2010 Dog Enumeration Cost and Benefit Analysis

Background

A dog enumeration is required by New York State law as well as by the Town of Ithaca contract with Tompkins County Animal Control (a subsidiary of the SPCA).  
Other municipalities have tried various ways to conduct door-to-door enumerations with varying levels of success. All have said it was very hard and they went through sometimes several people before getting someone to actually finish it, but often they were not finished.  After talking to other clerks about how they conducted their enumerations, we selected best practices to come up with what we think will result in a successful census.

Pay-per-dog problems

A person starting out may have a concept that there are a LOT of dogs out there, but in reality, it’s estimated that approximately 15% of Ithaca households have dogs. The enumerator might start out upbeat and excited about the job, but after visiting 200 houses at approximately 10 minutes per house and finding only 30 dogs for total earnings of $60 plus mileage, the person will understandably become discouraged. The enumerator may continue for a few more days and “pad” the mileage, or skip some houses, but will most likely become discouraged and quit.  

Method we recommend for paying the enumerator

We propose paying a flat fee of $3 per house. The Town has 5,297 houses. If we then redact houses that already have licensed dogs and houses that do not allow dogs, we are left with approximately 4,280 houses to be visited. This results in a cost to the Town and a guaranteed income for the enumerator of $12,840. The incentive for the enumerator to knock on every door and count every dog possible is a $2 bonus for every new dog licensed. If we assume the enumerator finds 350 unlicensed dogs that is an extra $700. 

Another option is visiting all 5,297 houses in the Town, including those with licensed dogs. This would cost $15,891, for a difference of $3,051. The reasoning behind this scenario is that just because a household has one registered dog does not mean that all their dogs are licensed.

Paying per house has the advantage of providing the Town up front with the maximum amount the enumeration will cost and, likewise, the enumerator with the amount he stands to earn if he completes the job. A contract for a fixed amount will give the enumerator the mindset of taking on a “real” job with a real paycheck. No one is motivated to go to work every day with no guarantee of income. Paying per house also eliminates any gray area for reporting mileage, which could vary greatly depending on the efficiency of the routes taken.

How we propose to conduct the census

The target start date for the census is mid-August. It’s important to start as soon as possible since there are 4300 doors to knock on. At an average of 10 minutes per house (this is an estimate), it will take 716 hours to complete the job. Working full time, this will take over four months; working part time, it will take considerably longer. 

We would separate the Town into quadrants and supply maps with each street and house listed.  The enumerator will give a flyer with information on licensing to each unlicensed dog owner he makes contact with.  If no one is home, he will leave the flyer in a plastic bag that fits over the doorknob and indicate on the list that he had left one at that address. He will also indicate whether he observes a dog or signs of a dog living at the residence such as barking, dog runs, doghouses, or dog toys.  

These lists will be turned in weekly for follow-up by the clerk’s office.

In cases where the enumerator finds a dog or evidence of one and provides the owner with a license application, we will wait a period of time (maybe two weeks) to give the owner a chance to license the dog. If the owner doesn’t come forward, we will follow up with a letter. If the letter doesn’t result in the dog being licensed, a ticket will be issued for harboring an unlicensed dog.

We do not propose revisiting houses where no personal contact was made.  Instead, we would depend on the recipients taking the materials left seriously and coming forward to license their dogs. This does leave some room for error, but the hardship of trying to reach someone in person and the resulting multiple trips would discourage the enumerator, result in a much higher enumeration cost, and make it impossible to accurately predict the cost of the enumeration.

We had discussed doing a pre-enumeration mailout, but calculated that it would provide no cost benefit to the Town. The mailing itself would cost approximately $2500. Even if it resulted in 200 new licenses, it would only reduce the number of houses visited by 200, thereby reducing the cost of the house-to-house enumeration by $600. This would net an additional cost of $900 for the entire enumeration.

Benefits of the census

Getting an accurate count of the dog population will potentially result in a much lower contract fee for the Tompkins County Animal Control based at least partially on the number of dogs, not only on the number of people living in the Town.

A collateral benefit of a door-to-door census is the information gained for the Building Code office and the resulting income generated for the Town based on the notes the enumerator makes as he visits houses.  For example, Mr. E goes to 44 Hanshaw Road and notices that, although this address is listed as a single-family home, there are three mailboxes with different names on them. When he turns those notes into the Clerk’s office, we in turn notify the Codes office, which will send a code enforcement officer out to investigate.  If, in fact, there are three apartments in the house, the assessment will go up and the property owner will have to pay a building permit fee and fire safety inspection fee to the Town.

Bottom line

The enumeration will not pay for itself the first year by dogs found, but assuming a majority of those dogs will continue to be harbored in the Town of Ithaca for a few years, the subsequent license renewal fees will generate enough income to pay for the enumeration. Bottom line: if absolutely no one licenses their dog as a result of the enumeration, the cost to the Town will be $14,136 (see the cost analysis below). The potential initial net cost is $9,159.

Estimated Cost of 2010 Dog Enumeration

Assumptions

	Variable
	
	Where was figure derived?

	Total households
	5297
	from assessment rolls

	Number of registered dogs in Town
	1171
	from Ag & Markets database

	Ratio of dogs to households
	1.35:1
	sample of 50 households

	Ratio of intact to fixed dogs
	1:11
	sample of 50 households

	Number of dogs licensed in 2008 mail census
	183
	actual from 2008 enumeration

	Number of dogs licensed in 2010 door-to-door census (318 spayed; 32 unspayed)
	350
	estimate

	Fee for spayed/neutered license
	$8.82
	current share for Town 

	Fee for unspayed/unneutered license
	$13.20
	current share for Town

	Fee for enumeration
	$5
	Ag & Markets law

	Average number of minutes spent at each house
	10
	estimate


Door-to-door enumeration (households without registered dogs)

	Expenses

	Cost of house visits ($3 x 4280)

$12,840

Payment for found dogs ($2 x 350)

$     700

Cost of handout (.10 x 4280) 


$     428

Cost of followup mailing (200 x .44) 
 
$       88

Cost of doorknob bags


$       80

Total





$14,136

	Income

	Enumeration fees collected ($5)

$ 1,750

Licensing fees for spayed dogs

$ 2,805

Licensing fees for unspayed dogs

$    422

Total





$ 4,977  

	
Total cost
 


$ 9,159
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