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By RALPH BERNSTEIN

As someone who spends his days 
surrounded by dogs, I can attest to the 
physical and emotional health benefits 
of welcoming a dog into your life. That 
said, how you choose to find your 
furry family member carries ethical, 
financial and social weight.

While there are always good reasons 
for some folks to get a puppy from 
a reputable, ethical dog breeder, the 
decision to adopt from a shelter or 
rescue organization is a mitzva, an act 
of profound compassion that addresses 
a systemic issue in the animal welfare 
community, while offering 
unique personal rewards.

If 2026 might be the year you 
welcome a new furry family member, 
I encourage you to consider the 
following:

The most immediate impact of 
rescuing a dog from a shelter is that 
you may be saving a dog’s life. Every 
year, over three million dogs enter the 
shelter system in the United States. 
Fortunately, here in Minnesota, 
nearly 90 percent of shelters are 
no-kill facilities. But across the 
U.S., more than 300,000 shelter
dogs face the possibility of
euthanasia every year.

When you rescue, you are not just 
“getting a dog”; you might be saving 
the life of a dog who otherwise has 
run out of time. What’s more, 
shelter adoption creates a 
“double save” effect. By taking a 
dog home, you free up a kennel and 
resources for another dog in 
desperate need. This cycle is 
essential for maintaining the viability 
of our local shelters, which are often 
the only safety net for abandoned, lost 
or abused dogs.

Working with a reputable rescue 
organization is one of the most 
effective ways to take a stand against 
the puppy mill industry. By 
choosing a shelter dog, you send a 
clear market signal that animal lives 
are not mere commodities. While 
reputable, ethical breeders do exist, 
the reality is that the spike in demand 
for “designer” breeds over the last 15 
years has fueled the growth of 
backyard breeders who contribute 
significantly to the pet 
overpopulation crisis.

A common misconception about 
shelter or rescued dogs is that they 
are “damaged goods” or have been 
surrendered due to behavioral issues. 
In fact, the most frequent reasons for 
surrender have nothing to do with 
the dog’s temperament. Life changes 
— such as divorce, moving to a 
pet-restrictive apartment, financial 
hardship or the death of an owner 
— are the primary drivers of shelter 
intake.

Many shelter dogs are already 
house trained and familiar with basic 
commands, helping them to make 
a more seamless addition to a busy 
household. Rescue organizations often 
perform behavioral assessments and 
health screenings, providing a clearer 
picture of the dog’s personality and 
needs. And, although it’s hard 
to 

quantify, many adopters describe 
feeling an extra-special “rescue bond” 
between themselves and their dog.

Any rescue organization will tell 
you that, sadly, there are always more 
dogs waiting to be adopted than they 
have space for. Dog foster parents 
help ease that crunch by welcoming 
some of those dogs into their homes 
for a few days, weeks or even months. 
Even then, the demand for space often 
outpaces the supply.

As committed partners in the 
local animal welfare community, 
Downtown Dogs does what we can 
to help. Since opening our doors 21 
years ago, we have provided thousands 
of free boarding nights to hundreds of 
shelter and foster dogs. In just the last 

two years, Downtown Dogs welcomed 
148 dogs for a total of 1,504 nights 
(or the equivalent of 4.1 years) of pro 
bono boarding.

Some of the local organizations 

that we work with are: All Dog 
Rescue, Beautiful Hearts Rescue, 
Midwest Animal Rescue and Services 
(MARS), Minnesota Boxer Rescue, 
Minnesota Pit Bull Rescue, Pet Haven 

of Minnesota, Twin Cities Pet Rescue, 
Underdog Rescue and Warrior Dog 
Rescue. These great organizations, 
and many others, have lots of dogs 
waiting for their forever home, maybe 
even yours.

I’ll end where I began. Rescuing a 
dog is a choice that honors the value of 
a life regardless of its pedigree. When 
you walk out of a shelter with a new 
furry friend, you aren’t just changing 
that dog’s world; you are contributing 
to a more compassionate society that 
values second chances.

***
Ralph Bernstein is the owner 

of Downtown Dogs Daycare and 
Boarding and Dog’s Day Out 
Bathing and Grooming (dtdogs.
com).
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