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Christopher Townsend
Sangamon County Department of Public Health, Sangamon County Animal Control Center
Investigative Summary 
Date: March 22, 2022
Investigator: Labor Counsel Joe Roesch 
Subject: Cat Feed, Water & Kennel Clean Protocol Complaint Summary
I have investigated a complaint on behalf of the Sangamon County Department of Public Health (SCDPH), the parent department over the Sangamon County Animal Control Center (SCACC). This investigation was conducted because Animal Control Officer Melissa Calhoun alleged that on or about March 9, 2022, Kennel Attendant Alexia Cunningham failed to feed or water a cat and clean a cat kennel. The applicable policies are Article 24, Performance of Duty, of the Sangamon County Employee Handbook.
Investigation Summary
With the assistance of Animal Control Center Operations Director Greg Largent (the Director), I interviewed two employees, who had information on the above referenced event.  The following is a summary, not verbatim nor in its entirety, of the interviews conducted in this case.

Animal Control Officer Melissa Calhoun
On March 11, 2022, at 10:00AM, the Director and I interviewed Animal Control Officer Melissa Calhoun. Union Steward (Steward) John Moore was present at Calhoun’s request. It was not clear why Calhoun requested the Steward since she was making a complaint and not the subject of a complaint or possible discipline, but the Director and I did not object. Calhoun provided the following information. 
On the morning of March 9, 2022, Calhoun went in the cat kennel area of the SCACC and noticed a cat’s kennel contained torn up newspapers that had not been removed during cleaning. The cat had a separate area for a litter box.  The cat also did not have food and its water had pieces of newspaper in it. Calhoun was aware that Kennel Attendant Alexia Cunningham was assigned to clean this kennel and feed the cats in these kennels. Calhoun gave the cat water and food. Calhoun said she knew the cat had bitten its owner and was subject to euthanasia. Kennel Attendants, including Mike Killen, told Calhoun the cat was dangerous. But Calhoun said she had handled the cat and did not believe it was dangerous. 
Calhoun believed Cunningham failed to perform her duties by not cleaning the cat kennel or giving the cat food. Calhoun believed it was cruel to not clean the cat’s kennel or give it food. Calhoun said Mike Killen was familiar with the cat and had information about the incident. 
Kennel Attendant Mike Killen
On 03-11-22, at approximately 10:45 AM, the Director and I interviewed Kennel Attendant Mike Killen. Killen provided the following information. 
Killen was aware of the cat referenced in Calhoun’s complaint. According to Killen, the cat was quite dangerous and had seriously injured the previous owner. The previous owner required medical treatment as a result of the cat’s bites and scratching. The owner of the cat had signed the cat over to the SCACC, and the cat was scheduled to be euthanized. 

When Killen took the cat, the cat was aggressive and “crazy”, and Killen had difficulty getting the cat inside a kennel. 

On the day in question, Cunningham was scheduled to clean and feed the cats. Cunningham is a more recently hired Kennel Attendant and was not yet comfortable handling aggressive cats.  Killen, who is the most experienced Kennel Attendant, told Cunningham the cat was subject to euthanasia after the required vet examine. Killen told Cunningham not to clean the cat’s kennel, which would require Cunningham to reach into the kennel or transfer the cat to another kennel, subjecting her to further potential attacks. Killen also placed signage on the kennel warning anyone cleaning kennels that the cat was dangerous. 
Killen later removed the cat for euthanasia. He said the kennel had torn up newspaper in it because the cat had shredded the newspaper. Killen said the cat was not sitting in urine or feces, only shredded newspaper. 

Killen said the cat should not have been fed. According to Killen, animals that are scheduled for euthanasia are not fed on the day of the procedure because they can get sick and throw up from the drugs. Further, Killen believed it would have been an unreasonable risk to Cunningham’s safety to ask her to clean the kennel, given the proven aggressive and dangerous nature of the cat. 
Findings:
Based on the investigation above, Cunningham did not violate the employer’s policies; her decision not to clean the kennel was not unreasonable or inhumane based on the totality of the circumstances.  Killen stated the cat was very dangerous and this allegation is supported by the owner’s report of being injured by the cat’s attacks and pictures provided by the owner showing several injuries. Killen was justified in being concerned about Cunningham’s safety, telling her not to open the kennel without another more experienced employee being present, and labeling the cage with a safety warning. Also, it could have been more stressful to a dangerous cat to handle it or move it any more than necessary prior to the scheduled euthanasia and feeding the cat could have led to the cat being sick and throwing up during the euthanasia procedure. 
Based on the information provided and a review of applicable policy, there were no violations by Cunningham. In fact, Cunningham’s actions were consistent with the instruction from the senior Kennel Attendant, the danger signage on the cat’s kennel, and the euthanasia schedule. The decision to not handle or feed the cat before it was subject to euthanasia was the best practice for the safety of the employees and to prevent any undue or unnecessary stress for the cat. Calhoun’s ability to handle the cat without incident or injury after its prior attacks of its owner and aggression towards an experienced Kennel Attendant was certainly fortunate. 
Calhoun’s decisions to ignore the danger signage and handle the cat as well as feed the cat when it was scheduled for euthanasia raise questions about Calhoun’s actions and may become the subject of a new investigation after further consideration. 
This investigation is closed. The complaint was unsubstantiated. 
Original email to Largent: 

From: Melissa Calhoun <Melissa.Calhoun@co.sangamon.il.us> 
Sent: Wednesday, March 9, 2022 11:30 AM
To: Greg Largent <Greg.Largent@co.sangamon.il.us>
Cc: Gail O'Neill <Gail.ONeill@co.sangamon.il.us>
Subject: bite cat in cage QC11

 

I arrived this morning and checked on the bite cat in QC11. His cage was dirty as expected and his water bowl was full of newspaper. I didn’t give him any water as I figured kennel would do this while they are cleaning his cage. As of 1120am the cage had still not been cleaned and he still had no fresh water and had not been fed for the day. I asked Lexi about it as the cat was meowing and reaching out of his cage. She said that she didn’t worry about cleaning feeding or watering since he is being euthanized today.  This seems inhumane for an animal to go hungry,thirsty and sit in its urine and feces for the last day of its life. Can this please be addressed? Thank you melissa

