
START END LOCATION EVENT TYPE Speaker(s) Topic Description

3:00 PM 5:00 PM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall Exhibitor Move-In

3:00 PM 5:00 PM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall Registration Open

8:00 AM 9:30 AM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall Exhibitor Move-In
8:00 AM 10:00 AM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall Registration Open
9:30 AM 5:00 PM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall Exhibit Hall Open

10:00 AM 10:15 AM Locust/Maple Opening Remarks
Shelly Simmons & Elizabeth 

Overcash
Hitting the Jackpot for Pets & People: Welcome to CarolinasUNITE 2026!

Place your bets on collaboration and community—because the 2026 Carolinas UNITE Animal Welfare 
Conference is dealing out big wins at Harrah’s Cherokee Casino & Resort Conference Center! Shelly 

Simmons and Elizabeth Overcash will shuffle the deck and welcome animal control, sheltering, 
veterinary, and community pet support pros from across the Carolinas and beyond. These opening 
remarks will set the tone for going “all in for animals,” stacking the odds in favor of lifesaving, and 

hitting the jackpot with fresh ideas, new friends, and practical tools to take back home.

10:15 AM 11:30 AM Locust/Maple Keynote Tori Fugate
Why Your Data Matters: Joining the National Conversation with Shelter 

Animals Count

Shelters and rescues of all sizes are under growing pressure to do more with less—making good data 
not just valuable, but essential. In this session, Tori Fugate with Shelter Animals Count (SAC) will explain 
why submitting your data isn’t just about reporting numbers—it’s about shaping the national narrative, 
informing funding and policy decisions, and ensuring your community is accurately represented. Learn 

how SAC’s trusted, neutral database is used by media, funders, and policymakers—and how your 
organization can benefit through exclusive dashboards, forecasting tools, grant opportunities, and 

more. We'll also cover the importance of animal-level data, how it's used in trend reports and resource 
planning, and why your participation helps move from estimation to true representation. Whether 

you're already contributing or just getting started, this session will show you the power your data holds.

11:30 AM 11:45 AM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall

11:45 AM 12:45 PM Hickory Breakout 1A Grace Kahler Bridging the gap: shelters and wildlife coexistence

Through Humane World’s Wild Neighbors program, we are working with a number of animal care and 
control partners to incorporate wildlife into their mission of animal protection as an important local 

resource for resolving wildlife conflicts. Animal control facilities are increasingly tasked with responding 
to wildlife issues in their community, but standard operating procedures often stand in the way of 

achieving humane outcomes for wildlife. This discussion will combine what we already know with what 
we are learning from our partners to provide shelters with more resources for staff and the public. The 

benefits include programs and frameworks for humane outcomes for wildlife in your community, a 
reduced workload for officers in the field, and a greater awareness in the community about how to 
solve problems with wildlife. Animal care and control agencies are already providing responses to 

wildlife conflicts and have been doing so for years; we are offering more resources for responders to 
humanely and permanently solve conflicts with wildlife.

11:45 AM 12:45 PM Oak Breakout 1 B Cathy Wilson
Thinking Outside the Kennel: How to Maximize Your Life Saving Impact 

with Petco Adoptions

With kennel space and foster homes at a premium, shelters and rescues alike need to once again 
explore alternative ways to get their pets seen and adopted. By partnering with Petco, we can help with 

both. Organizations have the ability to house cats in the on-site habitats and have the flexibility in 
scheduling adoption events at Petco Pet Care Centers. With Petco Love, our grant awards are paid out 
based on the number of adoptions at our Petco locations. We will also provide our approved animal 
welfare partners an Adoption Support Benefit page to support every adopter, not just adopters at 

Petco, to set their journey up for success. During this session, attendees will learn how to become an 
adoption partner and how to get the most out of their adoption partnership with Petco. By partnering 

with Petco, you save not only one life, but two!

11:45 AM 12:45 PM Maple Breakout 1 C
Spencer Conover

So You Want to be the Boss?

Everyone wants to be the boss! Or so they think… In this presentation, Pasco County Assistant Director 
Spencer Conover will take you through the challenges of today’s leaders, discuss cultural differences in 
today’s workforce, and discuss solutions for today’s progressive leaders. Spencer Conover has led the 

Pasco County Leadership Development Program and worked with leaders across 57 different 
departments within County Government. The lessons learned in this presentation will help shape any 

aspiring leader or help reinvigorate the most seasoned executive.

12:45 PM 2:00 PM Locust/Maple

2:00 PM 3:00 PM Hickory Breakout 2 A Cameron Moore & Jen Walter Every Day Counts: Strategies to Safely Shorten Shelter Stays

Time matters in animal shelters, for pets, staff, and communities. Each extra day an animal spends in 
care increases the risk of illness, stress, and cost, while slowing the path to their best possible outcome. 

In this session, we’ll dive into practical, data-driven strategies to reduce length of stay (LOS) without 
sacrificing safety or welfare. From streamlining return-to-owner processes, to accelerating adoptions, 
to supporting animals with medical or behavioral needs, you’ll learn how to revamp operations and 

make “the shortest stay to the best outcome” a reality. Join us to discover why data is key, what those 
extra days really cost, and how reducing LOS saves more lives, boosts well-being, and strengthens your 

organization.

2:00 PM 3:00 PM Oak Breakout 2 B Carol Whaley & Steph Rose
Building inclusive adoption practices: Embracing the Adopters Welcome 

framework

Join Humane World for Animals (formerly the HSUS) to learn about Adopters Welcome, a framework 
rooted in conversation-based adoptions. Attendees will learn about common barriers to adoption and 
how they affect potential adopters. We'll discuss how to support staff and volunteers so they can shift 
from a rigid application process to one that creates long-term relationships with adopters. Lastly, we'll 

talk about the importance of data collection to inform program success.
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2:00 PM 3:00 PM Maple Breakout 2 C Tori Fugate & Jerrica Owens Data-Driven Animal Control: Using Metrics to Enhance Community Impact

In the modern landscape of animal control, data is more than just numbers—it’s a critical tool for 
improving operations, guiding decision-making, and demonstrating community impact. This session will 
explore how animal control agencies can leverage data to enhance service delivery, identify trends, and 
build compelling cases for support and policy change. We’ll cover key metrics to track, tools for effective 

data collection, and real-world examples of how data has transformed animal control programs. 
Attendees will leave with actionable insights on using data to elevate their agencies and better serve 

their communities.
3:00 PM 3:30 PM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall

3:30 PM 4:45 PM Locust/Maple General Session Misty Valenta & Brent Toellner Community is the Key to Managed Intake

For decades, when someone needed to rehome a pet or found a lost pet, we, as animal welfare 
professionals, told the public to take them to the shelter. What we didn’t say was that our shelter 
systems were overwhelmed and even under ideal conditions, shelters are stressful places for pets. 

Some attempts at “Managed intake” have devolved into little more than just turning away pets in need. 
But a community-centered approach to managed intake is possible if we work with people & pets in 

need and work together to find the best possible solution for each pet. By partnering with and 
supporting the community, and allowing the community to support us, we can manage the flow of 

animals into our shelters while also serving the needs of the animals in the community. By managing 
the flow of animals into our shelters, we can maintain a proper capacity for care and ensure that each 
pet gets the attention they deserve to meet their specific needs and increase positive outcomes. We’ll 
share specific examples of what is working in Williamson County, TX, as well as national examples of 

programs designed to help the entire community – people, their pets, and the shelter.

8:00 AM 6:00 PM Pre-Function/Exibit Hall Exhibit Hall Open
8:00 AM 9:00 AM Pre-Function/Exibit Hall Registration Open

9:00 AM 10:15 AM Locust/Maple General Session Jackie Rose & Gina Knepp The Culture of Return to Home: What is it & Why is it important?

This workshop is designed to encourage animal control/welfare organizations to embrace a proactive 
approach to helping lost pets reunite with their families. While most agencies provide Return-to-Home 
(RTH) services, many agencies have not formally designed policies or practices geared towards creative 
and comprehensive RTO strategies. Further, although RTO/RTH has always been an important service, it 

is even more important today, considering national shelter capacity demands and increased need for 
pet retention programming. This session will explore ways to increase agency-wide focus on RTH 

philosophies, how to engage a broader reach of people dedicated to helping animals return to home 
prior to entering the animal welfare system, identify key policies/protocols to support RTH efforts, and 

review current solutions to build greater community-based pet reunification.

10:15 AM 10:30 AM Pre-Function/Exibit Hall

10:30 AM 11:30 AM Hickory Breakout 1 A Leah  Craig Chumbley Caring for Animal Welfare Staff in the Face of Difficult Work

Animal welfare inherently exposes staff to painful situations, stories, and images. We therefore must 
intentionally care for each other in order to stay resilient and be as impactful as we can for animals. 
Taught by a leader who implemented strategies to land her organization in the top 1% of a national 

shelter research study on employee engagement and satisfaction, Leah Craig will share practical ways 
to create a culture of care within your organization so that your staff can thrive and bring their best 

selves to work.

