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Wild Things
What the Animal Shelter had to do to meet the county’s needs in 2020 reveals 
a lot about how our nonprofits adapted in the strangest of years BY STEVE PALOPOLI

roles that shelter staff took on are 
interesting in themselves, but they 
also serve as a microcosm for how so 
many of the nonprofits in this county 
had to pivot, sometimes radically, to 
serve the needs of its residents.

It’s important to note that the 
Animal Shelter itself is not technically 
a nonprofit organization; it’s a 
department of the county government. 
However, the Santa Cruz County 
Animal Shelter Foundation, which 
supports it, is a nonprofit—one of the 
40 that are part of this year’s Santa 
Cruz Gives fundraising campaign. 
While the structure and setup of the 
shelter itself is different, its staff’s 

experience navigating the chaos of 
this year is very similar to what so 
many of the nonprofits in Santa Cruz 
Gives went through. Here are the five 
craziest things the Animal Shelter did 
for the love of Santa Cruz County—
both its animals and people—in 2020.

1. THE IGUANA INCIDENT: OK, this isn’t 
related to the Covid-19 pandemic 
or the wildfires, but it sums up so 
perfectly how none of us could ever 
really tell what the universe had in 
store for us this year. Just last week, 
the shelter found a home for an iguana 
they named Ursula, which had been 
shipped from parts unknown 

T
his year has been weird 
for everyone, but it’s been 
especially weird at the Santa 
Cruz County Animal Shelter. 

It’s the kind of year where a Santa 
Cruz resident can unknowingly 
receive a large and angry iguana 
in a package on her doorstep. And 
also one in which shelter staff 
had to turn the very definition of 
what they do upside-down to serve 
a county population whose lives 
were similarly upended by both the 
Covid-19 pandemic and wildfires that 
forced tens of thousands of residents 
to evacuate. The expanded—and 
often, completely unexpected—

TO SHELL AND BACK  Frankie the tortoise is one of the unusual animal evacuees the Santa Cruz County Animal Shelter 
found a home for after the CZU Lightning Complex fire.
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DOWN TO SURF
Adaptive Surfing League 
crowns local surfer the 2020 
world champion on West Cliff
By G.P. Scheppler

The Central Coast was battered with big 
south swell over the weekend as Steamer 
Lane hosted the 2020 Adaptive Surf 
League (ASL) World Championships and 
Wheelchair Big Wave contest. Santa Cruz 
surfer and Chilean Paralympics hopeful 
Claudio Morales rode a custom-made 
Pearsons to a clean sweep of the contest 
for his first World Title, also winning the Big 
Wave competition on Friday. 

This year’s Paralympics were disrupted 
by the pandemic, impacting the field by 
taking away a chance to compete on the 
biggest stage. More importantly for ASL 
athletes, each contest represents a chance 
to share their stories of athleticism and 
overcoming adversity. 

“No one plans on being in a tragic 
accident,” says Morales, a regular at surf 
breaks in this area, who gets around in a 
wheelchair and surfs lying down on his 
board. “No one grows up dreaming of this 
happening to them, but [my accident] 
wasn’t the end, it was the beginning of 
something new. To get the chance to be 
here with my fiance and with my amazing 
support team of Rob Crompton, Hank Skipp, 
Jason Shepardson, Scott Dust Marty, and 
Kyle Marty is sweet. Thank you to all my 
competitors, and the ASL, for pushing me.”

Photographers like Ben Ingram and Nick 
Betts came to help capture the moment 
with drone pilot Ernest Smith. Multiple 
veteran publications sent journalists to 
cover riders like Jose Martinez, an Olympic 
hopeful and big-wave surfer who lost three 
limbs in Afghanistan. 

“This is a huge leap forward for the 
ASL,” Martinez, an ASL board member, 
says. “Did you see those waves out there 
this weekend? It was crazy, the biggest 
conditions most of us have ever surfed, 
definitely the biggest waves this contest 
has ever seen. To ride a world-class surf 
break on a world-class day, and to get to 
be on Surfline the whole time, it was firing, 
man! This wasn’t an epic adaptive surf 
contest—this was an epic surf contest that 
adaptive people competed in.”

