
TOWN LAKE ANIMAL CENTER 

MOBILE SPAY/NEUTER PROGRAM 

PROGRAM EVALUATION 
 

 

 
 

 

Evaluation Prepared by: 

 

Blake Dawgert    Yong Xu 

dawgert@yahoo.com   xuyong@mail.utexas.edu 

 

Eve Richter      Beverly Silas 

5642 Oak Blvd.    4613 Destiny’s Gate Drive 

Austin, TX  78735    Austin, TX  78735 

(916) 752-8795    (512) 837-7777 

everichter@mail.utexas.edu  bsilas@mail.utexas.edu 

 

for: 

 

Dorinda Pulliam, Town Lake Animal Center 

 

as Part of the Curriculum at: 

 

The LBJ School of Public Affairs 

at 

The University of Texas at Austin 

 

December 19, 2005 

mailto:dawgert@yahoo.com
mailto:xuyong@mail.utexas.edu
mailto:everichter@mail.utexas.edu
mailto:bsilas@mail.utexas.edu


 1 

Executive Summary 
 

 
Background 
 
 The Town Lake Animal Center (TLAC) in conjunction with Emancipet 
sponsors a  mobile no-cost spay/neuter program East, South and Southeast 
areas of Austin and Travis County.  The program is operated two days a week for 
nine months of the year (January-September) and one day per week for the 
remainder of the year, at a cost of $1,200 per clinic.  Approximately 40 animals 
are altered, given rabies shots and licensed with the city for each clinic 
performed, at no cost to residents of the target areas and those with City of 
Austin Medical Assistance Program (MAP) cards.  Our charge was to conduct an 
evaluation of the effectiveness of this program. 
 
Analysis & Conclusions 
 
 We analyzed intake and alteration data on cats and dogs for both the 
program and non-program areas for the past six years, including one year of pre-
program data and five years of post-program data.  We compared rates of 
change over the time period, as well as the relationships between animals 
surrendered and animals altered within the program area.  The analysis indicates 
that the program is effective.  Dog intake in the program area declined during the 
program period, whereas dog intake in the non-program area increased.  Cat 
intake increased in both the program and non-program areas, but the rate was 
more than three times greater in the non-program area.     
 

Therefore, while we cannot conclude with absolute certainty that the 
positive results seen in the program area are a direct result of the free 
spay/neuter program, a reasonable inference can be drawn that the program is 
having a significant effect.  With dogs, the result is an actual decline in intake 
numbers, while with cats the effect is more of keeping a lid on growth of intake, 
rather than achieving actual decline. 
 
Recommendations 
 
 Since the program appears to be effective, we recommend increasing the 
number of clinics sponsored to two days per week year-round, and more days 
per week if financially feasible.  In addition, we recommend increased publicity 
for the program, as word-of-mouth publicity has limited effectiveness.  Due to 
difficulties encountered in our analysis, we also recommend updating the center’s 
software package to allow tracking of alteration status during an animal’s stay at 
the center (to differentiate between status at intake and outcome). 
 
 
 



 2 

 
 
 

Background 

The Austin Town Lake Animal Center (TLAC) is the largest animal center 
in Central Texas, providing shelter to over 26,000 animals annually and animal 
control services to all of Austin and Travis County.  Of the many programs 
provided by TLAC, one of the most ambitious is the mobile spay neuter program 
run in partnership with Emancipet.  Emancipet is a privately-run nonprofit 
organization providing low cost spay and neuter services from both their 
permanent location and mobile clinics rotating throughout Travis County.  The 
Town Lake Animal Center sponsors the Emancipet mobile spay/neuter program 
two days a week (Thursday and Friday) for nine months out of the year and one 
day (Friday) for the remaining three months, at designated locations in East, 
South and Southeast Austin (determined by a set of zip codes serviced by the 
mobile program).  While Emancipet is operating at or near capacity for nearly all 
of the clinics, they frequently turn away clients during the times of the year when 
the clinic operates only one day a week. 

This program has been in existence since August of 2000, and is funded 
by the City of Austin, Travis County, and with grants from the State of Texas pet 
friendly license plate program.  TLAC pays Emancipet a minimum of $1,200 per 
clinic per day, or the actual cost of spays and neuters (and rabies vaccinations) 
in excess of $1,200.  This cost covers 40 spay/neuter procedures, as well as 
rabies vaccinations and licensure with the city.  If necessary, Emancipet is 
capable of providing up to 50 spay/neuter procedures per day, at an additional 
cost of approximately $30 per animal to TLAC.  Pet owners can receive free 
spay/neuter services for their cats and dogs on the sponsored days if they live in 
the targeted zip codes or have a City of Austin Medical Assistance Program 
(MAP) card. 

