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Disaster Preparedness for Pet Owners
By Henry Cervantes, Emergency Plans Specialist, DPTMS, USAG West Point, NY

Being prepared for everyday emergencies helps you to be ready if a large disaster should ever happen. This includes having a preparedness plan for your pets. 

The roads are icy, traffic is a mess and you decide to stay with a friend instead of risking the drive home from school or work. Who will check on your pet and feed him/her?

Now imagine a propane truck overturned on the street near your neighborhood and you are not allowed to go home or are told to evacuate. Do you have a contingency plan to evacuate your pets if something happens when you are at work or have to evacuate your home?

The Humane Society of the United States recommends the following actions to make sure your pets are taken care of when emergency events prevent you from taking care of your pets.

1.  Find a trusted neighbor and give them a key to your house. