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As the recession increases financial burdens, pet owners are forced to surrender their animals.

A 5-year-old bicolor Saint Bernard named Jah-Jah sits in a stall about four feet wide and 15 feet long. The 153-pound dog runs and hides in the alcove behind his quarters whenever humans walk by and peer. He flinches at the barks of unknown dogs echoing through the halls of the Greenhill Humane Society.

Although long considered “man’s best friend,” dogs like Jah-Jah are given up for adoption and left behind daily. The economy’s downward trend has made matters worse for domestic animals as an increasing number of people lose their jobs or homes.



Kato, a full-grown Akita pit bull mix, has waited six months for the right experienced adopter to come to Greenhill Humane Society.

Jah-Jah’s original owner, Dana Doyel, cared for him since he was 8 weeks old, but she had to give up her beloved dog when the recession worsened. 

In May 2008, Doyel decided to take a few months off from her job as office manager at Mountain Rose Herbs. She needed some time to visit her sister, who was diagnosed with terminal cancer, and she planned to return to work in September 2008.

Shortly after, Doyel noticed the recession deepen and people were losing jobs left and right. Doyel’s company couldn’t afford to hire her back. As of that summer, Doyel had two Saint Bernards, two small dogs, and several cats. 

Being a single mother and homeowner with children and animals, she had a full house to care for. “My savings went out the window,” she said, and she started thinking seriously about her financial situation with her expensive dogs.

“I was buying 40 pounds of dog food every eight days,” Doyel said, which added up to several hundred dollars spent on dog food each month. Doyel said Saint Bernards are expensive animals to care for because of breed-related health problems that require costly food.

Doyel’s sister died in January, and she had to travel to Virginia to attend the funeral. She planned to look for work when she got back, but she fell during her visit and broke her ankle. “I had to get an operation; I had completely mangled my leg,” Doyel said. She had no health insurance at the time, adding to her financial plight.

Doyel gave her physical and financial dilemmas great thought, as her doctor said she would not be able to walk or look for work until summer. “It was not fair to ask others to take on my responsibilities,” she said.



Milo is one of several rabbits and other animals that are part of Greenhill's newly established small animal room.

Doyel, a Eugene resident for 17 years, often heard of Greenhill Humane Society. In April 2009, after talking to Theresa Iverson, the Greenhill kennel manager, Doyel finally made the decision to give away her best-behaved dog, Jah-Jah. Doyel said she thought Jah-Jah’s mild temperament would make him readily adoptable. And because he was also her most expensive dog to care for, finding him a new home would relieve her financial burden. 

Iverson promised to call Doyel if Jah-Jah couldn’t find a home because Doyel said she would rather take the dog back than allow him to be euthanized. Greenhill found Jah-Jah a good home the same day he was dropped off.

An increasing need for homes
The recession caused a noticeable increase in relinquished animals, including dogs and cats, Greenhill Executive Director Cary Lieberman said. Since the fall of 2008, Greenhill has been progressively receiving more calls each month.

“It started hitting us hard in December and January this year and has been going strong,” Lieberman said. “People are relinquishing animals, wanting to keep them, but have a limitation that is financially based, such as no home.” 

Lieberman said more purebreds, puppies, and older animals are being surrendered now compared with last year. He also noticed a larger number of surrendered cats. Dogs are usually adopted within 14 days, and cats average 20 days. 

However, Lieberman said the shelter requires a thorough screening before allowing an owner to relinquish an animal. The conversation can last up to an hour. “Most people don’t want to give up their animals, so we talk a lot about why they’re giving them up.” 

Incorporated in 1944, the Greenhill Humane Society is a public-benefit corporation, established to perform a public service. Since its onset, Greenhill has played a leading role in providing shelter and adoption services for animals in Eugene. 

The shelter, which is located on 20 acres of land on the outskirts of Eugene toward Veneta, only accepts certain animals: dogs, cats, and small animals such as rabbits and hamsters.


Executive Director Cary Lieberman.

“We don’t have a license for strays,” Lieberman said. “All animals are owner released, except for transfers from other organizations.” 

About 40 percent of Greenhill’s animals are transfers from other shelters with time restrictions, which means that if a healthy animal has not been adopted within a certain length of time from another shelter, Greenhill will take the animal and attempt to find it a home. Because of space restrictions, shelters have different rules regarding the time an animal can stay if not adopted. Local shelters transfer animals to other shelters to avoid euthanization unless an animal has an unpleasant behavioral problem like biting. 

The high cost of high demands
The economy is also affecting Greenhill’s budget, which relies entirely on donations. Donations are not down very much compared with last year, but an increase in demand for services places a greater strain on the shelter’s resources.

While Greenhill found homes for almost 2,000 animals last year, the current increase in surrendered animals and decrease in funds make it more challenging for the shelter to reach its goal of helping every animal find a home.

 Animal adoption is accomplished with the efforts of 23 full-time staff, 13 board members, and about 200 volunteers. Last year, Greenhill’s Volunteer Program reached a record high of 16,928 volunteer hours.

