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Karen Cain is a case manager and counselor for St. Elizabeth Shelter. She also runs the shelter’s Street Homeless Companion Animal Assistance Program (SHCAAP).  



SFR: How long have you been working at St. Elizabeth’s?
KC: It’s been about five years now. I typically spend two days a week at the emergency shelter and three days a week at Sonrisa [transitional housing facility], where I work with teens and families. But I’m available nights, weekends, anytime. It’s truly a 24-7-365 kind of a job. 
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How long have you been in Santa Fe?
I grew up in Dallas but my family vacationed a lot near Taos in Red River and so I was familiar with the area for a long time. In fact, I loved it so much I moved here about 10 years ago.

What’s the most challenging thing about the work you do?
Gosh, I would say one of the most challenging things we face is just being able to help families get their basic needs met. I think the most heartbreaking thing is to see people in these kinds of situations, but they sincerely want to change their situations and their lives. They just need to be given the opportunity to do that and they’ll do it. We try to give them that opportunity—a helping hand so that they can get on their feet.

Are people surprised by how many homeless there are in Santa Fe, particularly children and teens?
I think that’s true. The fastest growing population of homeless is families and kids. We had about 2,400 people that received services from St. Elizabeth’s last year. About 10 percent, or 240, were under 18 and about 200 of those were children under 10.

How much does the lack of affordable housing play into the homeless equation in Santa Fe?
It is the primary issue. We desperately need to get people into transitional and permanent housing. We only have eight units of transitional housing specifically for families and it’s the only program in northern New Mexico. We try not to turn anyone away but, with the lack of housing, we still have to turn away 100 families a year and that’s very hard.

How effective has Mayor David Coss’ Task Force to End Homelessness been thus far?
It’s been a very positive step. We have a five-year plan to end homelessness in place, and so that’s what we’re working towards. I think the mayor is doing a great job focusing on this issue along with other people in the community.

So…how did you come to be known on the streets as The Dog Lady?
[laughs] Well, I’ve always been an animal lover and I’ve always been involved with animal rights. I had noticed that a lot of people on the street had animals and so a couple of years ago I decided we needed to do something about it. I talked to Smith Veterinary Hospital and they were excited about helping me out and so we started a program [the Street Homeless Companion Animal Assistance Program] where we could help with food, leashes, shots, medical care, spay and neutering, everything. Just by word-of-mouth people started coming by the shelter and bringing their dogs with them.

Where do you get the resources to run the program?
We’ve been so blessed with people wanting to work with us by donating their time and money. The city’s Animal Control Department and the Humane Society, along with Smith’s, have all been great. But we can always use more help and money. I run the program by myself—in addition to my work with families, teens and children—so I definitely can use whatever help I can get. I think we all have a responsibility to make this a world a better place for everybody, whether they have two legs or four.

Could you ballpark how many of the city’s homeless have companion animals?
I don’t know any exact figures, but it’s a lot and the need for services is great. The shelters don’t allow animals so people will choose to sleep outside in the cold instead. They’ll give their last scrap of food to their animals instead of saving it for themselves. This is their family. I know how much my animals mean to me and I know how much they mean to people on the streets.  

How many pets do you have?
I have four. When I worked as a tutor in Dallas I would see stray animals all the time. I saw these two dogs in a used car lot every day on my way to work. It took a year before I could befriend them but I did. Their names are Mike and Johnnie and they’re named after the two guys who ran the car lot. And then I have two cats, one is Cady—named after the feminist Elizabeth Cady Stanton—and the other is Rosebud after the sled in Citizen Kane.

Is it a struggle to stay positive when there’s so much negativity in your line of work?
It can be very challenging. I struggle at times with the bureaucracy because I just want the best for people and that’s not always the easiest thing to accomplish. It can be frustrating and challenging but the rewards are incredible. I just feel so lucky to be working with so many amazing people. I don’t think I would want to do anything else. 
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