Potter League to give pets extra care during construction project 

By Matt Sheley/Daily News staff 

MIDDLETOWN - The Potter League for Animals is planning to provide comforts for the creatures during its upcoming building project.

Dogs will be treated to extra walks, car rides and snacks, while cats will get more toys and viewings of wildlife videos designed to keep their minds off the work around them, said Patricia Heller, director of outreach and development. 

On bad days, when construction is particularly noisy, some of the jumpier animals will be relocated temporarily to the organization's training center down the street, she said.

Aquidneck Island residents also are being encouraged to bring home a cat or dog for a month or two during peak periods to help alleviate strain on the Oliphant Lane operation.

All those steps and more are being taken, Heller said, to guarantee the animals get the same level of care and attention during the $7.5 million project, which is expected to start in the next couple weeks and be wrapped up next summer.

"We're going to do whatever we can during the project to make sure the animals are comfortable," Heller said. "They're the reason we're here. Anything like this can be very upsetting and we want to minimize that as much as possible."

From Day One through the last day of construction of the new animal care and education center, the Potter League will remain open, with staff available to assist visitors' needs, she said.

For years, Potter League officials and board members have been talking about the possibility of a new shelter to replace the one occupied by the organization since 1978.

While the existing 9,600-square-foot building has undergone a number of renovations, Potter League officials said it has outlived its usefulness and no longer meets the needs of the animal population it serves.

Annually, the Potter League houses about 1,900 animals and provides pound services for Middletown, Newport and Portsmouth. The center facilitates adoptions for 1,100 animals a year and returns 450 lost pets to their owners.

To date, the Potter League has raised approximately $4 million toward the project. The design work by ARQ Architects of Kittery, Maine, has been completed and general contractor Behan Brothers of Middletown is preparing the site for demolition work.

The project is being done in phases, meaning some of the shelter will be torn down while other parts remain open, Heller said. Eventually, all of the existing shelter will be razed to make way for the new structure.

Besides being a "green building" - designed to take advantage of the most environmentally friendly materials and techniques - Heller said the new facility will feel less like a shelter.

When visitors come to check out prospective pets, they won't see dogs and cats in cages anymore, said M. Christie Smith, executive director of the Potter League. Rather, she said, they'll be housed in rooms with a handful of other canines and kitties.

The goal is to let people see the animals in a more natural environment, one that's not so depressing, Smith said.

"We still hear from people that they don't like coming here because they feel guilty about the animals being in cages," Smith said. "We want people to want to come here and feel welcome and adopt the pet that is right for them."

In addition to the viewing halls, the new building also will provide separate intake areas to keep new Potter League pets away from the rest of the animals until they are thoroughly examined.

There will be a new ventilation system, more classroom and meeting space, better training rooms, natural light throughout the facility and soundproofing to help keep skittish pets calm.

"We've always looked forward to serving the community and this building is only going to help us do that job that much better," Heller said. "Everyone here is really excited about the building and it's certainly been a lot of work to get to this point."

"I believe that the new shelter structure is critical to us continuing to be a one-of-a-kind ... resource to Newport County," said Sheila M. Reilly, president of the Potter League's board of directors. "And the best part is, we anticipate that our new shelter model will lead the way for other shelters across the region and the United States, when they think about renovation or expansion."

To help

The Potter League for Animals is looking for local residents to adopt a pet for a month or two during its upcoming building project.

Food, equipment and medical care will be provided by the Potter League as part of the effort, officials said.

Anyone interested should contact volunteer coordinator Joyce Barton by calling 846-8276 or sending an e-mail to joyceb@potterleague.org.

TO GO

What: A special opening reception for ‘All Creatures Great and Small,’ an exhibition and sale of animal-oriented art to benefit the Potter League for Animals.

When: Saturday, Sept. 15, from 5-8 p.m.

Where: William Vareika Fine Arts, 212 Bellevue Ave., Newport.

Info: 849-6149. 
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