10:30 AM 11:30 AM Oak Breakout 1 B Jo Jarred, DVM
Compassionate Compliance: Bella’s Story and the Modern Shelter 

Approach

Join us as we present the case of Bella, a puppy held for a four-month rabies quarantine at a municipal 
shelter in North Carolina. We balanced progressive sheltering ideas with adherence to animal control 
regulations, offering Bella enriching care through teamwork and compassion. This case demonstrates 

how shelters can save more lives by combining strict protocols with a compassionate, forward-thinking 
approach, highlighting the delicate balance between following the rules and creating positive outcomes 
for animals, as we successfully returned Bella home happy and healthy to her owners. In our workshop, 

we will engage participants through a dynamic, interactive case walkthrough using a “choose-your-
path” format, allowing attendees to vote on key decision points in Bella’s journey and explore the 

outcomes of different choices. To deepen empathy and broaden perspective, we’ll guide a “Compassion 
Mapping” exercise where attendees reflect on how long-term quarantine impacts various 

stakeholders—including the animal, owners, staff, and community. Participants will also complete a 
hands-on activity called “Bella’s Compassion Toolbox,” where they brainstorm and share practical 

enrichment and policy strategies they can apply in their own shelters.

10:30 AM 11:30 AM Maple Breakout 1 C Shelly Simmons & Staci Kehir
The Art of Herding Cats, Dogs, and People: Pulling Off Large-Scale Pet 

Support Events

Pulling off a high-volume event—whether it’s 100+ TNR's in one day, a mass drive-thru vaccine clinic, or 
another lifesaving pet support initiative—takes more than sharp surgical skills. It takes organization, 
community partnerships, and the ability to pivot when things (inevitably) go sideways. At Greenville 

County Animal Care, we’ve run these events with a big team and a big budget, but here’s the secret: the 
systems that make them work don’t depend on size. They scale beautifully—whether you’ve got 5 staff 
or 50. Along the way, these events also create a buzz: funders take notice, volunteers line up, and even 
staff who don’t normally touch cats or clinics want to jump in because, believe it or not, it’s fun. In this 

session, we’ll share strategies, hacks, and “wish we’d known” lessons to help you launch or expand 
impactful clinics in your own community, no matter what resources you don’t have.

11:30 AM 1:00 PM Locust/Maple
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1:00 PM 2:00 PM Hickory Breakout 2 A Jillian Sergio
Flip the script: frontline team members aren’t just greeting people, they’re 

shaping your story.

When we think about messaging, our minds often go to communications, social media, or fundraising 
campaigns. But vital, and often overlooked, messengers of our organizations are our frontline 

employees. These team members interact daily with adopters, volunteers, and community members. 
They are the first point of contact and often shape how the entire organization is perceived. This 

session will introduce SPARC principles, systems framing, empathy, and messaging with dignity; and 
explore how they can be applied directly to the work of frontline team members. Participants will learn 
practical tools for shifting everyday conversations away from judgment or blame, toward connection 

and understanding. We’ll highlight how frontline interactions can reinforce organizational values, 
strengthen trust with the community, and create a more inclusive, compassionate culture. By the end of 
this session, participants will be able to: - Understand the role frontline team members play in shaping 
organizational messaging and community perception. - Apply principles of systems framing, empathy, 

and dignity to everyday conversations. - Identify common pitfalls in frontline communication and 
explore strategies to respond with respect and inclusion. - Equip staff with tools to carry forward 

consistent messaging that builds stronger community relationships.

1:00 PM 2:00 PM Oak Breakout 2 B Tori Fugate Saying the Hard Things: Transparent Communication About Euthanasia

Effective communication is one of the most powerful tools in animal welfare—but addressing 
emotionally charged topics like euthanasia requires boldness, honesty, and strategy. This session 

explores how organizations can build both internal and external communication frameworks that foster 
trust, compassion, and clarity around the most difficult decisions. Attendees will learn how to speak 

openly and respectfully about animals at risk of euthanasia, and how to use websites and social media 
to tell the full story—including when the outcome is not what anyone hoped for. Real-world examples 
will highlight how honest, truthful messaging can rally community support for vulnerable animals and 

increase lifesaving opportunities. This session also covers internal communication practices that 
support transparency with staff and volunteers, including offering alternatives and shared decision-
making that promotes team unity and accountability. Whether you're navigating public questions or 
internal strain, you'll leave with practical tools to communicate hard truths with integrity and impact.

1:00 PM 2:00 PM Maple Breakout 2 C John Graves More than TNVR

Reviewing all the cornerstones of a Community Cat Program, including Resource Management, 
Community Engagement, Nuisance Mitigation, and of course TNVR. This will ensure a successful 

implementation or expansion of your program to reduce complaints, solve problems, identify and 
engage key players, and adopt a proactive approach.

