Humane Euthanasia in Animal Shelters Act 
 

The Humane Euthanasia in Animal Shelters Act will be introduced in the 2009 legislative session.  This bill would require humane euthanasia by injection, or oral ingestion, of sodium pentobarbital or its equivalent, for the 250,000 animals killed in our state's animal shelters yearly.  Many animals now die by cruel and outdated methods that are unsafe, even dangerous for workers and more costly for the taxpayers.  

 

The numbers: 64 North Carolina animal shelters euthanize animals by injection of sodium pentobarbital, the same method used in veterinarians' offices.  Euthanasia By Injection (EBI) is the method recommended by every national humane organization and the National Animal Control Association.  

 

 32 North Carolina shelters utilize gas chambers as the primary euthanasia method.  Groups of animals are slowly asphyxiated by poisonous Carbon Monoxide until they finally succomb, sometimes gagging, gasping for breath, beating their heads against the chamber walls and clawing to escape.  Many animals survive the first gassing, only to repeat the process. In violation of state law young, sick injured, or old animals are often gassed as well. These animals have impaired or underdeveloped lungs which means it takes longer for them to die this way. A 2004 North Carolina Department of Labor Inspection Report for Sampson County Animal Control describes,  "The animal begins to struggle because it cannot breathe...They wait approximately 10 minutes until the animal stops making sounds…" 

Most of these shelters do use EBI for certain animals and have access to the drug for all animals.  It is actually safer to sedate aggressive animals and then euthanize them with lethal injection than drag them into a gas chamber.  

 

The dangers to workers: Carbon monoxide gas is odorless and colorless, and shelter workers may not even know they are breathing it. It is a deadly gas, and even inhaling low levels can cause dizziness, tinnitus, blurred vision, nausea, speech impairment, confusion, loss of consciousness and even death. Long term effects even from low level chronic exposure can include blood disorders, cardiovascular disease, neurologic, memory and other cognitive impairment; convulsions, and damage to lungs.

North Carolina shelter workers have been exposed to dangerous levels of CO gas: In one report gas monitor readings showed employee overexposure to carbon monoxide, which the officer believed "is occurring when the chamber door is opened to remove the animal." North Carolina Department of Labor inspection for Sampson County Animal Control in 2004  Another report stated, "[T]he chamber is leaking and … there were visible cracks as well as an insufficient gasket around door. There is also no mechanism to facilitate venting of this unit. …It appears that this CO chamber even with corrections employed at this time will pose a significant risk to the safety and life of the operator." 2007 N.C. Dept. of Ag inspection for Montgomery County Animal Control. See further similar inspection reports in 2004 for Rockingham County; 2006 for Columbus, Granville and Davidson Counties; and 2007 for Stokes and Randolph Counties. Excerpts of these reports are attached.
CO gas is also explosive at levels above 10%. An explosion in the Iredell County gas chamber in 2008 revealed that contrary to recommendations, the equipment in the vicinity of the chamber was not explosion proof. A shelter worker was in the room at the time and other personnel were near by. 
 

The animals don’t always die in gas chambers:  Some shelter personnel have admitted to breaking kittens' and puppies' necks with shovels when they would not die from CO, or drowning animals in buckets of water.  Pets have also been thrown against walls and beaten.    

 

 Training and cost:  Some training for EBI has been offered at no charge by American Humane Association and the Humane Society of the United States.  Euthanasia by injection can be less expensive than using carbon monoxide gas chambers.  Additionally, there is no equipment maintenance for injection.  A cost study is attached.  For more information, contact Michele King, North Carolina Coalition for Humane Euthanasia nccoalition@yahoo.com or 828-584-6111.
