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Introduction

THIS MANUAL PROVIDES GUIDANCE FOR MANAGING DOGS IN A KENNEL-FREE,
FREE-ROAMING RESCUE ENVIRONMENT.

IT EXPLAINS HOW TO SAFELY AND EFFECTIVELY GROUP DOGS TOGETHER,
MAINTAIN HARMONY, AND PROMOTE PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING.

THE GOAL IS TO CREATE A CALM, STRUCTURED, AND ENRICHING ENVIRONMENT
WHERE DOGS CAN HEAL, SOCIALISE, AND PREPARE FOR REHOMING.



PHILOSOPHY AND
PRINCIPLES
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Core Values

Dogs are social animals who thrive through
companionship and interaction.
Confinement and isolation cause emotional distress, fear,
and behavioural decline.

A well-managed, kennel-free system encourages natural
behaviour, trust, and rehabilitation.

Each dog deserves dignity, safety, and a sense of
belonging.

Objectives of Group Living
Reduce stress and anxiety.
Encourage positive social behaviour.
Improve rehabilitation outcomes for traumatised dogs.
Provide accurate behavioural assessments for adoption.
Foster a calm and cooperative rescue environment.



PREPARING THE
ENVIRONMENT

SHELTER DESIGN
A KENNEL-FREE FACILITY SHOULD RESEMBLE A HOME OR
SMALL COMMUNITY, NOT AN INSTITUTION.
ESSENTIAL FEATURES:

COMMUNAL LIVING SPACES — SECURE INDOOR AREAS
WITH SOFT BEDDING, TOYS, AND ENRICHMENT.
OUTDOOR ACCESS — ENCLOSED GARDENS OR YARDS FOR
EXERCISE AND EXPLORATION.

QUIET ZONES — SAFE AREAS FOR REST AND
DECOMPRESSION.

FEEDING ZONES — MULTIPLE FOOD STATIONS TO
PREVENT COMPETITION.

CLEAN, SECURE FENCING - ALL BOUNDARIES MUST BE
ESCAPE-PROOF.



ASSESSING AND GROUPING
DOGS

SAFETY MEASURES
ALWAYS PROVIDE MULTIPLE EXITS IN GROUP AREAS TO
PREVENT DOGS FEELING TRAPPED.

AVOID OVERCROWDING — MORE SPACE REDUCES
CONFLICT.

REGULARLY INSPECT GATES, FENCES, AND BARRIERS.
KEEP A FIRST-AID KIT, MUZZLES, AND SAFE BREAK-UP
TOOLS (E.G. BOARDS, SPRAY BOTTLES) ACCESSIBLE.
GROUP SIZE
START SMALL (2-3 DOGS).

INCREASE GRADUALLY AS HARMONY IS ESTABLISHED.
MAXIMUM SIZE DEPENDS ON SPACE, STAFF RATIOS, AND
ENERGY LEVELS.



Initial Assessment

Every new dog must be assessed before integration:
Observe behaviour (fear, confidence, sociability).
Check for medical issues that may affect behaviour.
Identify triggers (food guarding, touch sensitivity, etc.).

Grouping Criteria
Dogs should be grouped by temperament, not by size,
age, or breed.
Ideal groupings:

Confident and balanced dogs — excellent role models.
Submissive or shy dogs — benefit from calm companions.
Playful dogs — matched with similar energy levels.
Senior or fragile dogs — small, quiet groups for comfort.

Monitoring After Integration
Supervise closely for the first 72 hours.
Watch for resource guarding, tension, or exclusion behaviour.
Reinforce calm behaviour with verbal praise and treats.
Separate immediately if aggression or bullying occurs.



INTEGRATION PROCEDURE

Observation Phase:
Keep new arrivals separate but within visual and
olfactory contact with existing dogs.

Barrier Introduction:
Allow dogs to see and smell each other through a secure
fence or gate.

Neutral Ground Meeting:

Introduce on neutral, open ground with leashes or drag

lines if needed.
Observe body language carefully (loose posture, wagging
tails, soft eyes = positive signs).
Short Shared Sessions:
Begin with brief play or walk sessions under supervision.

Full Integration:

Once relaxed interactions are observed, allow off-lead

time in shared areas.



