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Economy 
Takes Toll on 
Family Pets

By Gail H. Griffin
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Today’s economic times have affected everyone. 
Some have been forced to give up small luxu-
ries of their lives, from enjoying a nice dinner 

out once a week to going out to the movies or having 
a date night on the weekend. Others have had to give up 
much more. As many of us watch our 401 (k) balances dwin-
dle, others who don’t even have 401(k)s are having to make 
decisions about much more difficult things, including giving 
up the precious family pet so that they can properly care for 
their children.
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It’s true. The rate at which family pets are being relinquished to 
animal rescue organizations and shelters is astonishing and grow-
ing every day. It is truly heartbreaking to watch as conflicted own-
ers of loyal dog and cat companions struggle to let go of the leash 
as they surrender their furry family members over to strangers, not 
knowing for sure the fate of their beloved companions. I invite you 
to go to the Pennsylvania SPCA on a Saturday and endure the sight 
of the owner relinquishment line for just one hour.

Compound owner relinquishment with the number of pets who are 
abandoned or left behind when their owners move or are evicted 
due to their financial difficulties, with the decrease in adoption rates 
over the last year, and with the decreased interest in volunteerism 
(likely due to people having to take second or less desirable jobs to 
make ends meet), and you have overcrowded animal shelters and 
an ever-increasing animal control problem. And the poor compan-
ion animals are stuck in the middle – innocent of everything except 

wanting to be loved and wanting to bring joy and happi-
ness to their owners.

Animal shelters and rescue groups in Philadelphia and 
the surrounding suburbs are overflowing with animals 
as a result of the poor economy. Most of these are high-

ly adoptable, well-socialized animals – companion ani-
mals in the truest form but for their owners who could no 

longer afford to care for them. Many of these lovable ca-
nines and felines will be stuck in these shelters for long pe-
riods of time, forever taken from what they know and love. 
Some, particularly the older animals, will suffer a worse 
fate. Not only are owners relinquishing their pets as a re-
sult of the economy, but others who would normally con-
sider adopting an animal are not stepping forward quite 
as readily due to their own economic considerations.  

Animal rescue organizations big and small are suffer-
ing as a result of the economy. Because adoption rates are 

down as much as 40 percent over past year’s adoption rates 
for some organizations, many organizations are forced to halt 

intake of animals, which correlates to fewer animals rescued 
and fewer animals placed into loving homes. Unfortunately, it 

also means an increase in euthanization of highly adoptable ani-
mals at certain shelters that do not have the option to turn away an 
animal and an increase in the stray animal population throughout 
our area.  

I became involved with a local animal rescue organization two 
years ago and have seen first-hand the upswing of owner relin-
quishment of animals and the nosedive of adoption rates over the 
last year. I am a volunteer with the Animal Coalition of Delaware 
County. ACDC, like many other small rescue groups, relies solely 
on donations, volunteers and foster families to care for the animals 
that they take in and put up for adoption, and ACDC pledges to 
find a home for every animal taken in. Like many smaller orga-
nizations ACDC does not have a facility to house animals; rather, 
the animals are cared for solely by foster families while they await 
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adoption. And even though ACDC provides veterinary care for 
their animals, foster families are still responsible for food and 
transport of the animal to and from the veterinarian. As a result of 
the economic downturn, however, many organizations, including 
ACDC, are losing foster families and are not recruiting new foster 
families as potential candidates, for they are reluctant to make the 
financial commitment.

Until recently, ACDC took animals in from the streets, from own-
ers who needed to surrender their pets, and also from overcrowded 
shelters like the Delaware County SPCA or PSPCA. Now, how-
ever, not only is ACDC struggling to adopt out the animals already 
in their care, but they have been forced to halt intake completely 
due to lack of foster family availability. Many felines, for example, 
taken in as weeks-old kittens are now more than six months in age. 
Also, in accordance with an ACDC policy to accept back any ani-
mal that was adopted from us for any reason in the last six months, 
ACDC has accepted back six animals previously adopted from us, 
with the owners citing “financial difficulties” as the reason for re-
turn. That may not sound like a big number, but with an organiza-
tion having only 15 regular foster families, it’s a big deal.  

