
H
ouseholds with children 
younger than 5 should not 
keep hamsters, gerbils, 
guinea pigs, rats, hedgehogs, 
or other rodents, according 

to a report in the October 2008 issue (Vol. 
122, No. 4) of Pediatrics, the American 
Academy of Pediatrics’ medical journal. 

Families with young children should 
also refrain from owning exotic animals, 
reptiles, amphibians, ferrets, and baby 
chicks or ducklings, the AAP says, citing 
the risk of disease. 

Drawing on previous research, the re-
port notes that infections are often trans-
mitted by household pets or animals that 
children encounter in public settings such 
as pet stores and petting zoos. Children 
younger than 5 are at the greatest risk be-
cause they have “less-than-optimal hygiene 
practices,” curiosity about animals, and de-
veloping immune systems. Also, infections 
tend to be more severe at that age.  

Reptiles pose a particular threat be-
cause of their high carriage rates of sal-
monella and intermittent shedding of 
salmonella organisms in their feces, the 
report notes. Among people younger 
than 21 in the United States, 11 percent of 
sporadic salmonella infections are caused 

by contact with reptiles or amphibians. 
Salmonella outbreaks have been traced to 
contact with hamsters and other rodents 
purchased from pet stores.

So what are shelters and rescues to do? 
Groups that take in these species 

must consider the big picture. If shelters 
elect to cease adopting these animals, 
many families will likely get the pet from 
a store and not have the benefit of a shel-
ter’s counseling on safety and responsible 
ownership, says Carolyn Machowski, 
manager of the animal services consulta-
tion program for The Humane Society of 
the United States (HSUS).

“There should be a policy with flex-
ibility in it,” adds Kim Intino, The HSUS’s 
director of animal sheltering issues. “… 
We’re looking at life-or-death decisions.” 
A shelter’s policy could discourage adop-
tions of hamsters to families with children 
younger than 5, for example, but allow 
exceptions for families that meet the crite-
ria for providing good homes.

The HSUS does not support private 
ownership of exotic animals, and has “al-
ways told shelters to be very careful” with 
reptiles and exotic birds, which would 
be better handled by organizations with 
more specialized expertise, Intino says. AS

Getting a Grip 
on Infectious 
Diseases
New manual helps shelters battle 
a common problem

By James Hettinger

M
aybe you can’t banish 
every single infectious par-
ticle that drifts into your 
shelter, but you can take 
steps to contain them.

That ’s  one of  the  messages  in 
Maddie’s Infection Control Manual for 
Animal Shelters, a handbook for veterinar-
ians and veterinary students recently pub-
lished by Iowa State University’s Center 
for Food Security and Public Health, with 
support from Maddie’s Fund.

Written by a host of experts and ed-
ited by veterinarians Christine A. Petersen, 
Glenda Dvorak, and Anna Rovid Spickler, 
the book lays out the principles of infec-
tion control for animal shelters, then de-
votes chapters to “Disinfection 101” and 
the development of policies and protocols 
to battle infectious diseases. Each chapter 
includes a shelter scenario illustrating a 
real-life dilemma in infection control. 

The manual concludes with a chapter 
of handouts and signs designed to edu-
cate shelter staff and potential adopters 
about preventing infectious and zoonotic 
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diseases. Readers will find everything 
from fact sheets on flea control to post-
ers on the proper method for hand wash-
ing. Printable versions of the handouts 
are available on a CD ROM that accom-
panies the book. 

“Infection control is vital in animal 
shelters, where newly introduced animals 
carry a variety of pathogens, stressed 
animals are vulnerable to infection and 
crowded conditions promote the spread 
of disease,” the authors note. Left un-
checked, disease transmission can cause 
otherwise adoptable animals to be eu-
thanized, threaten the health of workers 
and adopters, and temporarily shutter the 
shelter’s doors. 

While shelters might provide a perfect 
storm of conditions for the introduction 
and spread of disease, Maddie’s Infection 
Control Manual for Animal Shelters argues 
that the challenges can be addressed—
starting with an infection control plan. 
The plan should cover maintaining ani-
mals’ health, giving appropriate vaccina-
tions, following effective cleaning and 
disinfection protocols, educating staff, 
and making sure facilities are properly de-
signed and managed. 

Preventing diseases from entering 
your shelter is generally easier and more 
cost-effective than trying to control an 
outbreak, the manual notes, and proper 
disinfection is a key to prevention. The 
book outlines the strengths and weak-
nesses of the chemicals used for disinfec-
tion, as well as how to choose the right 
product and develop a disinfection proto-
col. The manual recommends that shelters 
develop written policies and protocols for 
all common medical conditions, infectious 
or not, while paying particular attention 
to diseases that may spread. “It is espe-
cially important to have clear policies and 
protocols for infectious conditions,” the 
authors write, “because failure to recog-
nize or respond appropriately puts not 
only the animal and perhaps adopter at 
risk, but it may also jeopardize the whole 
shelter population.”

Before a policy or protocol can be 
activated, the shelter must recognize the 
presence of the disease—a tricky task, 
since few diseases can be recognized with 

100 percent accuracy. It’s crucial that shel-
ter protocols specify how to determine 
that an animal has a particular disease, 
the manual notes. A false positive could 
lead to unnecessary treatment, isolation, 
a prolonged shelter stay, or, at worst, eu-
thanasia. Meanwhile, incorrectly declar-
ing an animal to be free of disease could 
cause infection to spread in the shelter “or 
lead to heartache, frustration, and even 
lawsuits from the unpleasantly surprised 
adopter,” the authors note. The manual 
offers advice for recognizing diseases, 
managing population risk, and charting a 
course for individual treatment. 

To purchase copies of Maddie’s 
Infection Control Manual for Animal 
Shelters for $30 each plus shipping cost, go 
to cfsph.iastate.edu and click on “Products” 
or call 515-294-7189; fax 515-294-8259; or 
e-mail cfsph@iastate.edu. AS

Check Out Our 
Shelter Software 
Survey Online!

One of the most 
f requent que s -
t ions received 
by the Animal 
Sheltering Issues 
staff here at The 
Humane Society 
of  t he  Uni ted 

States is about animal tracking software for 
animal care and control agencies, shelters, 
and rescues. What’s out there? What does it 
do? How much does it cost? 

We recently conducted a survey of 
a long list of software providers and 
asked them some of those questions. 
Their answers are now available online 
at animalsheltering.org/sheltersoftware, 
so if your organization is geeking out (or 
freaking out!), stop by and check out the 
survey results. 

Just keep in mind that the survey answers 
are self-reported by the companies and have 
not been fact-checked by any third party. We 
recommend talking directly with company 
representatives for details before choosing a 
software program for your organization! AS
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