After the contest wrapped up, 
Martinez headed home to pack > 16> 18
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FURLOUGH,  
YOU DON’T
Last month, as the county 
prepared to approve a contract 
with an independent engineering 
firm, one Planning Department 
employee stepped forward at 
public comment with a reminder 
and a pointed critique. 

The Planning Department’s 
top two officials were pitching a 
contract with Pleasanton-based 
consulting company 4Leaf, 
Inc. to set up and manage 
a Recovery Permit Center 

in the county building. That 
agreement is the centerpiece 
of a streamlining process in the 
aftermath of the CZU Lightning 
Complex fire, which destroyed 
more than 900 homes. 

However, the county’s Plans 
Examiner Jim Heaney spoke 
up to say that, while he and his 
colleagues had no problem with 
the contract itself, they felt it would 
be a good time for the county to 
reverse its furloughs. At the Nov. 17 
Board of Supervisors meeting, 
he called the moment an “all-
hands-on-deck situation” for the 
department’s employees.

“Right now, they’re expected 
to work 92% of their normal 
workload because that’s how 
their pay has been affected,” 
said Heaney, who’s also a 
volunteer union rep for the 
SEIU, representing his fellow 
planning staffers. “You will hear 
from personnel, for example, 
that they don’t want to take us 
off of furlough, because there’s 
cost savings involved in our 
furlough. Of course, there’s cost 
savings. When $295 each pay 
period is not in my paycheck, 
that’s a cost savings.”

At the Nov. 17 meeting, which 

was the board’s most recent, the 
board unanimously approved 
the plan to hire 4Leaf. And in a 
motion from Supervisor John 
Leopold, the board also agreed 
to look at county planners’ 
staffing hours during the mid-
year budget review, which county 
spokesperson Jason Hoppin 
says is scheduled for the second 
half of January. 

Heaney wishes the county 
would take action sooner. “It’s just 
challenging,” he tells GT, of the 
road ahead. “There’s a lot of work 
to do, and there’s limited time to 
do it.”  JACOB PIERCE

to a local woman who had definitely not 
ordered an iguana.

“This woman receives this box in 
the mail,” says the shelter’s program 
and development manager Erika 
Anderson, “and as she starts to open 
it, she realizes that one, she did not 
order this, and two, the bag inside says 
‘Ten Vine Snakes.’ So she’s like, ‘Oh 
yeah, I’m not opening this. I’m taking 
this to the animal shelter.’ Which 
luckily she did, because she would 
have been in for a real surprise if she 
opened it. It wasn’t ten snakes, it was 
a huge iguana.”

The shelter staff thought the iguana 
was surely dead when they opened 
the bag, because iguanas need tropical 
temperatures—as in 85-plus degrees, 
with 70% humidity—and this one 
had been shipped inside a bag, which 
was inside styrofoam, which was 
inside a cardboard box, in the cold of 
November. Incredibly, however, she 
was very much alive.

“She was freezing cold, so we got 
her set up, and she started to warm 
up,” Anderson says. “And that’s when 
she told us she did not like people.”

This is not unusual for iguanas—
with the exception of some who have 
been socialized since birth, they 
generally do not want to be handled by 
humans, and a slap from their tails is 
capable of breaking your arm to prove 
it. However, no bones were broken, 

and this story has a happy ending now 
that the shelter has found a suitable 
home for Ursula.

“She’s going to a rescue that’s 
equipped to deal with her, to make 
sure she lives a safe and happy life,” 
Anderson says.

2. FEEDING THE HUMANS: Here’s one for 
those who’ve echoed a dismissive 
sentiment the Animal Shelter staff 
sometimes hears: “Well, but you only 
help animals.” Certainly it seems 
odd to any animal lover for that to 
be said as if it’s a bad thing, but it’s 
also untrue—the shelter is equally 
dedicated to helping the people who 
need essential services to care for 
and keep their animals. But even the 
shelter’s staff weren’t expecting that 
a huge part of their job after Covid-19 
hit—or more accurately, another job 
on top of their other jobs—would be 
entirely focused on serving clients 
with two legs.

