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This playbook is one in a series meant to be used as guides as you explore 

how you can save more lives in your community. Getting to no-kill isn’t a 

one-size-fits-all proposition. Each community is unique, with its own chal-

lenges and resources, so the playbooks highlight a variety of communities 

and detail the various ways that leaders in those communities progressed 

to no-kill or have their communities firmly on that path. Of course, there are 

some common denominators: Collaboration, commitment, hard work and 

data-driven approaches to problem-solving are some of the factors that have 

taken these communities to lifesaving levels once believed to be unreach-

able. We hope that you will find the information in the playbooks helpful and 

inspirational as your community works to Save Them All®.

KEY PARTICIPANTS IN HELPING THE STATE OF UTAH TO BECOME 
NO-KILL: 
• One major nonprofit: Best Friends Animal Society

• Coalition of more than 50 animal welfare partners (shelters, rescue groups and other ani-
mal welfare service providers) located throughout the state of Utah

• The NKUT steering committee, which includes representatives from Salt Lake County Ani-
mal Services, the Humane Society of Utah, Davis County Animal Care and Control, Friends 
of Animals Utah, Community Animal Welfare Society and Best Friends Animal Society

SOME KEYS TO UTAH’S SUCCESS:
• Forming a coalition to bring about no-kill through collaborative efforts

• Marketing adoptable animals through numerous avenues, including retail-style adoption 
outlets and pet super adoption events

• Conducting high-volume statewide mobile and fixed low-cost spay/neuter clinics

• Achieving cause marketing breakthroughs with local businesses

• Creating innovative adoption promotions and programs to get especially high-risk animals 
(e.g., kittens, pit-bull-terrier-like dogs) out of shelters and into homes

• Implementing trap-neuter-return programs to keep community cats out of shelters
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Introduction
March 30, 2014, was a very special day for Utah’s animals. It was the day that Best Friends 
Animal Society and its coalition partners officially launched No-Kill Utah (NKUT), an initiative 
aimed at ending the killing of dogs and cats in shelters throughout the entire state of Utah by 
the year 2019. Led by Best Friends, NKUT brings together passionate individuals, shelters 
and a coalition of animal welfare organizations that share a common mission to make Utah a 
no-kill state. 

The plan is straightforward: provide spay/neuter services where they are needed most so 
fewer animals enter shelters and increase adoptions so that more animals are placed into 
new homes. The goal of NKUT is to achieve a save rate of at least 90 percent statewide, 
meaning that at least 90 percent of dogs and cats entering Utah shelters leave alive.

Great progress has been made so far. At the end of 2015, a total of 29 Utah communities 
had reached no-kill status by achieving a save rate of 90 percent or better. And the coali-
tion won’t stop until every shelter in the state is considered no-kill. In 2015, Utah’s statewide 
save rate for dogs and cats combined was 84.4 percent. To put that number in better per-
spective, in 1999, nearly 38,000 dogs and cats were killed in Utah’s shelters simply because 
they didn’t have a safe place to call home. Last year, that number was down to nearly 3,200.   

NKUT is modeled after No-Kill Los Angeles (NKLA), which Best Friends launched back in 
2012. Like NKLA, NKUT uses striking black and white photographs of homeless pets to ac-
company its no-kill messaging. “In Utah, NKUT is the final push to the finish line — the final 
push toward ending the killing for good,” wrote Julie Castle, Best Friends’ chief marketing 
and development officer, in a blog on the NKUT website. 

2

2
0

16
 B

ES
T

 F
R

IE
N

D
S

 N
A

T
IO

N
A

L 
C

O
N

FE
R

EN
C

E 
P

LA
YB

O
O

K
: 

S
T

A
T

E 
O

F 
U

T
A

H

State of Utah
2004 save rate: 55.6%

2015 save rate: 84.4%



Creation of a coalition
Best Friends Animal Society began outreach work in Salt Lake City in the early 1990s. In 
1994, Best Friends organized the first Utah’s Week for the Animals, a statewide promotion of 
adoption, spay/neuter and advocacy that grew to include K-12 humane education curricula 
and the first Strut Your Mutt, which has since blossomed into a national grassroots fund-
raiser for rescue groups.

In 2000, Best Friends built on that foundation by launching No More Homeless Pets in Utah, 
a separate nonprofit sponsored by Maddie’s Fund that was designed to lead a coalition of 
shelters, rescue groups, businesses and government leaders. Their work cut shelter killing 
almost in half by pioneering the coalition model, which is based on the principle that coali-
tion partners can accomplish more by working together than on their own. In 1999, the year 
before the coalition was formed, the statewide save rate was just 43 percent. Largely as 
a result of coalition members’ efforts, the save rate climbed to 84.4 percent by the end of 
2015. Since the coalition began, more than 137,000 adoptions and more than 345,000 spay/
neuter surgeries have been supported or performed by Best Friends. 

No More Homeless Pets in Utah introduced the following to Utah (and, in some cases, to the 
entire animal welfare movement): marketing adoptable animals through numerous avenues, 
including retail-style adoption outlets and pet super adoption events; conducting high-vol-
ume statewide mobile and fixed low-cost spay/neuter clinics; and brokering creative and in-
novative cause-marketing partnerships. Cause marketing efforts have included a partnership 
with Squatters Brewery (which donates 5 cents from the purchase of every bottle of Chasing 
Tail Ale to Best Friends). 

In 2011, No More Homeless Pets in Utah was re-absorbed by Best Friends Animal Society 
and renamed Best Friends Animal Society–Utah, with a special focus on helping two of the 
largest municipal shelters in the state, Salt Lake County Animal Services (SLCoAS) and West 
Valley City Animal Services (WVCAS).

Best Friends’ collaboration with these two shelters has proven invaluable for saving home-
less pets in Utah and led to the formation of the NKUT Coalition. Both Salt Lake County 
Animal Services and West Valley City Animal Services have been transformed into no-kill 
shelters, each with a save rate of more than 93 percent for all of 2015. 

Two more of the state’s largest municipal shelters have also made similar commitments. In 
2014, Davis County Animal Care & Control made a formal commitment with Best Friends–
Utah to become no-kill and nearly achieved a 90 percent save rate in 2015. South Utah Val-
ley Animal Shelter made the same no-kill commitment in 2015.

Today, the NKUT Coalition continues to run lifesaving programs that help Utah shelters 
increase the number of pets adopted and decrease the number of pets entering shelters. 
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Best Friends–Utah has a number of partnerships with shelters, providing them with the tools 
and resources they need to save lives, such as fundraising events, adoption promotions, 
stipends and more.

In 2013, Best Friends–Utah, in collaboration with Salt Lake County Animal Services, opened 
the Best Friends Kitten Nursery in Salt Lake City. In 2014, the nursery was moved to a larger 
location and the partnership was expanded to include four other area shelters. Best Friends–
Utah’s shelter partners send kittens (those less than two months old and weighing less than 
two pounds) to the nursery, where they receive around-the-clock care, including bottle-
feeding every two hours. This intensive care, which most shelters don’t have the resources 
to provide, is crucial for kittens’ survival.

All of these collaborative efforts are bringing a no-kill Utah well within reach. We’re not there 
yet, however. In 2015, nearly 3,200 dogs and cats were killed in Utah shelters for the simple 
reason that they didn’t have a safe place to call home. To reach our benchmark of a 90 
percent save rate, nine more dogs and cats per day need to be saved. By working together, 
Best Friends–Utah and its NKUT Coalition rescue groups and shelter partners are deter-
mined to achieve that goal.
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Adoption promotions & programs
Creative adoption promotions and programs have been initiated in Utah to make adopting 
more appealing and accessible to the public. In 2013, Best Friends opened the Best Friends 
Pet Adoption Center in Salt Lake City’s Sugar House neighborhood. The adoption center is 
a lifesaving force in Salt Lake City. It gives homeless pets their best chance to find forever 
homes and is a warm, inviting space where visitors can find their new best friends. Each pet 
at the center comes from a local Utah shelter or the Best Friends Kitten Nursery, and each 
one is microchipped, vaccinated, spayed or neutered, and ready to go home with a new 
family after a short application and interview process. In 2015, 1,894 cats and dogs found 
their homes through the center. 

