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Good afternoon.  My name is Esther Koslow and I represent Shelter Reform Action Committee. 

The Department of Health versus Animal Care 

I don’t have a prepared statement because I wanted to hear what other speakers had to say today, in particular, 

representatives of the Department of Health.  The reason we’re here today is because of this Committee’s oversight of 

the Department of Health.  We also discuss NYC’s Animal Care and Control because of a decision by a line of Mayors to 

select the Department of Health to be in control of Animal Care & Control.   

But the problem is that the Department of Health is a poor choice for anything having to do with the care of animals.  

It’s not because Health Department employees are mean people.  It’s because they are part of a bureaucracy that has no 

mandate to ensure the proper care of animals.   

As a result, the Department of Health has no incentive to ensure proper conditions at the AC&C.  Every week 

Department of Health inspectors go into AC&C shelters, but there’s never been an adverse condition they’ve seen that 

they couldn’t ignore.   

Dog Licensing 

The Department of Health has also been in control of dog licensing since 1995 … when that responsibility was taken 

away from the ASPCA when the ASPCA stopped running NYC’s shelter system.   Since then, dog licensing compliance has 

plummeted. For years the DOH has claimed that it has a 20% licensing compliance rate … as if 20% were something to 

brag about.  The ASPCA has disputed that 20% figure.  The compliance rate is far, far less. 

You might remember that 3 years ago this Committee was considering whether to increase to $34 the surcharge fee for 

licensing unfixed dogs.  At that time Deputy Commissioner Daniel Kass testified about his unease with that increase.  He 

said that pet owners might be unwilling to pay that increased amount and compliance would decrease. 

The surcharge increase went into effect and dog licensing compliance went down, but NOT for the reason cited by Mr. 

Kass.   It’s because there’s no incentive or interest by the Department of Health to allocate resources to increase 

compliance.   

It’s also because of a lack of imagination. 

The Calgary Model 

http://www.shelterreform.org/


That’s why I was hoping we’d discuss today real incentives to increase licensing compliance.  By the way, an 

extraordinary shelter manager, Bill Bruce of Calgary, Canada – came to New York City in February 2012 and talked with 

DOH representatives about how to increase compliance.  He told them how important it is to give value to pet owners 

for licensing their pets.   The trick is to have local stores and large chains offer discounts to people bearing an official 

card showing their pet has a current license.  It’s not only pet shops and pet supply stores that are involved.  In Calgary, 

movies theaters, restaurants, grocery stores, clothing stores and the like participate.   In just a week or two, a pet owner 

can make back in discounts what he or she paid for a license.    Also, if a pet is picked up as a stray but has a current 

license, the Calgary shelter will take that pet directly home to the owner … with no stop at the shelter.  That’s real 

service. 

Because Calgary pet owners receive value for licensing their pets, there’s a built in incentive for them to comply. 

But here in New York, we’ve never done anything like this and there doesn’t seem to be any interest either.  As I listened 

today to Mr. Kass, the Department of Health seems to be focused on incentivizing vet clinics and pet stores to issue 

licenses.  What’s really needed is to incentivize pet owners. 

AC&C Funding and Licensing Fees 

Today we’ve heard people talk about AC&C funding.  For example, a representative of the Humane Society of New York 

urged that we must ensure that the Department of Health does not use licensing fees collected as an offset against what 

the Department of Health promised to give the AC&C.  These licensing revenues should be in addition to previously 

promised funds.   

Of course, if the DOH is barred from using these extra monies as an offset, why should they even bother?  And they 

won’t bother. 

So, ultimately the real problem is that the Department of Health shouldn’t be in charge of dog licensing.   

What we need is a shelter system that’s in direct charge of licensing and has a real incentive to encourage compliance.  

Licensing compliance goes up and more money comes.   

Of course, we might never have as successful a licensing program as Calgary does.  Calgary’s shelter system is funded 

solely by the license fees for dogs and cats.  (Yes, Calgary requires that cats be licensed, too.)   