Greenhill only accommodates owner-relinquished animals, but other shelters exist in Eugene to harbor stray animals that are either lost or abandoned by owners. 

Tom Howard, operations supervisor at Lane County Animal Services, noticed a similar trend in his organization, which is only licensed to accept strays. 

“There is a little increase, but nothing to be alarmed about,” Howard said, regarding the increase in relinquished animals. He particularly noticed more stray cats during this recession.

Howard also saw an increase in people who can’t afford to feed their animals. He said many local businesses and community members donate 
animal food to his organization to help with this increasing problem. 

“The community steps [up] when we really need them,” Howard said. 

Howard’s shelter readily provides animal food to those in need based on community donations. “If 
you can’t feed your animal, we will give you food until you get the resources,” he said.

Iverson also noticed an increase in relinquished animals. Last fall, Iverson averaged about 20 to 25 calls each week, while the number has increased to about 35 to 45 calls a week. During some weeks this spring she has received more than 50 calls from pet owners.

Iverson said financial problems caused some people to lose their homes with yards. They had to move to smaller residences and no longer had room for their pets. Some apartment complexes restrict certain breeds like German shepherds, rottweilers, and pit bull terriers, making it especially difficult to find homes for these animals. This restriction caused Iverson to make a waiting list of two months for such breeds to avoid overcrowding the kennel.

 The number of dogs allowed in the kennel “depends on how much room we have,” Iverson said. Owners must wait before they can relinquish their animals to Greenhill if it’s too full. Greenhill finds homes for the animals already in their shelter before they accept new animals. They give priority to easily adopted animals, such as puppies and small breeds.



Prospective adoptees can find themselves deluged by the selection of animals in need, but some nonetheless find a special connection with an animal.

Iverson said cat owners are responsible for keeping their cats for as long as 12 weeks until Greenhill can make room for them.

Iverson said the typical kennel intake requires an initial interview over the phone. “I have pre-qualified questions that I ask them.” She disqualifies dogs with certain behaviors, like biting, and refers those to other local animal rescues. “They have to be friendly, outgoing, social, and they can’t snap, growl, or do anything aggressive,” she said.

Becoming foster parents
Greenhill makes animals more readily adoptable by preparing them with behavioral training through a special service called the Foster Care Program. Foster care volunteers open their homes to animals that are sick, injured, or young until they are ready for adoption. The shelter screens volunteers with background checks before allowing them to foster animals.  

 “We want to make sure that our foster parents and volunteers do not have any history of violence, particularly towards animals,” foster care assistant Kyla Coy said. 

Renee Watts, a local dentist and the Greenhill board president, has been a foster care volunteer for a little more than two years.

As board president, Watts oversees Greenhill’s budget, but she wanted to get more involved, so she began fostering. She volunteers up to 10 hours each week.

“I’ve fostered about eight dogs,” Watts said. “The average foster is three weeks, sometimes longer.” Greenhill provides a lot of support during the foster experience. “If it’s a behaviorally challenged animal, they’ll provide trainers,” Watts said. “They make sure the animal is comfortable.” If necessary, foster owners meet with a trainer a couple times a week. 

Watts said a greater number of surrendered animals caused a larger need for foster care. “The number of animals needing foster care is increasing because we are trying to save more animals to get them into homes,” she said. 

A new home
Jah-Jah was one of the lucky dogs that didn’t need foster care. He was at Greenhill for less than half a day before Virginia Gutman came to visit the humane society. Gutman had fond memories of her 13-year-old Saint Bernard who passed away, so she couldn’t resist adopting Jah-Jah.

Gutman says Jah-Jah had trouble eating at first because of separation anxiety. She said she thinks he is happy now, but it is hard to tell because Saint Bernards always have a characteristic sad, droopy look. “He just wants all the affection he can get,” Gutman said. “He’s very loving—just a sweetheart.”



Chihuahua Baby Rose recovers from surgery in the Greenhill veterinary clinic. The clinic can provide 3,700 spays and unlimited neuters every year. The onsite veterinarian clinic allows animals to recover from surgery away from the sometimes chaotic kennels.

Gutman loves Jah-Jah and has already made him comfortable in her home. “He’ll be indoors most of the time, but I’m trying to get a fenced area for him,” she said.

Gutman plans to change Jah-Jah’s name to Zach, in memory of her first Saint Bernard. She said he already responds favorably to his new name.

Another relinquished dog found a home through Greenhill, and another human found companionship in the age-old tradition of canine domestication. 

Dana Doyel, with one less responsibility to attend to, can now wait for her ankle to heal so that she can seek a job within the next few months.

“All in all, the experience I had was awesome,” Doyel said about Greenhill. “I couldn’t be happier.”

Doyel said Jah-Jah is one of the world’s most incredible animals. “That particular dog is gold. Some lucky person got an incredibly awesome dog for much less than he’s worth.” 

Gutman said she made Jah-Jah a new member of her family.

“We’ll love him ’til the end.”

