Animal Welfare’s Dirty Little Secret
by Mary Earley

Hedgesville Hounds Director

I’m writing this article this morning after receiving yet another email making the rounds of animal welfare groups: a local “rescue” has been raided to find scores of animals, many of them dead or dying, all of them in terrible condition. 

The general public only hears about these cases as isolated incidents, but most of us who help animals find homes know better: this is an enormous problem, and these cases are just the tip of the iceberg. The bottom line is that there are dozens, and possibly hundreds, of animal “rescues” that do this.
The people who keep animals in this condition often are given a pass by the general public because “things just got out of control” or because “they have helped so many other animals.” Part of this is driven by media, which are unfamiliar with the phenomenon and take the naïve statements of hoarders’ enablers as fact. Animal welfare groups, however, should know better.
People who keep animals in such conditions are known as hoarders, and suffer from a psychological disorder – they honestly believe that they are taking good care of the animals in their possession, even when confronted with overwhelming evidence otherwise. They will manipulate, lie and defraud to get more animals, sometimes in collusion with local animal welfare authorities, who are unaware of the conditions in which animals are kept. Without counseling, recidivism is extremely high, meaning that if animals are taken away from hoarders, they can and will find a way to get more.
The decentralized nature of animal welfare systems also works in the favor of hoarders: there is no easy way for organizations to compare notes and alert each other, nor is there an overarching national group responsible for monitoring hoarders. Therefore, I am asking my colleagues in animal welfare to do the following:
· Familiarize yourself with animal hoarding. Tufts’ veterinary school is the home of the Hoarding of Animals Research Consortium (HARC), whose members include prominent animal welfare organizations, veterinarians, social workers and psychiatrists. The HARC Web site is http://www.tufts.edu/vet/cfa/hoarding/. 
· If you become aware of possible hoarding, CONTACT ANIMAL CONTROL. Hoarders are criminals who are guilty of animal cruelty. Without exposure, they can and will continue.
· Practice transparency in your activities. Allow your foster homes to be inspected. If you kennel animals, open the kennels to the public regularly, and inspect them on a regular basis.  

· Don’t make excuses. While we all are all galvanized by sadistic animal cruelty cases, don’t forget that hoarders have allowed hundreds of animals to live lives of extended misery and suffering, all in the name of animal welfare. They are no friends to animals.
· Take a stand. Your animal welfare colleagues will not always approve of this, but call it like you see it. If you have hard evidence of hoarding, provide it. If you suspect someone is a hoarder, contact animal control. If animal control isn’t cooperative, investigate independently (within the boundaries of the law) and provide additional proof. Make them act.
Please, take a stand on this issue. Don’t allow animals to suffer in the name of rescue.
