Introduction

Evacuation efforts for Hurricane Katrina were made difficult by many factors. One of those factors involves the lack of planning for people’s pets. Although there was a mandatory evacuation for people, they were not allowed to board evacuation buses or go to the shelters with their pets. Having to leave pets behind added to evacuation failure rates and put people and animals in grave danger.

Studies of evacuation failure rates prove that evacuations are less successful if people cannot take their pets with them or to a safe place instead of leaving them in the danger zone, such as in their home that’s in the path of a hurricane.

Problem

The lack of adequate pet evacuation plans is a known problem and has been known for decades. FEMA has an online training course which lists these examples of historical animal evacuation issues:

· After the Three Mile Island, PA, nuclear accident in 1979, many misinformed owners left animals to stray resulting in traffic accidents and an overloading of humane shelters and veterinary practices.

· Following floods in Snohomish Valley, WA, in 1991, some farmers felt so grief-stricken by the drowning of their cows that they left agriculture altogether.

· After Hurricane Andrew struck Southern Florida in 1992, many victims were distressed when they discovered that they could not stay at public shelters if they had pets with them.

· After a tornado in West Lafayette, IN, in 1994, several animal owners in public shelters showed psychosomatic symptoms as a result of not knowing the whereabouts of their pets.

· During Georgia floods in 1994, some pet owners refused to evacuate in a timely and safe manner because they could not take their pets with them. Others were prevented from attempting to rescue their pets from flooded houses using boats.

A positive example of animal evacuation was in preparation for Hurricane Rita in Texas. The leaders learned from Katrina and allowed people to evacuate with their pets. The evacuation failure rate for Rita was much lower than for Katrina.

Activity

Bi-partisan legislation has been drafted to require that state and local governments must include pets and service animals in emergency preparedness plans to be eligible for FEMA disaster grants. It is called PETS, or Pets Evacuation and Transportation Standards Act. This is a good start and shows that the issue is recognized and is being addressed. However, PETS doesn’t state how to do it or what specifically state and local governments must address in their plans. Studies need to be done, in conjunction with leaders from national animal advocacy groups, for the following disaster plan issues.

1. How will transportation be handled for people with pets?
It must be taken into account that not everyone with pets will have their own car and will need to rely on public transportation to evacuate.


2. What type of pet identification will be required?
Temporary color-coded pet collars could be used. Pets whose owner is known have a different color of collar than pets whose owner is not known.
Pet owners could have temporary identification bracelets that lists the ID numbers of their registered pets for easier matching and verification.


3. When will pets be ID’d?
Emergency ID collars and bracelets could be made available to the public via animal shelters and participating pet supply stores.
Have Emergency ID collars, ID bracelets, and small pet carriers available at shelters.


4. What type of evacuation shelters will be provided for pets? 
a. Should there be two types of shelters: one for people and pets, and one for people only.
b. Should pets have a completely separate shelter.


5. How will the pet evacuation policies be communicated to pet owners?
The information needs to be available to pet owners by different means: Internet, public libraries, animal shelters.
The information needs to be available to pet owners prior to the threat of disaster so that they can prepare as needed.


6. FEMA’s website currently addresses pets in an emergency, but it needs to offer real solutions for people.
FEMA’s website should include the following:
a. The new pet evacuation policies (once they are established).
b. An interactive way for a citizen to create a custom emergency plan that will work for their specific situation. This would work like a software wizard that asks you a question and then customizes the results based on your answers and the pre-populated emergency information for their local area.
c. This should be on the FEMA website and should be made available at public libraries and animal shelters.

Purpose

The purpose of this proposal is to determine what is needed to make the PETS Act a more specific and viable solution. The PETS Act is an important step in including pet and service animal evacuation in emergency preparedness and response plans. The findings from this proposal would go to the next step by providing specific policies and regulations for how and where to evacuate pets and service animals.