The City of Austin’s Public Information Officer is responsible for issuing 
Public Service Announcements (PSA’s) informing the general public when and 
where the free services will be performed.  Additional publicity is word of mouth 
from current clients of the program. 

Our mission was to evaluate the success of the mobile spay neuter 
program by comparing intake in the years preceding program implementation, to 
intake from zip codes serviced by the program since implementation.  In addition, 
we compared intake in the program area with intake in the non-program areas of 
the city.  If intake changed positively within the program area, we can infer that 
the program is having an effect on the number of animals brought into the center.  
Access to all databases from both TLAC and Emancipet was made available to 
us. 
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Objectives 
 
 The purpose of this evaluation is to determine the effectiveness of the 
Mobile Spay/Neuter program by assessing any reduction in the number of 
animals surrendered, which ultimately may serve as a proxy for a reduction in the 
number of animals euthanized annually. Under this program, TLAC has 
contracted with Emancipet to conduct mobile spay/neuter and rabies vaccination 
services in targeted zip codes at no cost to the public. This evaluation was to 
determine if intake at the center from the Emancipet serviced zip codes has 
decreased or is decreasing, or is significantly different from intake in non-
program areas of the city/county.   

 Scope  
 
 Unfortunately, only one year of pre-program data was available.  However, 
extensive data is available for all zip codes and locations where the spay/neuter 
services were performed since the beginning of the program.  In addition to 
intake data for the zip codes serviced by the program, intake data for the rest of 
the City and Travis County was also examined to compare intake rates between 
the program and non-program areas.  We also had access to all spay/neuter 
data from Emancipet for all years of the program. 

 

Methods 
 
 We received data from TLAC both on their intake levels and on the 
number of spay/neuter surgeries performed by the mobile clinic.  The data 
received from TLAC was animal-level data, which was aggregated by month, 
separated by cats vs. dogs, and program area vs. non-program area.  This 
aggregation allowed us to take a macro view, and observe the totality of results 
(by species) over the entire program area, as well as the non-program areas.  
Both Statistical Analysis Software (SAS) ARIMA time-series analysis and Excel 
Regression analysis were preformed, on program and non-program area data.  
Due to the complications in the seasonality of the data, and the difficulty in 
determining the appropriate SAS model, the regression analysis provided a more 
stable and easily understandable result.  Those are the results presented in this 
evaluation, on which we base our conclusions.  While the SAS ARIMA analysis 
provided similar findings, they are more complicated, and not as user friendly as 
Excel. 
 

Limitations 
 
 According to TLAC staff, beginning August 2000 the data is accurate and 
reliable.  However, the completeness and accuracy of all data prior to that time 
could not be determined.  Therefore, the one year of pre-program data with 
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which we were provided may not be entirely reliable.  In addition, intake 
information for animals comes in two ways: 
 

 animals that are surrendered at TLAC “over the counter,” and 
 

 animals that are surrendered to or taken by animal control officers in the 
field “off the truck.” 

 
Intake information for over-the-counter surrenders is somewhat suspect, since 
the zip codes are for the individual surrendering the animal, and may not 
accurately reflect the origin of the animal.  However, aggregating over-the-
counter data with off-the-truck data (which is more accurate in terms of where the 
animal originated) helped smooth some of the inherent weakness in the data. 
 
 None of the results were disaggregated.  The macro-level analysis was 
sufficient to show meaningful results, and therefore to reflect on the program as a 
whole.  While the original methodology included breakdowns of animals by sex, 
breed, zip code and other variables, due to time limitations and sheer magnitude 
of data, we performed only macro analysis for this report. 
 
 

Outline of Findings 
 
 The goal was to determine the impact of the mobile spay/neuter program 
on the total number of dogs and cats surrendered at the Town Lake Animal 
Center.  With six years of data on both animals processed at the shelter, and 
animals altered by Emancipet, the initial approach was to aggregate all the data 
from the target areas into monthly totals by dogs and cats, to assess the overall 
effectiveness of the program from a macro perspective (20,000 ft. level).  (See 
Appendix A, Raw Data Chart, used in all analyses herein.)  
 