DAILY MANAGEMENT OF
GROUPS

Routine
Dogs thrive on structure and predictability.
Maintain a consistent schedule for feeding, cleaning, rest,
and exercise.
Suggested routine:
Morning: Outdoor time, feeding, and social checks.
Midday: Play, enrichment, grooming, and calm rest.
Evening: Feeding, quiet time, and settling.

Feeding Practices
Feed dogs in separate stations or rooms to prevent
competition.
Remove uneaten food after 15 minutes.
Monitor appetite as an indicator of health and stress.

Enrichment and Exercise
Offer daily play sessions, toys, and scent-based activities.
Rotate toys to maintain interest.
Allow natural behaviours: digging, sniffing, chewing,
exploring.

Rest and Recovery
Provide quiet, comfortable sleeping spaces.
Ensure each dog has access to a soft bed and warm area.
Avoid unnecessary disturbance during rest periods.



Behavioural Observation and
Records

Daily Logs
Keep detailed notes for each dog:
Mood and behaviour.
Appetite and hydration.
Social interactions.
Signs of stress, fear, or iliness.

Identifying Issues
Common signs of imbalance or stress:
Excessive barking or withdrawal.
Resource guarding.
Mounting, chasing, or growling.
Overgrooming or pacing.
Address promptly by reviewing group composition or
introducing calming strategies.



Health and Hygiene

Cleaning Protocols
Clean communal areas daily using dog-safe
disinfectants.
Wash bedding frequently.
Keep feeding and water areas dry and sanitary.

Disease Control
Quarantine new arrivals for a minimum of 7-10 days.
Maintain vaccination and deworming schedules.
Regularly treat for parasites (fleas, ticks, worms).
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Staff and Volunteer Training

Essential Skills
Reading canine body language.
Safe handling and redirection.

Conflict prevention and de-escalation.
Positive reinforcement methods.

Team Communication
Hold daily briefings to share updates on group dynamics.
Encourage staff to report early signs of tension.
Maintain consistent handling and training approaches.




Adoption Preparation

Dogs from kennel-free, group-based environments adapt
well to homes because they are:
Socially balanced.
Emotionally stable.
Used to freedom and companionship.
Provide adopters with information on each dog'’s group
interactions, temperament, and preferred environments.




Troubleshooting and Common
Challenges

10. Troubleshooting and Common Challenges

Challenge

Fights or tension in group

Food guarding
Overstimulation or restlessness
Fear or isolation in one dog

Noise or stress

Likely Cause

Poor compatibility or

overcrowding
Resource insecurity
Lack of rest time
Social anxiety

Too many changes or visitors

Solution

Reassess group, add space, supervise

interactions

Feed separately, hand-feed to rebuild tr
Introduce structured calm periods

Pair with calm, gentle companion

Maintain predictable routine



The Emotional Impact

Grouping dogs in free-roaming environments
creates a peaceful, family-like atmosphere.
It transforms rescue spaces from noisy, chaotic
holding areas into sanctuaries of trust and
healing.

When dogs are free to form friendships and
express themselves, they rediscover joy and
rescuers rediscover why they began this work.




Summary

A kennel-free, group-based management system is not just
about space it’s about philosophy.
It requires understanding, patience, and commitment, but
the outcomes are profound:
Healthier, happier dogs.
Lower stress and disease rates.
More successful adoptions.
A more compassionate, sustainable rescue model.



Disclaimer

This manualis intended as a general guide for the care
and management of dogs in a kennel-free, free-roaming
rescue environment.

It has been developed by Dog Desk Animal Action to
share best practices based on experience, observation,
and current welfare standards.

While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy and
safety, each rescue or shelter is responsible for assessing
and adapting these guidelines according to its own
facilities, staffing, resources, and the individual needs of
the animals inits care.

Dog Desk Animal Action assumes no liability for injuries,
incidents, or outcomes resulting from the use or misuse of
this manual.

All activities involving animals should be conducted with
appropriate supervision, professional judgment, and
adherence to local animal welfare laws and regulations.
By using this manual, you acknowledge that these
recommendations are provided for educational purposes
only and do not replace the advice of qualified
veterinarians, behaviourists, or shelter management
professionals.



