the context of open admission versus limited admission shelters: 

In order to honor this relationship between open-admission and limited-admission shelters, 
there is a new movement towards Socially Conscious Sheltering. It eliminates the false 

dichotomy of kill/no-kill. It suggests instead that we are all in this together. 
 

In Sonoma County, the prevailing model across all of our partner shelters is to euthanize only when 
ongoing medical care cannot relieve an animal’s suffering, or when an animal exhibits behavior that 
poses a significant danger to people or other animals if adopted. Well-resourced shelters across 
California work diligently to achieve humane, live outcomes through comprehensive medical 
treatment, behavior modification plans, medication, foster programs, robust adoption outreach, and 
strong transfer partnerships. Outdated shelter facilities often need to be improved and remodeled to 
support lower stress housing to improve humane care and live outcomes. 

HSSC Procedures 

At HSSC, every animal that enters the shelter is carefully assessed by both medical and behavior 
teams. Based on these evaluations, staff follow established criteria to determine the most appropriate 

https://www.vin.com/vetzinsight/default.aspx?pid=756&catId=-1&id=10236797


 

path forward for each animal. When concerns are identified, efforts are made to support the animal 
through interventions such as:  

• Medical treatment plans and behavior-modifying medication 
• Structured behavior modification and training plans 
• Stress reducing enrichment 
• Targeted marketing 
• Alternative placement options like foster homes or partner rescue organizations 

If, after these efforts, the animal still does not meet the criteria for adoption, humane euthanasia (HE) 
may be considered. This decision is made thoughtfully and collaboratively by a multidisciplinary team 
that carries the weight of such a difficult decision with extreme care.  

*** 
HSSC Vision 
A thriving community that celebrates the bond between animals and their people. 
 
HSSC Mission 
To transform animal welfare across Sonoma County through prevention, community veterinary care, 
and innovative sheltering, partnerships, and education. 
 
HSSC Values 
Dignity, Compassion, Integrity, Connection 
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