2:00 PM 2:15 PM Pre-Function/Exibit Hall

2:15 PM 3:15 PM Hickory Breakout 3 A Misty Valenta Unlocking Your Potential by Adopting Your Community

How would you react to learn that your greatest resource has been sitting in front of you this whole 
time? Too often, animal services organizations—whether focused on rescue, sheltering, or 

protection—measure success by internal metrics: adoptions, intakes, fundraising totals. But in truth, 
the most powerful and sustainable measure of success lies beyond the walls of the facility—in the heart 

of the community. In this keynote address, we’ll explore how the strength of your organization’s 
relationship with its community not only reflects your current effectiveness but also predicts your 

future resilience. Together, we’ll examine the critical role of trust, vulnerability, and honesty in building 
authentic partnerships with the public. From reframing outdated outreach models to embracing two-
way communication and inclusive engagement, this session will leave attendees inspired to see their 

neighbors, volunteers, donors, and even critics as allies in a shared mission.

2:15 PM 3:15 PM Oak Breakout 3 B Jackie Peery Tech That Saves Tails: Bootcamp Edition – Real Tools, Real Shelter Life

If you don’t have time to try new tools, you’re the person who needs them most. We’ll explore 
accessible tools like ChatGPT, Claude, Notion, Otter.ai, and Canva through hands-on examples tied to 

real shelter work—whether you’re managing operations, crafting fundraising campaigns, or 
streamlining daily processes. You’ll walk away with practical ways to save time, reduce stress, and work 

smarter—starting now.

2:15 PM 3:15 PM Maple Breakout 3 C Elkie Wills The HASS and Field Services Connection

Animal control officers have the potential to prioritize not only pet and public safety, but maximize their 
roles through community engagement. This presentation, featuring Elkie Wills, Director of Human 
Animal Support Services (HASS) will provide a new perspective on the daily responsibilities of field 
services through a compassionate enforcement lens. Attendees will walk away with NACA-certified 

insights on how to redefine the role of field service officers, steps to start or improve a partnership with 
your local field services department and easy-to-launch programming tools that support intake to 

placement initiatives.
3:15 PM 3:30 PM Pre-Function/Exibit Hall

3:30 PM 4:45 PM Locust/Maple General Session Spencer Conover Innovative Leadership to Build a Better Team

 y     y    y   y   g  y g 
done? Do you ever feel like you're speaking your coworker's language, but they still 
don't understand what you mean? It could be varying personality styles. In this 
presentation, National Animal Care and Control COO Spencer Conover will dive into 
the world of varying personality styles and they can directly affect an animal shelter 
and animal control operation. Setting up your team for success is key to helping save 
lives and help people. Through this presentation you will better understand your own 
personality type, better understand your teammates main motivating factors and learn 
to fill necessary gaps missing from your team.

5:30 PM 7:30 PM All Bets on Connection!
Ante up for an evening where the real jackpot is meeting new friends and allies in animal welfare. 

Trade stories, share strategies, and roll the dice on conversations that could spark your next big idea.

8:00 AM 12:00 PM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall Exhibit Hall Open
8:00 AM 9:00 AM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall Registration Open
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9:00 AM 10:15 AM Locust/Maple General Session Jennifer Bonovich, DVM Veterinary Forensics 101

Learn about the emerging field of veterinary forensics and its vital role in animal care and control. In 
modern animal care as well as shelter dynamics, attention to neglect and cruelty cases is rising. Not only 

are we recognizing these cases more readily, we also have increased expectations to pursue justice. In 
this presentation, we will cover the basics of veterinary forensics and what it means to the animal 

control officer, law enforcement, veterinarians, and shelter staff. We will then dive into real-life cases 
and how they were handled based on resources at hand.

10:15 AM 10:30 AM Pre-Function/Exhibit Hall

10:30 AM 11:45 AM Locust/Maple General Session NCAF & SCACCA Boards State Agency Updates: North Carolina & South Carolina

Join your state’s association—North Carolina Animal Federation (NCAF) or South Carolina Animal Care 
& Control Association (SCACCA)—for updates on legislation, training, and key initiatives. Each session 

also offers an open forum for members and non-members to share challenges and highlight what 
support they need most from their state-level association.

11:45 AM 12:00 PM Locust/Maple
Closing Remarks & Give-A-

Ways!
Shelly Simmons & Elizabeth 

Overcash
All In' Until The End!

Before we cash out, let’s celebrate the wins we’ve stacked up—knowledge shared, connections made, 
and inspiration to take back home. And of course, don’t miss your chance to walk away with a prize that 

could make you the big winner of the conference!
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