Other adoption program innovations include pet super adoptions, large-scale adoption 
events in which hundreds of animals from dozens of groups and shelters are adopted over 
the course of a weekend. Traditionally, Best Friends has hosted these events, but recently 
individual shelters have begun organizing and hosting their own super adoptions. One ex-
ample is SLCoAS’s Pet-a-Palooza.

To increase adoptions, SLCoAS expanded its hours in 2013, staying open later in the 
evenings and on the weekends, to accommodate people who have a nine-to-five work 
schedule. In addition, the shelter is improving the process of matching pets with the right 
people. The behavior team evaluates the animals and their behavior, and then categorizes 
the animals accordingly. Volunteers are trained to work with dogs with different types of 
behavior challenges to give the dogs the skills they need to make them more adoptable. 
Staff members use the information provided by both the volunteers and the behavior team 
to recommend adoption matches to prospective adopters. These efforts by shelter staff and 
volunteers have helped keep the shelter’s return numbers low. 

Davis County Animal Care & Control hosts three to four on-site adoption events each year 
through a partnership with Best Friends–Utah. Best Friends provides marketing support, 
including print and radio ads, and subsidizes adoption fees so that the shelter can offer the 
public more affordable adoption prices. So far, the events have proven to be quite successful.

Since officially partnering with Best Friends in 2015, South Utah Valley Animal Services  
(SUVAS) has been working hard to increase the number of adoptions. Through a staffing 
grant from Best Friends–Utah, SUVAS was able to hire its first-ever part-time adoption coor-
dinator. In addition, NKLA provided NKUT with an old mobile adoptions vehicle, which has 
since been cleaned up and given to SUVAS for mobile adoption efforts.

Overall, offering reduced adoption fees during holidays and special events, as well as for spe-
cific types of pets, has proven to be an effective tactic for increasing adoptions and reducing 
shelter populations at Davis County, SLCoAS and the Best Friends Pet Adoption Center.
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Low-cost & free spay/neuter  
programs
To help prevent unwanted litters, and therefore reduce the number of animals entering shel-
ters, Best Friends–Utah offers discounted and free spay/neuter services at its clinic in Orem, 
Utah. In late 2015, Best Friends opened a second spay/neuter clinic in Ogden to provide the 
same services for residents and their pets in northern Utah. 

Best Friends–Utah’s targeted low-income assistance program provides spay/neuter for pets 
of Utah residents who are experiencing financial difficulty. Vouchers can be used at partici-
pating vet clinics throughout the state. There are a limited number of vouchers per month 
and priority is given to residents of Salt Lake County, Davis County, Utah County, Weber 
County and Washington County. To be considered for the program, a pet owner’s income 
level cannot exceed 200 percent of the federal poverty line. SLCoAS also provides low-cost 
and free sterilizations for pets of area residents.

Since the Utah coalition began in 2000, more than 345,000 spay/neuter surgeries have been 
supported or performed by Best Friends. 
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Community cats & TNR programs
Throughout the U.S., community cats (also known as feral, stray or free-roaming cats) are at 
great risk of being killed if they enter shelters. In 2015, about 78 percent of the animals who 
died in Utah shelters were cats and kittens.

Since community cats often don’t get out of shelters alive, Best Friends helps ensure that 
they do not end up there by organizing and operating humane trap-neuter-return (TNR) pro-
grams and encouraging shelter-neuter-return (SNR) programs. Trap-neuter-return is a com-
prehensive management plan in which healthy community cats are spayed or neutered, vac-
cinated and then returned to their outdoor communities. In SNR, community cats brought to 
the shelter are spayed or neutered, vaccinated and returned to their communities.

Evidence accumulated over the last 20 years shows that trap-and-kill programs, the tradi-
tional method for controlling community cat populations, are not only inhumane, they are 
ineffective. With trap and kill, any remaining cats continue to breed, and the population 
continues to grow.

