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INTRODUCTION

One function that is always considered a part of a humane
animal care and control agency’s operation is the humane
disposal of sick, injured, or unwanted animals.

Euthanasia, from the Greek eu, good, and thanatos, death, com-
monly refers to “‘mercy killing’* of persons suffering from an
incurable illness — a practice that is debatable and, in any case,
illegal. In animal welfare work, however, euthanasia describes
the painless destruction of suffering animals, which the public
accepts as morally right and which is legal under certain
conditions.

Because we are concerned with the elimination and prevention
of animal suffering, responsibility for the decision to administer
euthanasia is often ours. It is incumbent on us to learn to
recognize when euthanasia is indicated, as well as how to do it.

Obviously, incurably sick and seriously injured animals suffer
and deserve our consideration. But suffering is not restricted to
the obvious. An aged animal that has spent eight or ten years
with one family suffers loss when removed from its family and
-often will not adjust to a second home — when one can be
found. It is far more humane to administer euthanasia to such
an animal if the alternative is to condemn it to grieve the
remainder of its days in a shelter. Animals with certain
temperaments make bad risks for adoption; animals with biting
records and those that have roamed a large portion of their lives
and have suffered abuse are often unplaceable. If such an animal
is placed, it may be abandoned as soon as the new owner
realizes that it may require extra patience and attention. All of
these animals are subject to suffering or abuse, which a humane
organization is obligated to alleviate.
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Finally, there are many young, healthy dogs and cats that would
make good pets, except that there are not enough good homes
available. Until all pet owners are educated to their responsibility
not to breed their pets, and thus to end the pet overpopulation
tragedy, euthanasia will remain a sad necessity.

LEGAL RESPONSIBILITY

When you euthanize a pet animal, you accept a burden of
responsibility, one that can create both legal and moral problems.

Legally, unsanctioned and unnecessary euthanasia may be
grounds for a justifiable civil law suit. An order for euthanasia
from an agent or a third party may not be valid, so it must be
determined whether the person ordering euthanasia has the
necessary authority to do so. If it is proven in court that the
destruction of an animal was not legal, even though justified by
humane ethics, the organization may be held liable. Additional
problemns arise when an owner changes his or her mind after the
pet has been euthanized.

Each organization must protect itself and its employees against
unjust criticism or even damage suits. To guard against possible
lawsuits, the humane organization should have the owner or his
or her agent sign a legal release authorizing euthanasia of the
animal at the agency’s discretion. A suggested wording for such
a form follows:



RECEIVING FORM
DATE. CONTROL #

EMPLOYEE INITIALS TRANSACTION #

Statement and Conditions of Surrender

In consideration for the (name of agency) accepting the animal described on the Receiving Form I hereby warrant, represent, under-
stand and agree as follows:

1. I'am the lawful owner or the duly authorized representative of the owner of the animal described on the Receiving Form; and -

I have unrestricted authority to surrender the animal to (name of agency). I hereby relinquish to (name of agency) any and all rights
of ownership that I may have in the animal.

2. The-(name of agency) does not guarantee the placement of animals or the length of time that an animal will be held for adop-
tion. The decision as to the length of time the animal will be held for adoption and the final disposition, including adoption or
euthanasia of the animal, is solely at the discretion of (name of agency).

3. The (name of agency) does not and will not release information concerning the final disposition of the animal, including infor-
mation as to whether the animal has been euthanized or adopted.

4. If the animal is surrendered by me to (name of agency) with the request that the animal be euthanized, (name of agency) reserves
the right to put the animal up for adoption. -

5. In the event the animal is euthanized, the manner and method thereof is at the sole discretion of (name of agency).
6. T hereby certify that the animal has not bitten anyone within the last ten (10) days immediately prior to the date of surrender.

7. If, prior to disposition of the animal by (name of agency), I wish to reclaim the animal, I understand and agree that I will be
required to pay to (name of agency) all expenses incurred by it in connection with the holding and care of the animal and (name
of agency) normal and customary conditions and charges for adoption. However, notwithstanding the foregoing, (name of agency)
is under no obligation to return the animal to me.

8. I hereby release (name of agency), its employees, agents and servants from any and all liability, claims, demands or causes of action,
of any nature or kind, for any action taken by (name of agency) in connection with this animal, including its care, treatment, hous-
ing, adoption or euthanasia. I hereby agree to hold (name of agency) harmless and indemnify it against any claims, causes of action
or demands of any nature or kind whatsoever including attorneys’ fees.