But at least we’d have a substantial and steady source of revenue and we would know where the money is going: into 

running the shelter.  But New York City doesn’t have that assurance. 

Auditing the DOH 

No one has ever audited how the Department of Health spends the monies it collects from license fees, including their 

management of the “Animal Control Population Fund” whose monies come from the surcharge for unfixed dogs.  No 

one has audited the Health Department’s claimed “administrative” costs which they deduct from the fees collected.   

Mr. Kass has told this panel that the $8.50 licensing fee for a fixed dog doesn’t come near to cover their actual costs.  

Granted, the $8.50 fee hasn’t been increased in many years and it should be increased.  But increasing the fee will do 

nothing for compliance.  There won’t be any positive effect as long as the Department of Health is in charge. 

I must agree with Councilmember Peter Vallone that the DOH’s history has always been one of disinterest with animal 

care.  Animal care doesn’t enter into the Health Department’s bureaucratic interests.  Instead, what NYC needs is a 

Department of Animal Affairs. 



Local Law 59 and Funding 

Further as regards funding, the AC&C needs a lot more money than what the DOH promised two years ago to ensure 

passage of Local Law 59.  At this Committee’s April 2013 hearing and even today, both the ASPCA and the Mayor’s 

Alliance clear: much more money is needed than what the Department of Health has promised to give. 

So, where’s that extra needed money going to come from?  The AC&C cannot do the necessary fundraising because 

people aren’t going to donate to a shelter system that’s run by the City.   

That’s what taxes are for.   

So, what’s needed is an independent shelter system run by extraordinary and committed individuals who will bring in 

the necessary additional monies.  As long as the AC&C is effectively controlled by the City and its appointees, the AC&C 

will never have the proper finances. 

“Live Outcomes”  

Finally, one of the subjects on today’s agenda was “live outcomes” at the AC&C.   

But I’d like to talk about “sick outcomes.”  The rate of illness and disease at the AC&C wasn’t discussed by either the 

DOH or AC&C representatives today.  We still have a shelter where almost 100% of the animals get sick from diseases 

they contract at the AC&C.  Sometimes the disease is just a mild cold; sometimes it will kill the animal.  Now that the 

AC&C has suddenly become interested in increasing direct adoptions to the public, those shelter diseases, are going to 

be widely disseminated throughout NYC.  As a result we are creating a public health hazard, but the Department of 

Health doesn’t seem to care. 

One anecdote.  Three years ago the PetSmart store on East 116th Street in Manhattan offered to take AC&C cats, be 

responsible for their care and adopt them to the public.  All the AC&C had to do was ship cats directly from the shelter 

to the store.   

No good deed goes unpunished. 

The problem was that the AC&C cats were all sick.   Some arrived looking obviously sick.  Some looked okay but fell ill a 

few days later.  One or two died.  PetSmart employees were distressed at the cats’ conditions.  They weren’t prepared to 

nurse sick cats.  

To make matters worse, Department of Health inspectors spotted the sick cats and fined PetSmart.  And the inspectors 

kept returning and kept fining PetSmart.  It was easy money for the DOH.  The irony of course is that these cats were sick 

because of the Department of Health.  After all, the DOH controls the AC&C. 

 Anyway, after a few weeks PetSmart ended this disastrous relationship with the AC&C. 

Three years later and the AC&C still doesn’t have a handle on controlling disease.  I didn’t hear a word about whether 

the AC&C has hired a Medical Director, about which Chairperson Arroyo questioned Risa Weinstock repeatedly at the 

April 2013 hearing. 

Apparently the AC&C won’t have a Medical Director anytime soon.  I was informed that recently the AC&C posted a new 

ad for Medical Director on an online job posting site.   

Disease and the absence of a Medical Director are two additional subjects that bear further discussion. 

Thank you.  
