TNR has proven to be an effective and humane method of reducing the number of commu-
nity cats over time by stopping them from breeding. Not only does TNR save tax dollars by 
reducing the number of animals entering government-operated shelters, it also helps ensure 
that each cat has a happier, healthier life. In addition, a comprehensive TNR program helps 
minimize breeding-related nuisance behaviors, such as late-night howling and urine spraying.

Best Friends’ community cat spay/neuter voucher program was created to keep community 
cats out of shelters, while gradually and humanely reducing their numbers. Through this 
program, Best Friends offers free spay and neuter vouchers, redeemable at participating 
veterinarians, to qualifying Utah residents. 

Best Friends–Utah also provides community outreach and support services to help commu-
nity cats stay safe and remain in their neighborhoods. These services include free consulta-
tion with Best Friends experts to resolve neighborhood conflicts about community cats, and 
information about humane deterrents to keep cats away from areas where they are unsafe or 
unwanted. Community cat caregivers are given trapping instructions, trap loans and winter 
shelters to keep community cats safe from the elements.

For several years, Best Friends–Utah has worked on community cat issues with two of the 
state’s largest animal shelters (SLCoAS and WVCAS) and, more recently, with Davis County. 
These partnerships have helped save scores of cats in Utah. In 2015, SLCoAS’s save rate for 
cats was 89.7 percent, compared to 48 percent in 2009, the year that the partnership began. 
WVCAS’s save rate for cats in 2015 rose to 93.3 percent, almost triple the 36 percent save 
rate of 2011. And Davis County’s save rate for cats skyrocketed to 84.7 percent in 2015, up 
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from 26.4 percent in 2012. TNR and SNR programs are a critical part of these successful 
lifesaving partnerships. 

In 2012 and 2013, Best Friends provided the staffing needed for SLCoAS to operate a 
jurisdiction-wide SNR program based on Utah’s innovative Community Cat Act. Under this 
program, SLCoAS spays or neuters, vaccinates and ear-tips all community cats who enter 
the shelter, then releases the cats back to their neighborhoods. Because some community 
cats can’t be returned to their original environment (e.g., because the building where they 
were living is being torn down), options for relocation spots were explored before the pro-
gram was launched. In 2014, SLCoAS was able to assume full financial responsibility for its 
SNR staffing needs. 

Best Friends also maintains a TNR/SNR partnership with Murray Animal Services, a small 
shelter located in Salt Lake County. Through the partnership, Best Friends provides a part-
time support staff member on an as-needed basis. As a result, Murray Animal Services’ cat 
save rate increased from 72.7 percent in 2012 to 86.4 percent in 2015. 

In the south end of Utah County, Best Friends expanded limited TNR to the city of Santa-
quin, where the chief of police personally requested assistance from Best Friends to address 
the “cat problem.”
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Pit Crew 
Pit bull terriers make up a disproportionately high percentage of the pets killed in shelters. 
Best Friends–Utah works with the SLCoAS Pit Crew program to help more pit-bull-terrier-
like dogs find homes and ensure that every dog, no matter his or her breed, is treated like an 
individual. In 2008, the live release rate for pit bull terriers and pit bull terrier mixes at  
SLCoAS was just 60.9 percent, way below the 89 percent live release rate for other dogs at 
the shelter. SLCoAS knew something had to be done, so in 2009, SLCoAS started the Salt 
Lake County Pit Crew. 

The program is working. In 2012, SLCoAS’s live release rate for pit bull terriers and pit bull 
terrier mixes was 82.4 percent and for 2015, it was an amazing 95.9 percent. Here are a few 
of the approaches that have been used to help dogs: 

• Adoption events to promote the adoption of pit bull terriers and provide dog care and 
training resources. These events educate the public about pit-bull-terrier-like dogs, dispel-
ling myths and misperceptions; offer free vaccinations and microchips; and provide effec-
tive tools to help people socialize their dogs and keep them safe. 

• Low-cost spay/neuter resources for families with pit bull terriers in the Salt Lake County 
area, which helps decrease the number of these types of dogs entering shelters in the 
future. SLCoAS provides free spay/neuter at its own clinic for pit-bull-terrier-like dogs.