I HEREBY ACKNOWLEDGE THAT I HAVE READ AND UNDERSTAND THE FOREGOING STATEMENT AND CONDI-
TIONS OF SURRENDER. .

Signature : Date

Drivers License Number, State
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When a shelter is euthanizing stray or lost animals with no
owner release signed, it is important that state or local laws pro-
vide the shelter with authorization to do so. Usually, the
ordinance will provide that, after a set holding period for a stray,
the animal becomes the property of the shelter with disposal at
its discretion.

CHOOSING A METHOD

In choosing the method of euthanasia to be used by your
organization, certain factors must be given careful thought. The
foremost consideration is to provide the most humane, painless,
stress free death possible. Next, there must be no question of the
end result — we must be absolutely certain that death has occur-
red. Extra caution must be taken to insure death, even though
it may take more time or material.

While the necessity of having to take life is unpleasant, the
method selected should be as unobjectionable as possible to
view. Consideration must be given to the effect it may have on
organization employees — and on owners who may wish to be
present during the procedure. The method should also be safe
for employees to use. The economy of operation must be con-
sidered too, but not to the impairment of any of the foregoing
factors. More and more agencies find that barbituate injection
(sodium pentobarbital) is the method that provides the fastest,
easiest death for the animals, while fulfilling all other criteria
as well.

In addition to our responsibility to the animals, we have a moral
responsibility to their owners. We are placed in a position of
great responsibility and deep trust, and what each of us does
reflects not only upon ourselves but upon the entire humane
movement as well. Owners who request that we euthanize their
cherished but ailing pets have the right to expect that the situa-
tion will be handled with kindness, tact, and expedition.

Certain methods are better to use on cats and dogs, while others
may be more suitable for other species. Because of this, the
organization may decide to use more than one method.
Whatever the decision, you must remember that the method
chosen is only as humane as the person implementing the
method, and it will remain humane only as long as the correct
materials are used in the correct way. If employees are not ade-
quately trained in the method of euthanasia, animals will suffer.

EUTHANASIA OF BIRDS, COLD-BLOODED
CVI\IILDD/L\I%%JATIC ANIMALS AND OTHER

Euthanasia methods commonly used by animal agencies may not
be appropriate for birds, cold-blooded and aquatic animals and
other wildlife. Animal agencies should locate qualified experts
who can be consulted on proper euthanasia methods should the
need arise.

VERIFICATION OF DEATH

Before any disposition is made of the bodies, each animal must
be carefully checked to verify death. This insures that no harm
is done to an unconscious but still living animal. Signs of death
include:
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. lack of heartbeat, as verified with a stethoscope;

2. lack of respiration, verified by observation;

3. pale, bluish (cyanotic) gums and tongue, verified by
observation;

4. lack of eye response, verified if lid does not blink when eye
is touched and pupil remains dilated when a light is shined
on it;

5. rigor mortis, verified when animals feels cold to the touch

and its limbs have stiffened.

Animals should be laid out on a floor or table for a minimum

of 15 minutes and then checked for the above signs before
disposal.

DISPOSAL

‘The euthanasia process includes disposal of animal remains.

Alternatives are cremation, pit or ditch burial on land owned by
the organization, burial in a sanitary land fill, or ‘‘commercial
cremation,” which is disposal by a rendering plant. (For more
information on choosing and running a crematory, see Opera-
tional Guide section AOG415, Crematories)

When cremation and/or burial by the humane agency is feasi-
ble and permitted, the organization may wish to expand its
facilities to include a pet cemetery, mausoleum or columbarium.

ACCEPTABLE METHODS

I. BARBITURATES

Barbiturates are drugs derived from barbituric acid. About 2500
have been discovered since 1903, and at least 50 are marketed
commercially. Two of these are sodium pentothal and sodium
pentobarbital. Injection of sodium pentobarbital is widely
recognized as the most humane method of animal euthanasia.

Pentobarbital depresses the central nervous system which, in
turn, induces sleep. The depth of ‘‘sleep’’ varies from mild
sedation to anesthesia to death, depending on the amount given
an animal in relation to its body weight. Therefore, it is
extremely important for the person administering the drug to
know the exact dosage necessary to produce the intended result.
To insure that the drug is administered as painlessly as possible,
the person performing euthanasia must be skilled in the tech-
nique of injection. Barbiturates are controlled substances and
must be obtained, used, and stored according to federal regula-
tions enforced by the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration.
For these reasons, it is necessary for euthanasia technicians to
be thoroughly trained before using pentobarbital.

