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BOB CITRULLO’S NEW HUMANE 
EDUCATIONAL SOCIETY

GIMME 
SHELTER

BY DANA LISE SHAVIN  |  PHOTOGRAPHY BY JOHN RAWLSTON 

’M SITTING IN THE EXTRAORDINARILY CLUTTERED 
OFFICE OF BOB CITRULLO, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF 
THE CHATTANOOGA HUMANE EDUCATIONAL SOCIETY. 

There are boxes of items for fundraising and donations, and piles 
of books and papers on tables everywhere. His desk looms in a 

far corner of the room beside an air-conditioning unit around which slivers 
of sunlight are visible, and through which the sounds of barking dogs can be 
heard. To the right of where I sit, leaning against the wall, is part of the frame 
of his office door, a stark reminder of the damage that was done when the 
shelter was broken into last July. In my lap rests one of his four dogs, a tiny, 
slightly sleepy, formerly feral Jack Russell terrier named Daisy.

Despite the chaos, I get the feeling that things are completely under control.

I

Bob Citrullo and 
one of his personal 
rescues, Daisy.
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He’s the guy animal shelters call on for  
help when things have gotten really bad.  
He got his start somewhat by accident at the Boggs 
Mountain Humane Shelter in Clayton, Georgia, when 
he went from board member to volunteer animal con-
trol officer to shelter director in a matter of just a few 
months. It was while working as there as the animal 
control officer that his eyes were opened to what was 
happening on the ground in animal rescue. Boggs 
Mountain was refusing to work with rescue groups, and 
was euthanizing 96 percent of the animals that came 
through its doors. When Citrullo took over, he lived at 
the shelter for six months. He supervised kennel opera-
tions, ministered to sick animals, and nurtured partner-
ships with rescue groups.

By the time he left, the kill rate was down to 32 percent.

By the time HES in Chattanooga 
called him, the organization was 

“circling the drain,” Citrullo says in 
a slightly Midwestern-sounding 
accent. HES had an intake rate 
of 5,000 animals a year, and was 
fielding another 5,000 calls a year 
regarding animal problems in the 
community. There were only 16 em-
ployees on the shelter floor working 
to care for up to 500 animals, and 
HES had to take out a line of credit 
to pay them. The building was in 
disrepair and getting worse. And 
because of the financial crisis, they 
were no longer bolstering vaccines 

(the term for keeping up with the 
most recent vaccinations for ever-
evolving strains of disease). Word 
on the street was that HES’ animals 
were “always full of worms.”

Citrullo arrived with a plan. His 
first order of business was to get 
more money from the county: 
$225,000 more in appropriations, 
to be exact. This increased Chat-
tanooga’s per capita animal welfare 
spending from $3.83 to $6; signifi-
cantly better, though Chattanooga 
still spends less than the national 
average of $8 per person. Advertis-
ing and outreach would educate the 

  BOB CITRULLO 
IS A FIXER.

Citrullo 
points out 
building 
upgrades.
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community about what HES does, 
he decided, which would encourage 
people to donate. With increased 
donations, HES could offer bet-
ter health care, which would allow 
the nonprofit to adopt out more 
animals, which would lower the 
euthanasia rate. Ten more shelter 
workers would be added to the floor, 
and everyone would be paid out of 
the budget. And expanded, daily 
coverage from 8 a.m. until 7 p.m. for 
animal pickup, cruelty investigations, 
complaints and ordinance compli-
ance means better care for both 
animals and the community.

“At times I’ve been called over-mo-
tivated,” Citrullo says, laughing.

He admits that being a “shelter 
fixer” wasn’t a goal of his to begin 
with. In fact, after retiring from a 
25-year, high-pressure career in 
the military as an emergency room 
nurse in charge of a hospital unit, the 
51-year-old father of five and grand-
father of six says he had hoped to 
slow down. So he opened a grooming 
and boarding facility. Then he joined 

#1 
DONATE YOUR UNWANTED CLOTHING, KNICKKNACKS AND 

FURNITURE TO SECOND CHANCE THRIFT STORE AT  
3807 RINGGOLD ROAD IN EAST RIDGE. 

Proceeds from sales go to HES. While you’re there, see who’s available for adoption at 
HES, and enjoy coffee, pastries, Wi-Fi and TV, and pick up some gourmet doggie treats 

and quality dog food at greatly reduced prices. The store will even send someone to pick 
up your unwanted items. For more information or to schedule a pickup, call Jeff at  

423-708-8995. Hours of operation are 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tuesday-Saturday.

#2  
DONATE YOUR UNWANTED BOX TRUCK WITH LIFT TO HES.

New doors and hinges were recently added to this section of the kennel 
where Heidi waits for adoption.

BOB CITRULLO’S WISH LIST

BOB CITRULLO’S WISH LIST
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the Boggs Mountain Animal Shelter 
board, and before long, Citrullo was 
out of the grooming and boarding 
business and into the animal life-
saving business. Additional director-
ships followed, including in Toccoa, 
Georgia; Phoenix, Arizona; and 
Cedar Rapids, Iowa.

