
Free-roaming dog population surveys

Globally, an estimated 1 billion dogs exist, of 
which 70-75% are free-roaming.
Free-roam ing dog populat ions include bot h owned dogs who roam  f reely and 

unowned st reet  dogs. Managing t hese populat ions is vit al for  public healt h, 

anim al welfare and com m unit y safet y, and is recognized globally as a key 

pr ior it y for  governm ent s and anim al welfare organizat ions. Measur ing 

f ree-roam ing dog densit y over  t im e is one of  t he m ost  ef fect ive ways t o t rack  

t he progress and long-t erm  im pact  of  dog populat ion m anagem ent  program s. 

This docum ent  out l ines a sim ple, proven and int ernat ionally recognized 

approach for  m onit or ing t hese populat ions.

Free-roam ing dog populat ion surveys form  t he foundat ion for  planning, 

im plem ent ing and evaluat ing hum ane and ef fect ive dog populat ion 

m anagem ent  program s. They generat e t he dat a needed t o design 

t arget ed int ervent ions and t o m easure progress over  t im e.
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I t is impossible to count all of 
the free-roaming dogs in a city. 
Inst ead, a represent at ive sam ple is surveyed and used t o 

est im at e t he t ot al populat ion and it s charact er ist ics. 

The cit y is divided int o represent at ive survey areas. These 

m ight  represent  exist ing wards or  zones, or  are som et im es 

creat ed based on ot her  fact ors, such as socioeconom ic st at us. 
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A survey rout e is creat ed w it h in each survey area. The survey is 

t hen conduct ed, count ing dogs along t he rout e. Each survey is 

done at  least  t w ice t o ensure t he count  is reliable.

Every dog sight ed on t he survey is recorded, not ing t heir  sex, 

st er i l izat ion st at us and ot her  relevant  det ails. This creat es a 

dat aset  of  al l t he dogs sight ed along t he survey rout e.

Tot al area count s are t hen calculat ed f rom  t he survey dat a 

using t he f ract ion of  st reet s surveyed w it h in t he area, and a 

det ect abil i t y m odif ier  (l ikelihood of  f inding dogs dur ing survey) 

t o account  for  dogs m issed or  h idden. 

Finally, t he t ot al count s f rom  each survey area are com piled t o 

est ablish a t ot al count  and com parat ive dat a for  t he ent ire cit y. 

I f  only cer t ain areas of  t he cit y were surveyed, t hen fur t her  

ext rapolat ion is applied t o generat e cit y-w ide est im at es.



Dat a collect ed for  each sight ed dog dur ing populat ion surveys

Each dog observed is assigned a unique dat a ent ry not ing t heir  sex, 

reproduct ive and healt h st at us and ot her  relevant  det ails. The GPS 

locat ion of  each sight ing is also recorded.  
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Tot al populat ion size 

and densit y (spat ial 

and per  person)

Reproduct ive 

indicat ors (pup and 

lact at ion, sex rat io)

St er i l izat ion coverage 

(m ale, fem ale and 

overall)

Healt h indicat ors and 

disease f requencies

A range of important metrics can be calculated from the survey 
data, providing information about the size, composition and 
specific health characteristics of the street dog population 
surveyed.

GPS and repeated surveys: GPS data and survey comparisons show 
how dog populations are distributed across areas and how those 
patterns shift over time. Together these spatial and temporal 
insights help evaluate program effectiveness and guide targeted 
interventions.

Spat ial dist r ibut ion of  

populat ion dynam ics 

and charact er ist ics

Tem poral changes in 

populat ion dynam ics 

and charact er ist ics



Program  planning & execut ion

Policy, budget ing & decision m ak ing
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Survey findings are critical for guiding 
humane dog population management 
across multiple domains:

Program  evaluat ion & account abil i t y

Welfare & public healt h

- Define the scope and scale of sterilization or vaccination programs.

- Identify hotspots for breeding, disease or low sterilization coverage.

- Schedule interventions to align with reproductive seasonality. 

- Use evidence-based targeting to maximize impact and efficiency. 

- Measure changes in density, sterilization coverage and reproductive 

activity. 

- Demonstrate measurable progress to funders, policymakers and 

communities. 

- Refine strategies annually or seasonally based on real, data-driven 

insights.

- Monitor disease prevalence and body condit ion of street dogs. 

- Identify correlations between dog density and bite incidents. 

- Priorit ize education, outreach and veterinary support in areas with 

higher health risks. 

- Provide the scientific evidence needed for budget allocation and 

expansion of programs. 

- Support data-driven policymaking and long-term planning. 

- Feed results into predictive models to estimate sterilization rates 

required for sustainable population control. 
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