Types

Some barbiturate products are marketed specifically for animal
euthanasia, and new products with improvements are
periodically introduced. Because of the profusion of trade
names, care must be taken to make certain that a product is a
barbiturate. Some humane organizations have mistakenly used,
for example, succinyl choline, which is marketed under several
trade names. Succinyl choline is not a depressant but 2 muscle
relaxant derived from curare, which eventually causes death by
suffocation accompanied by intense anxiety. Chloral hydrate,
magnesium sulfate, strychnine and other poisons, while lethal,
are similarly condemned for euthanasia because they cause

distress and pain. s



Barbiturates for euthanasia can be given in two ways: by mouth
or by hypodermic injection. The oral method. however, unless
given in massive amounts, is so slow to take effect (one or two
hours), and correct lethal dosages are so uncertain as to be
impractical in normal animal shelter operations.

Sodium pentobarbital can be injected intravenously,
intraperitoneally, or intracardiacally. Intravenous injection is the
preferred route of administration because the effect of the drug
is rapid and reliable, and the skill level necessary for successful
injection is such that most shelter employees, with proper train-
ing, can attain it. Intravenous injection is usually done in the
cephalic or large veins in the foreleg. This method usually
requires a team of two people; one to compress the vein and
hold the animal, comforting and restraining it as necessary for
safe, painless injection, and the other person to do the injection.
In calm or previously tranquilized animals, a tourniquet may be
used to compress the vein so that the procedure can be done by
one person. For cats and small dogs, a needle of 21 or 22 gauge
* by 1”” is appropriate. For larger dogs, a 20 gauge needle by 1"’
should be used. The manufacturers recommendations for the
particular brand of sodium pentobarbital being used should be
followed to determine the amount of solution to be injected.
When the proper dose is given, unconsciousness should occur
in 20-30 seconds, and death follow within one to two minutes.

Intraperitoneal injection is the easiest route of administration, but
it requires double or triple the dose of sodium pentobarbital as
intravenous injection, and it may take several minutes for
unconsciousness and death to occur. However, this can be an
appropriate method to use in wild animals and animals that can-
not be easily handled. Animals should be put into a small cage
or enclosure after intraperitoneal injection, as a small percent-
age will go through a brief excitement stage before becoming
unconscious.

Intracardiac injection will produce almost instantaneous death
when the solution is injected directly into the heart. This method
has two disadvantages which make it a non-preferred route of
administration. First, the skill level required to hit the heart on
the first try, every time, is quite high. Second, if the needle
misses the heart and the solution is injected into the chest cavity
or lungs, it can cause the animal intense pain. If this method is
to be taught, training should only take place on unconscious
animals until a reliable skill level is achieved. Even then, it is
recommended that animals be pre-sedated before being injected
intracardiacally.

Traini
Shelter personnel must be instructed and supervised by a
veterinarian or other certified technician until they are

knowledgeable and proficient in the administration of
barbiturates.

A good training program should include the following topics:

® Characteristics of sodium pentobarbital and how it acts in the

physical system to euthanize an animal

Routes of administration — indications and characteristics

¢ Factors which affect sodium pentobarbital’s effectiveness

Tranquilizers and other types of chemical restraint
4

* Physical restraint of animals by handlers
* The euthanasia room, materials, and equipment

* Techniques for injection — IV and IP — including problem
situations.

® Verification of death
® Legal aspects of handling and storing a controlled substance
¢ Human safety in handling sodium pentobarbital

¢ Psychological problems (stress, anger, grief) of performing
euthanasia on animals

Obtaining Sodium Pentobarbital

Pentobarbital is a controlled substance. The Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) will permit its use for animal euthanasia
but requires certain completed forms beforehand. Some states
allow direct licensing to animal shelters without veterinarian
involvernent, in others it is necessary to order sodium pentobar-
bital through a veterinarian.

¢ If your state already allows direct licensing to animal shelters:

Contact your State Board of Pharmacy and your local DEA
office. They will send you the forms you need. Fill out and
return the forms. Use DEA form No. 222 to order pentobarbital.

¢ If your state does not yet allow the use of pentobarbital except
by a veterinarian:

Your staff or consultant veterinarian can register your location
with the State Board of Pharmacy and the DEA in his or her
name listing your agency as the location where the pentobarbital
is to be stored and administered. The veterinarian will then be
able to order pentobarbital for the shelter.