“I have a passion for two things,” he 
says. “Animals and the people who 
work with them. And I’m committed 
to never giving up on any of them.”

I wanted to know from someone 
who has worked in the trenches of 
animal rescue, someone who has 
been in other cities and has seen 
what works and what doesn’t, what 
he believes is driving the pet home-
lessness and overpopulation prob-
lem here in Chattanooga. Citrullo 
doesn’t even have to think about this 
one: It’s a lack of education. With-
out animal welfare education in 
the schools and the community, he 
says, there is ignorance about things 
like spay/neuter and responsible 
pet ownership. Unaltered animals 
running loose in the streets lead to 
unwanted litters and not enough 
homes. In addition, ignorance about 
things like vaccinating, appropriate 
living conditions, and socialization 
and training can lead to neglect (at 
times unintentional) and abuse.

Sadly, the education program 
was one of the first to get cut from 
HES’ budget when money got tight. 
Which is also ironic, since education 
is technically HES’ middle name. 
But Citrullo is on it. Getting the pro-
gram up and running again is one of 
his primary goals — in the schools 
where it will get to the children, and 
out in the community as well. “How 
a city handles its animals tells a 
lot about that city,” Citrullo says. 

“Often, companies look at the animal 
welfare program a city has in place 
when determining whether to bring 

#3  
DONATE TO HES’ SPECIAL NEEDS FUND, WHICH PUTS YOUR MONEY 

TOWARD HELPING SPECIFIC ANIMALS IN NEED. VISIT HESCHATT.
COM/CAMPAIGN-SPECIAL.PHP TO LEARN MORE.

“ ... I KNOW WE’RE DOING THE RIGHT 
THING. BECAUSE OF THAT, THERE'S 

NOT A DAY I DON'T LOOK FORWARD TO 
COMING IN HERE.”

BOB CITRULLO’S WISH LIST
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their business there, because it tells 
them a lot about what that city will 
and won’t do.”

Also high on Citrullo’s bucket list 
for HES is obtaining a new building 
for the shelter. The 12,000-square-
foot building, originally Chambliss 
Children’s Home, was donated 
to HES in 1910, and although the 
organization occupies it rent-free, 
HES has to pay to maintain it. With 
limited funds, the building has fallen 
into disrepair. A feasibility study is 
currently underway to determine 
the viability of erecting a new build-
ing on a new site. Citrullo would like 
to see the shelter move out of the 

city since the organization serves 
the county, but there must be easy 
access. In the meantime, HES is 
renovating a surgery room, which 
will allow for spay/neuter surgeries 
in-house, guaranteeing that no ani-
mal leaves the shelter unaltered.

The numbers are improving. The 
live release rate is now 80 percent 
(the national average is in the upper 
40s) and the return rate is less than 
5 percent. Sixteen animals were in 
foster homes when Citrullo arrived; 
now there are almost 130 in foster 
care, which is important because 
less crowding leads to healthier and 
less-stressed animals who are easier 

#4  
ADOPT AN ANIMAL. WHETHER FROM HES, MCKAMEY OR A RESCUE 

GROUP, AN ANIMAL PLACED MEANS THERE IS ROOM AND MONEY FOR 
TAKING ANOTHER NEEDY ONE IN. NOT READY TO ADOPT? FOSTER!

Animal Patrol Officers plan their 
day at the Humane Educational 
Society.

BOB CITRULLO’S WISH LIST
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to adopt out. Last month alone there 
were 159 adoptions. And a trap-
and-release program for feral cats 
is currently under consideration. 
Citrullo has continued the partner-
ship former executive director Guy 
Bilyeu started with the Welcome 
Waggin, which transports animals to 
waiting homes in the Northeast, and 
to work with rescue groups. Citrullo 
credits the birth of McKamey Ani-
mal Center for taking a huge weight 
off of HES’ shoulders.

As the sound of barking dogs fil-
ters in through the air-conditioning 
unit in Citrullo’s office, I ask the 
other question I’ve always wanted 

to ask of people in the trenches of 
animal rescue: How do you not get 
discouraged or depressed? Because 
while the numbers are improv-
ing, and more and more animals 
are leaving the shelter healthy and 
heading to good homes, there is a 
never-ending supply of others to 
take their place.

Citrullo’s face softens, and he 
smiles. “Because I know we’re doing 
the right thing,” he says. “Because 
of that, there’s not a day I don’t look 
forward to coming in here.” He 
reaches for Daisy and hugs her to his 
chest. “I love animals,” he adds.  

“Like crazy.” Liz Long  and her dog, Sam, 
an adoptee from the Humane 
Educational Society.

#5 CHECK OUT AN EXTENSIVE AND UP-TO-DATE WISH LIST AT 
HESCHATT.COM/HELP-DONATE-WISH-LIST.PHP

BOB CITRULLO’S WISH LIST