But it’s not just the small animal rescue organizations that are 
affected by the downturn in the economy. The PSPCA, 
one of the largest animal rescue groups in our area, 
put out a news bulletin on its web site requesting 
foster families for dogs while the PSPCA finds 
loving homes for them (http://www.pspca.
org/news?id=270). PSPCA can no longer rely 
on  smaller organizations to assist with their 
overflow because the smaller organizations 
have their own over-population issues. And 
the problem continues to compound itself over 
time.

I know many attorneys who are involved in 
animal rescue organizations like ACDC and the 
PSPCA. Their involvement ranges from fostering 
animals to providing much needed legal advice. A 
former co-worker of mine has served on the board 
of a local cat rescue organization and now does all of 
its pro bono legal work. This same organization was 
founded by an attorney who served on the PSPCA’s board, 
but wanted to start a no-kill shelter for some of the cats that were 
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Animal rescue organizations big and small are suffering as a 
result of the economy. Because adoption rates are down as 
much as 40 percent, many organizations are forced to halt 
intake of animals, which correlates to fewer animals rescued 
and fewer animals placed into loving homes.



housed at the PSPCA. With her legal experience and connections 
in the community, she was able to set up a successful nonprofit 
organization.

 Of course, the local animal rescue organizations cannot survive 
without donations, including time and money. And these dona-

tions are needed now more than ever. Monetary donations are 
always helpful to the organization for veterinary costs. A 

donation of food, bedding, toys, and other necessities is 
also advantageous. Volunteers are often needed to par-
ticipate in outreach events and to hand out literature, 
post flyers, sell merchandise, or even exercise animals 
at a shelter for a few hours on a Saturday. Volunteers 
are also needed for fostering animals until the local 

rescue organization can place it in a loving home. One 
prime benefit received from volunteering for these local 

animal shelters is that the volunteer will directly and im-
mediately witness his or her donation at work.

For every animal rescue organization, the most important thing 
anyone can do is get the word out. Letting people know that high-

ly adoptable animals are overflowing at every shelter and rescue 
organization in our area is the first step. Then, each person that is 
made aware of this issue has the ability to change the outcome for 
at least one animal.

Gail H. Griffin (Gail.H.Griffin@gmail.com) is director of 
legal affairs at Teva North America and a volunteer and foster 
parent for Animal Coalition of Delaware County.

Volunteers are needed for outreach events and to hand out 
literature, post flyers, sell merchandise, or even exercise 

animals at a shelter for a few hours on a Saturday.

50   the philadelphia lawyer   fall 2009



20 years.  150 experts.  30,000 cases.

Need a rock solid expert?

Qualifi ed Experts In:

    Admiralty / Maritime

 Biomechanics

    Construction

    Dram Shop / Liquor Liability

    Fire / Explosion

   Human Factors

    Medical

    Motor Vehicle

    Occupational Health & Safety

 Premises Liability

 Product Liability

 Sports & Recreation

Engineers, Architects, Scientists & Fire Investigators

800-813-6736  www.robsonforensic.com

Aquatics

•  Reconstruction of drownings, 
    diving injuries, falls

•  Facility construction, design, 
    and operation

•  Analysis of chemical handling, 
    disease transmission, and 
    indoor air quality

•  Regulatory compliance

•  Lifeguard actions and oversight

Aquatics, environmental health and safety experts and 
facility operators, accident reconstruction experts; 
Certifi ed by National Swimming Pool Foundation, National 
Recreation & Park Association

Engineers, Architects, Scientists & Fire Investigators

800-813-6736  www.robsonforensic.com

Biomechanics
Degreed Biomechanical and Biomedical Engineers, 
Orthopedic Biomechanics experts.  Members of ASME, 
ORS, ABS, IBS, ACSM, ASM and SAE

•  Evaluation of injury mechanism to 
    determine causation

•  Defect evaluation of medical
    implants, assistive devices,
    orthotics and medical devices

•  Analysis of fall, vehicular collision, 
    projectile, and assault/fi ght injuries

•  Sports, recreation and 
    occupational overuse or injury

Engineers, Architects, Scientists & Fire Investigators

800-813-6736  www.robsonforensic.com

Motorcycles
Professional Engineers, crash reconstruction experts, 
motorcycle operators, racers; members of American 
Motorcyclist Association, Western-Eastern Roadracing 
Association and SAE

•  On-Highway and Off-Road 
     Motorcycles

•  Crash reconstruction

•  Motorcycle operation, design, 
     maintenance and defects

•  Component failure; engine, 
     suspension, chassis and tires

•  Competitive motorcycle racing

•  Rider actions