Your State Board of Pharmacy is generally located in the state
capitol. DEA offices are located in most major cities throughout
the United States. First check your phone book under ““U.S.
Department of Justice.”” If you are unable to find a location,
there is a list of regional DEA offices in the appendix of this
section. You will be able to acquire local DEA numbers from
your regional office.

After you obtain applicable registration, the shelter or a
veterinarian will need to order DEA form No.222, *‘Controlled
Substance Order Forms.”’

Also in the appendix of this section is a list of some companies
that manufacture sodium pentobarbital for animal euthanasia.

II. CARBON MONOXIDE

The use of carbon monoxide for euthanasia is based on anoxia,
or lack of oxygen. The body tissues must receive an adequate
supply of oxygen to continue functioning. Brain tissue is par-
ticularly sensitive to oxygen deficiency. When such a deficiency
occurs, unconsciousness develops, followed by death.
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Normally, the oxygen breathed by an animal diffuses through
the thin membranes of the alveoli (the air cells of the iungs) and
is absorbed by the hemoglobin in the blood to form
oxyhemoglobin. The oxygenated blood is circulated to all body
tissues, including the brain, by the arterial blood system. Since
carbon monoxide has an affinity for hemoglobin 250 times
greater than oxygen, anoxia can result when animals breathe a
relatively small quantity of carbon monoxide gas.

Before unconsciousness occurs, all of the senses are dulled or
lost. This makes carbon monoxide extremely dangerous to peo-
ple, because a person succumbing to carbon monoxide is unable
to smell or otherwise sense the danger. However, this lack of
warning signals and the sudden occurrence of unconsciousness
are the factors that make carbon monoxide a humane method of
euthanasia for animals.

An active animal, taking in more air than a resting animal, will
become unconscious much more rapidly. For this reason, a very
young animal or a sick or seriously injured animal will be
affected by carbon monoxide less rapidly than an active animal.

The use of a properly designed and constructed carbon monox-
ide chamber with suitable safeguards and bottled CO gas is an
acceptable way to euthanize animals.

Carbon monxide euthanasia should render animals unconscious
within two minutes or less. Death should occur immediately
after unconsciousness. Carbon monoxide is not recommended
for euthanizing animals under 8 weeks old.

The Carbon Monoxide Euthanasia Room

The room used to house the carbon monoxide charnber must be
used only for that purpose. It must be a separate room, marked
“‘private’” and equipped with a self-latching (normally locked)
door. Windows, if any, should be limited to skylights or to small
units near the ceiling. The public should not have ready access
to this area. Electrical installation, including lighting fixtures,
switching, and wiring should be of an approved explosion-
proof type.

A room exhaust fan, venting to the outside and in addition to the
fan in the chamber, should be installed. The fan should have suf-
ficient capacity to completely change the air in the room in one
minute. The fan should be wired so that it is on at all times
when the room is occupied.

A carbon monoxide sensing device should be installed in the
room near the chamber, and another near the CO source, to
sound an alarm whenever an accumulation of 1/10 of 1% or
more CO is present in the room. An alarm also should be con-
nected to sound in the office for additional safety.

The euthanasia equipment must be maintained in maximum
operating condition to insure humaneness. With this in mind, a
regular schedule of maintenance must be followed.

Direct, private access to a holding freezer, refrigerator, and/or
a crematory is recommended.

The Chamber

The lethal chamber can be an airtight cubic box of approx-
imately 36 cubic feet capacity. The amount of bottled gas
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needed to reach the necessary 5% concentration depends on the

size of the chamber, so larger chambers are more expensive to

operate.

The chamber is customarily constructed of masonry, steel plate,
or some similar impervious material. It should be equipped with
an airtight door to expedite animal handling and chamber
sanitation.

If the chamber is indoors, safety requires the provision of an
exhaust fan, venting to the outside of the lethal room and capable
of clearing the chamber in one minute. The fan is normally
wired to be automatically switched on and operating whenever
the chamber door is opened. An air-intake vent will be required
if the fan is operated in order to clear the chamber before the
door is opened. To reduce hazard potential from explosion or
pressure build-up inside the chamber, the exhaust fan duct
should include a gravity-weighted cap or closure. A small vent
is sometimes installed at the bottom of the lethal chamber to per-
mit oxygen to escape more rapidly as the carbon monoxide is
introduced. However, this should also be vented to the outside.