After aggregating the data, it was graphed into scatter plots to get an initial 
visual perspective.  The graphs indicated that with dogs there is an apparent 
inverse correlation between dogs altered and dog intake at the shelter (refer to 
Appendix B, “Program Area Dog Results”).  While only one year of pre-program 
data was available and ignoring seasonality, the monthly average of dogs 
surrendered during the pre-program year was approximately 467.  The trend 
lines indicate a definite downward trend throughout the program period.  The 
monthly average number of dogs surrendered from program inception through 
September 2005 was 355, representing a monthly decline of approximately 112 
dogs. 
 

The results for cats were quite different (refer to Appendix C, “Program 
Area Cat Results”).  Again, ignoring the tremendous seasonality apparent in cat 
intake numbers, the average number of cats surrendered pre-program was 144.  
In contrast to the result seen with dogs, the trend lines for cats indicate an 
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upward trend throughout the program period.  The monthly average number of 
cats processed in the shelter post-program implementation through September 
2005 was 176, representing an increase of 32 cats per month.  Throughout the 
same period the number of cats altered increased in relative proportion to the 
increase in the number of cats taken into the shelter. 
 

Using SAS statistical software to more accurately model the data, we 
determined that the appropriate models were an AR-3 for cats and an AR-2 for 
dogs.  An AR-3 model indicates that any month’s intake is dependent in some 
manner on 3 previous months’ intakes.  An AR-2 model indicates that any 
month’s intake is dependent in some manner on 2 previous months’ intakes.  The 
SAS models confirmed our visual interpretations of the graphs.  As the number of 
dogs spayed/neutered increased, the intake numbers at the Town Lake Animal 
Center declined.  However, with cats, the number of cats spayed/neutered trends 
positively with the intake numbers.  The seasonality fluctuations are very 
dramatic not only in the intake numbers, but also in the number of cats altered.  
While this correlation is a positive one, unfortunately, the trends are upwards.  
We conducted further analysis to determine the effects of the program 
intervention and to forecast future intake for both species of animals. 
 

Based on the contradictory results displayed by the program area data, we 
determined that analysis of control group data would be helpful to determine 
citywide changes in intake numbers for dogs and cats.  Comparing citywide data 
to program area data revealed that the program does seem to have had an 
impact on both dog and cat intake in the program area.  For dogs, the results are 
more apparent and dramatic.  While intake in the program areas decreased, 
citywide dog intake increased throughout the program period.  (See Appendix D, 
Citywide Dog Intake.)  While cat intake increased in the program area, it appears 
to have increased even more steeply in the non-program area, approximately 
three times more than in the program area.  (See Appendix E, Citywide Cat 
Intake.)  While initial analysis helped quantify the results more completely, the 
cursory visual analysis using control data was encouraging, seeming to indicate 
positive program results for both dogs and cats. 
 
 In an attempt to get a more direct answer to the question of whether the 
program has been effective, a regression analysis was conducted on program 
and non-program area intake, against the date and against the number of 
animals altered.  The results were clearer and more conclusive.  The number of 
dogs surrendered to the center from the program area declined, while the 
number of dogs from the non-program area increased.  (See Appendices F-I, 
Regression Results for Dogs from Program and Non-Program Areas.)  
 
 For cats, the number increased in both the program and non-program 
areas by date and in comparison by the number of cats altered.  However, the 
number was more than three times larger in the non-program area.  (See 
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Appendices J-M, Regression Results for Cats from Program and Non-Program 
Areas.) 
 

Therefore, due to the simplicity and clarity of the regression analysis as 
compared to the SAS ARIMA analysis, the regression analysis was chosen to 
guide conclusions and recommendations. 

 
In addition to the statistical analysis, we conducted interviews to determine 

what other factors may account for the apparent discrepancies in effectiveness of 
the program on dogs and cats, and to gain additional insight into how the 
program may be evolving, both in the last five years and ongoing into the future.  
Feedback and explanations from both TLAC and Emancipet staffs were 
incorporated into our analysis and evaluation. 
 