• Play groups designed to alleviate boredom and stress for dogs with longer hold times and 
longer shelter stays, both of which often lead to deteriorating behaviors. In 2013, SLCoAS 
started supervised play groups with all dogs, regardless of breed. This type of supervised 
socialization helps reduce dogs’ stress and improve their overall quality of life. It also gives 
the shelter staff helpful information about each dog to share with potential adopters and to 
use to identify additional training and care needs for particular dogs.

• Enrichment and training programs led by a team of animal behavior specialists to help 
the dogs develop skills that make them more attractive to potential adopters. For example, 
dogs are taught cues such as sit, shake, down and stay. And the dogs are often given food 
enrichment toys such as Kongs and popsicles to keep them busy and stimulated when 
they’re alone in their kennels.

• A Pit Crew Emergency Fund, in partnership with Utah FACES (Friends for Animal Care 
and Effective Solutions), to help care for pit bull terriers who enter the shelter with some 
type of injury. 

• An expanded focus, implemented in 2015, to support all dogs who are likely to experi-
ence longer stays at the shelter. This includes dogs with behavioral challenges (e.g., fear-
ful, shy, lacking skills or impulse control), sick and injured dogs, and senior dogs.
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Best Friends Kitten Nursery
When it comes to ending the killing of pets in shelters, sometimes the smallest things have 
the biggest impact. That’s why Best Friends–Utah is focusing on saving kittens, some of 
the most at-risk pets in shelters. Government-operated municipal shelters do not have the 
staff, facilities, volunteers and other resources required to provide around-the-clock care to 
orphaned kittens. With that in mind, the Best Friends Kitten Nursery opened in March 2014 
in Salt Lake City. Every day, staff and volunteers care for up to 200 orphaned kittens (under 
two months of age and less than two pounds in weight), as well as nursing mothers and their 
kittens.

In 2015, about 78 percent of all shelter deaths in the state were cats and kittens. It has 
become clear that for Utah to become no-kill, efforts need to be sharply focused on saving 
more cats in shelters, especially newborn kittens. So, each kitten who comes to South Salt 
Lake Animal Services, West Valley City Animal Services, West Jordan Animal Services, Davis 
County Animal Care & Control and Salt Lake County Animal Services now moves on to the 
Best Friends Kitten Nursery for care.

Operating 24 hours a day, seven days a week, the nursery has lots of space to help kittens 
grow, and a separate studio for nursing mothers and their kittens. The nursery’s team of staff 
members, volunteers and foster homes provide around-the-clock care for every kitten. Some 
of their duties include preparing food to fill kitten bellies, bottle-feeding every two hours, do-
ing lots of laundry and making sure each kitten is kept warm. No matter the task, the goal is 
to provide each kitten with all the TLC he or she needs to thrive and then be adopted.

The Best Friends Kitten Nursery, which now operates in a stand-alone facility, has partner-
ships with the five shelters mentioned above. In 2015, the nursery took in 1,341 kittens. 
With the beginning of the 2016 kitten season, the nursery has expanded its reach to all eight 
municipal shelters in Salt Lake County and plans to save more than 1,500 kittens this year.
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Best Friends pet food pantry
One critical step in helping to make Utah a no-kill state is providing residents with resources 
so they can avoid relinquishing their pets to shelters. Many people feel forced to give up 
their pets when they can no longer afford to feed them. In January 2014, a pet food pantry 
was opened at the Best Friends Pet Adoption Center in Salt Lake City.

The pet food pantry provides pet food to the pets of low-income residents and community 
cat caregivers. To receive pet food from the pantry, Utah residents must show proof of low-
income (food stamp card, Medicaid card or proof of participation in a low-income assistance 
program). Low-income residents must also provide information about their pets (number of 
animals, size, etc.) and all pets must be spayed or neutered. 

Qualifying Utah residents who have pets may receive pet food up to four times a year. Re-
quests for food can be made online or by phone, and residents are notified when their food 
is available for pickup. In 2015, almost 55,000 pounds of food was distributed to help nearly 
10,000 cats and 765 dogs.