The chamber must be equipped with accurate temperature
gauges to insure that the internal temperature of the chamber
does not exceed 90°F (41.3°C).

The design of the chamber should allow for separation of
animals by species and size. A window and interior light must
be provided to facilitate observation, and to avoid plunging the
animals into tota] darkness when the door is shut.

The electrical installation should be of an approved explosion-
proof type.

More than one animal (where possible) may be placed in the
dolly or in the chamber or in individual cages. Do not over-
crowd or introduce incompatible animals, or live animals with
dead animals. Sick, old, or injured animals must be separately
caged within the chamber.

Animals should be left in the chamber with continuing gas
supply for a minimum of 20 minutes.

The chamber exhaust fan should be operated for approximately
five minutes, to clear the chamber of CO before the door is
opened and bodies removed.

Animals should be individually checked to insure death has
taken place, and the chamber should be thoroughly cleaned.
Maximum safety precautions should be observed at all times.

. CHLOROFORM

Chloroform is an inhalant anesthetic and when properly used
can bring about a reasonably quick and painless death.
Although the development of other means of euthanasia has
lessened the use of chloroform, it is still a suitable agent for
euthanizing birds, very small mammals and newborns, or for
emergencies in the field. Rabbits react badly to chloroform and
should not be killed in this way.

Liquid chloroform is irritating to the skin and mucous mem-
branes. It should be carefully dripped through a cone so that
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only the vapors reach the animal. It is also essential that the
animal have an adequate supply of air until it becomes
unconscious (several minutes), because too much chloroform at
the outset will cause a feeling of suffocation and the animal will
struggle and cry.

Chloroform is not flammable but it must not be used in the
presence of a flame because it forms phosgene, a lung irritant.

A chloroform box may be constructed of any durable material.
A wooden box is easier to clean if it is painted or varnished
heavily, or if it is lined with fiberglass, plastic or sheet metal.
The cone is made of 4" wire mesh.

The size of the box depends on individual needs. It should not
be larger than necessary, both for quick euthanasia and to save
expense. The box should not be airtight, as some air is
necessary to the action of the chloroform.

For euthanizing small mammals, a box 22 "”x18" and 18" is sug-
gested. For tiny birds, this space can be reduced by putting slots
on the inside to insert solid dividers. Since the animal must not
come in direct contact with the liquid chloroform, the drip cone
should be separated from the rest of the box by a plate with % ”
holes drilled at regular intervals (see drawings) to allow fumes
to enter. For this volume of air, a cone approximately 2% " in
diameter at the widest end and 5" long, tapered to a hole 4 "
to %2” in diameter should be sufficient. The top of the cone
should have a hinged cap that can be closed.

If necessary, these measurements may be doubled to make a
two-unit box, which can still use one cone, centered and
separated by plates with drilled holes as described in the
previous paragraph. In this case, the cone should be a little
Jarger, approximately 4" in diameter and 8" long.

The cone is filled with absorbent cotton to within 2" of the top.
The cotton should be changed occasionally to avoid its packing
down. Air through cotton and chloroform gives the best results.

Operation

The chloroform is dropped — not poured — into the cotton.
Generally, one half to two ounces should be used, depending on
the weight and number of animals to be euthanized. If no one
at the shelter knows how to use chloroform for euthanasia, a
veterinarian should be consulted for exact amounts. Over-dosage
and lack of air cause suffocation instead of humane death.

The lid of the box or cone is left open for a minute or two, until
the animal or animals become anesthetized. When no movement
is heard, the lid is closed, and the animals must be left in the
box for at least half an hour to make certain they will not revive.

The box should be cleaned after every use if possible. The cone
should be removed and the box turned on its side and washed
out with soap and hot water. When not in use, the box and cone
lids should be left open for airing.

CHLOROFORM FOR EMERGENCY USE

Place the bird or small animal in a paper bag or suitable box.
Saturate a small sponge or wad of absorbent cotton with 2 to 4
tablespoons of chloroform. Place cotton in container with the
bird or animal and close. Some air is necessary to the action
of the anesthetic and prevents suffocation. After 10 minutes,
open container, resaturate pad and repeat procedure. Since
chloroform is an anesthetic as well as a lethal agent depending
on the amount given, and since under emergency conditions it
is not always possible to judge the amount, never assume the
animal is dead. Always take it to the animal shelter where expert
observation is available.

PORTABLE CHLOROFORM BOX
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TWO UNIT CHLOROFORM BOX
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