“At the start of the pandemic, 
Santa Cruz County set up multiple 
emergency homeless shelters to get 
the unhoused community into safe 
spaces where they could quarantine 
and not be living on the street,” 
Anderson says. “They were providing 
them with three meals a day, which 
were delivered by our animal control 
officers. And all of our employees, on 
top of doing our normal duties, were 
working shifts at the Veteran’s Hall in 
downtown Santa Cruz, doing things 
like checking people’s temperatures 

going in and out. We would sign them 
in and out so they could go for walks, 
cleaning up the facility, handing out 
breakfast, lunch and dinner.”

They were also delivering food 
to hotels, where some Covid-19 
quarantiners were being housed. The 
reason all of this fell to the shelter 
staff, despite the fact that they make 
up one of the smaller departments in 
the county, is an extremely practical 
one: They were already on the front 
line of the pandemic, while many of 
the other county departments were 
closed, says Anderson.

“We were already essential workers, 
and we were here working with the 
public anyway,” she says.

3. FRANKIE THE TURTLE AND OTHER EVACUEES: 
During and after the CZU Lightning 
Complex fire, the shelter was called on 
to help many families who had been 
forced to evacuate their Santa Cruz 
Mountains homes. As anyone who’s 
lived in the Santa Cruz Mountains 
knows, residents there sometimes 
keep some unusual pets. A lot of 
tortoises suddenly came into the 
shelter, for instance, including a large 
one named Frankie whose family had 
to give him up because they lost their 
home in the fire. He was adopted 
within three days.

Anderson says Santa Cruz Equine 
Evacuation was instrumental in 
getting not only horses but many other 
animals to the fairgrounds. A lot of 
these animal evacuees were 
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for a big-game bow hunting trip he is 
scheduled to go on in Texas this weekend. 

The ASL managed to snake through a 
multitude of shutdowns around the state 
under the California professional athlete 
exception. With a $1,000 prize on the line, 
multiple adaptive surfers competed under 
the watchful eye of support teams and 
water rescue professionals on Jet Skis.

Since its inception, the ASL has sought 
to bring the sport into the professional 
space by offering riders the chance to earn 
money from sponsorships and contest 
prizes. Partnering with the International 
Surfing Association, the two leagues have 
worked in tandem to make surfing more 
inclusive while still giving adaptive athletes 
a place to be celebrated.

“What an amazing weekend, I am so 

range in age from their early twenties to late 
sixties. They all share in open conversations 
about their experiences in and out of the 
doctor’s office. 

For beginner surfers, groups like Ayala’s 
One More Wave club represent a whole new 
world of physical and mental health.

“Surfing, especially in Santa Cruz, can be 
intimidating,” he says. “We surf as a family 
and help mentor new surfers in the ways of 
the wave. Surfing saved my life: It helped me 
bring fitness back into my life, and it’s been a 
lifeline in these dark times. Our mission was 
focused on developing adaptive equipment 
in the beginning, but now we have dropped 
in on building veteran surfing communities 
around the country. Sadly, demand is way 
higher than availability at this time, so we are 
trying to give vets somewhere to go check 
back in with nature.” 

happy everyone got to compete in that 
amazing swell,” says contest organizer Jeff 
Munson. “Most of these athletes had their 
training schedules disrupted over the year, 
so to come out and go headfirst into huge 
waves shows you the kind of competitors 
we’ve got. We are all extremely grateful 
for the water rescue professionals who 
provided ski and swimmer support, to the 
locals who shared their wave with us for a 
few days, and to the city of Santa Cruz for 
letting us put on a show.”

Adding to the special vibe is the fact that 
the contest happened in Santa Cruz, a town 
with a growing adaptive surf community, 
much of it organized by veterans.  

Army veteran and Santa Cruz local Arturo 
Ayala has been a vanguard of the movement, 
hosting monthly surf meetups and 
facilitating the acquisition of adaptive surf 
equipment for those who need it. Attendees 

DOWN TO SURF < 15

HONOR SYSTEM  Claudio Morales was crowned the Adaptive Surf League World Champion Saturday on 
West Cliff after shredding 10-plus-ft. waves at Steamer Lane. PHOTO: NICK BETTS
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cared for by the Animal Shelter, both 
at the evacuation sites and at their 
facility. The problem was making 
space for those animals—but it didn’t 
turn out to be much of a problem, 
thanks to the shelter’s volunteers.