Best Friends–Utah also received a number of generous pet food pantry donations in 2015. 
Merrick Pet Care donated a large amount of cat food, Best Damn Apple Brewery donated 
$10,000 and Nature’s Variety, the main pet food sponsor for Best Friends Animal Society, 
matched that donation so that the pet food pantry is slated to receive $20,000 worth of Na-
ture’s Variety pet food in 2016. Utah Food Pantry has also started sending Best Friends their 
extra donated pet food.
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What’s next for Utah
To create a no-kill state, Utahns must work together to maintain the no-kill save rate (90 
percent or more) for dogs and also increase the number of cats leaving shelters alive in order 
to achieve no-kill for cats. In addition to increasing the number of kittens saved through the 
Best Friends Kitten Nursery, the NKUT Coalition is working to expand TNR efforts in jurisdic-
tions that allow the program. Change is happening rapidly: In 2014, nearly every city in Davis 
County approved TNR, and this effort will continue in Weber and Utah counties. In 2015, 
Sandy City approved the use of TNR, and we hope to add Weber County and West Jordan 
City to the list in 2016.

With the increased exposure that the NKUT initiative has brought to the no-kill movement 
in Utah, even more organizations are seeking to become members of the coalition. With the 
targeted work of these groups, the goal for 2016 is to transfer 6,950 animals out of shelters 
and into the coalition’s various adoption programs.

In summary, the NKUT Coalition has a number of plans for 2016, including these:

• Increase the save rate for cats

• Maintain no-kill status for dogs

• Expand TNR and SNR programs into Utah and Weber counties

• Save 1,500 kittens via the Best Friends Kitten Nursery

• Increase the number of coalition members

• Transfer 6,950 animals out of shelters and into NKUT Coalition adoption programs

• Create a NKUT Coalition grant program to help increase lifesaving capacity
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PRESENTERS
Arlyn Bradshaw serves as the executive director 
of Best Friends Animal Society–Utah, overseeing 
the lifesaving programs that are turning Utah into 
a no-kill state. Together with the NKUT (No-Kill 
Utah) initiative and its coalition of more than 50 
animal welfare organizations, Best Friends–Utah 
runs its own pet adoption center, kitten nursery 
and two spay/neuter clinics. 

In addition to Arlyn’s work with Best Friends, 
he is also an elected member of the Salt Lake 
County Council. Among his top priorities as an 
elected official is ensuring that Salt Lake County 
Animal Services — the largest animal services 
agency in the state — maintains its status as a 
no-kill shelter. 

Arlyn graduated from the University of Utah with 
a bachelor’s degree in political science and a 
master’s degree in public administration. Prior 
to Best Friends, he worked at the University of 
Utah as the assistant dean of students. Original-
ly from rural Idaho, Arlyn has been active in Utah 
politics and the University of Utah community for 
more than a decade. He lives in Salt Lake City 
with his partner, Neil Webster. They have three 
rescued pit bulls, Bella, Atticus and Sweet Pea, 
and a dachshund named Fritz.
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Sandy Nelson is the NKUT (No-Kill Utah) man-
ager for Best Friends. In this role, she oversees 
the NKUT Coalition, shelter outreach, events 
and outreach, and the community cats program.

After working for 12 years in the private sector, 
Sandy decided to follow her passion for mak-
ing a difference and made the leap to animal 
welfare. For two years, she was the marketing 
and communications coordinator for Salt Lake 
County Animal Services (SLCoAS), Utah’s larg-
est no-kill municipal shelter. At SLCoAS, Sandy 
truly learned about giving animals a voice and 
engaging communities to make a difference. As 
an added bonus, she found her love of cats and, 
in particular, big-cheeked toms.

In February 2015, Sandy brought her knowledge 
and experience to Best Friends Animal Society 
in the role of NKUT manager.

A Utah native, Sandy attended Utah State Uni-
versity, receiving a Bachelor of Science degree 
in sociology. In addition to her love of animals, 
she is an outdoors enthusiast who loves every-
thing from snowboarding in the winter to camp-
ing in the summer. She shares her home with 
her partner, Ben, and their two beagles, Buster 
and Lola. 