Conclusions and Policy Implications 
 
 The regression analysis yielded clear results in comparing the program 
area to the non-program area.  For both dogs and cats, the differences are clear 
and significant.  A comparison was made of the overall growth/decline of animals 
taken in from both program and non-program areas, as well as the relationship 
between animals altered in the program area to intake rates for both program 
and non-program areas.  The results are as follows: 
 

Dogs 

An examination of the growth/decline of dogs taken in for the entire 6-year 
period (one year pre-program and five years post-program) reveals that intake for 
dogs in the program area declined, on average, by .046 animals per month.  For 
the non-program area, intake actually grew, on average, by .062 animals per 
month.  Comparing the relationship of intake to program-area alterations, in the 
program area, on average, the number of dogs surrendered declined by .64 for 
each spay/neuter performed.  Whereas in the non-program area the relationship 
is a positive one, with growth of .70 for each spay/neuter performed (in the 
program area).  This analysis clearly indicates that the program had a positive 
effect in the area serviced, but not in the rest of the city.  While this does not 
prove a relationship, it is persuasive evidence that the program is having the 
desired effect – reducing the number of dogs surrendered to the shelter from the 
area being served by the mobile spay/neuter clinic(s). 
 

Cats 

For cats, an examination was also made of the entire 6-year period (one 
year pre- and 5 years post-program implementation), aggregated into program 
and non-program area groups.  While cat intake in both the program and non-
program areas increased, the growth was clearly slower in the program area.  
Growth in the program area was .038 animals per month, while in the non-
program area the average intake grew by .139 animals per month – 
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approximately 3.6 times faster growth rate.  Comparing intake to animals altered, 
in the program area we seen an increase of .405 animals per alteration 
performed, whereas in the non-program area the increase is 3.7 times higher, at 
1.516.  Again, causality is not easy to prove, but based on this analysis, it would 
appear that the program is keeping a lid on the growth of cat intake in the areas 
served by the mobile spay/neuter clinic(s).  It is difficult to predict what level of 
intervention would be required to retard the growth.  However, with such an 
explosion of overpopulation citywide, even a reduction on intake is improvement. 
 

Policy Implications 

It appears that the program is working, for both cats and dogs, although at 
varying levels of efficacy.  Some reasons for the discrepancy may lie in the 
different ownership behaviors with cats and dogs, and ease of transport, along 
with the differing types of stray populations.  Cats are more likely to live outside, 
and not be clearly owned by any one individual, often forming into cat colonies 
that can grow very rapidly.  Catching and bringing these animals for spay and 
neuter services can be difficult, and average residents are unlikely to go to the 
extra effort of catching and releasing them, even for a free spay/neuter.  Even for 
cats which are clearly owned and kept even partially inside, transporting them to 
a mobile clinic is more difficult than transporting a dog, and intact cats may not 
be seen as being as great a nuisance as intact dogs. 

 
Dogs in heat are more likely to be inconvenient for owners, with twice-

yearly heat cycles and marking behaviors.  Dogs are easier to transport to a 
spay/neuter clinic in a car, and are more likely to have an owner responsible for 
them. 
 

With an average cost of approximately $165 per animal brought into the 
shelter, the comparative cost of $30 per spay/neuter procedure is cost-effective.  
If cat intake in the program area is 1/3 what it would have been without the 
program, that translates to a significant savings to TLAC and the taxpayers.  
Similarly, with dogs, the actual decline in intake is a clear savings to the center.  
While expanding the program citywide may not be an appropriate expenditure of 
city funds, expanding it within the program area could accelerate the reduction in 
intake, allowing more people to take advantage of free services, and reducing 
expenditures for the shelter. 
 

Recommendations 
 
 The analysis points to a conclusion that the free mobile spay/neuter clinic 
is having a positive effect on the stray and unwanted animal population in the 
program service area.  It is also evident from the analysis that there is a demand 
and need for more frequent services in the targeted zip codes, particularly for the 
cat population.  It is our recommendation that additional and sufficient funding be 
allocated to expand and enhance service availability within the program area.   
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Based on the fact that Emancipet is declining clientele during the period 
when services are available only one day a week, consideration should be given 
to extending the two-day clinic year-round. 

 
Also, additional clinic locations in the program area would be advisable, if 

additional clientele with similar demographics and need could be serviced. 
 

 An additional recommendation is that funds be allocated for marketing of 
the mobile spay/neuter program in the targeted service area.  While results have 
been successful via word-of-mouth advertising, targeted marketing in conjunction 
with PSA’s would yield more desirable results.  

  

 Our final recommendation relates to the software program used to track 
data at TLAC.  A field indicating the alteration status of animals at the time of 
intake would be beneficial for future evaluations.  As this field is currently 
unavailable, an assessment of whether an animal was altered upon entering the 
center could not be made.  Therefore, changes in alteration status of animals 
exiting the center could not be accounted for in our analysis. 