“During the fires, in total we cared 
for about 4,500 animals,” she says. 
“About 400 animals were physically 
here at the shelter, which meant we 
had to get all of the animals already 
at the shelter into foster homes in 
order to accommodate that. Otherwise 
we could have never done that. We 
asked all of our volunteers ‘Can you 
please make room for the evacuated 
animals?’ And in one day, they were all 
in foster homes.”

The volunteers kept those animals 
through the fire and its aftermath, and 
sometimes even longer.

“We rely so much on our 
volunteers,” Anderson says. “They’re 
just phenomenal people.”

4. PETSITTING IN THE BURN ZONE: Besides the 
evacuee animals at the shelter and 
the fairgrounds, the other animals 
that made up the 4,500 the Animal 
Shelter cared for are the ones whose 
families had to leave them behind 
when they evacuated. Talk about 
being way into unexplored territory: 
The Animal Shelter was now 
petsitting, during one of the biggest 
fires in California history.

“No one wants to leave their pet 
behind, but as we saw with this fire, it 
just happens so fast,” Anderson says. 
“If you have a bunch of animals and 
you’re driving a sedan, how many can 
you realistically fit in there? And if 
you have horses and pigs and goats, 
what do you do?”

Well, one thing you could do is 
call on the Animal Shelter, which 
immediately started a service they 
called “feeding in place.” Along with 
members of the Equine Evacuation 
team, animal control officers would 
check on those animals, giving them 
food and water.

“We were getting calls from people 
where they’d say, ‘I don’t know if my 
animals are still alive, but I heard you 
guys are doing this. Can you please 
go to my address and check on the 
animals?’ Some people had even left 
cats or rabbits inside, and they would 
come and drop off their house key, 
and our officers would go 
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up there and they would be able to 
report back; some of them would send 
a photo to the family—‘Fluffy’s still 
here and everything’s good.’ They’d 
give them food and water and let 
them know, ‘I’ll come back and check 
on them at this date and time.’ It 
brought people peace of mind.”

5.  GOING WHERE THE PUPPIES (AND THEIR 
PEOPLE) ARE: When the pandemic 
started, the shelter quickly started 
a weekly pet food pantry to give 
out donated pet food to anyone who 
needed it. 

“Now we have so much pet food that 
people can just come to the shelter any 
day we’re open, 10am-6pm, and just 
ask for food and we’ll go grab them a 
bag. Because so much was donated, we 
don’t have to have a specific day for 
it anymore,” Anderson says. “We’ve 
done things like going out to the food 
distribution sites in Watsonville at 
schools and stuff, and we’ve just taken 
our van full of dog and cat food and 
given it away to people who need it. 
We usually run out in 45 minutes.”

There was also the question of how 
they would continue their Healthy 
Pets for All Program, which provides 
vaccinations, pet supplies, flea 
medicine and more to those in need.

“Sometimes we serve 80 people 
when we do those clinics, so it 
wouldn’t be safe for us to do that,” 
Anderson says. “But I kept hearing 
about puppies being born in the 
encampments, and knew we needed to 
do something about it. So myself and 
an RVT [Registered Vet Technician] 
and one of the other staff members, 
we were going into the encampments, 
finding the puppies, vaccinating the 
puppies, getting them signed up for 
spay and neuter, and basically meeting 
the people where they were so that we 
could safely keep a six-foot distance 
and still get the animals vaccinated 
and get them what they needed.”

The Animal Shelter will present a “Holiday 
Serenade for Shelter Pets” livestream on 
Sunday, Dec. 13, from 4:30-6pm. Local 
musicians Henry Chadwick and Garrett 
Smart will be on site at the shelter to play 
holiday music for some of the shelter 
dogs and cats, and will be encouraging 
viewers to donate to the Animal Shelter 
Foundation at santacruzgives.org. Visit 
scanimalshelter.org for more information.
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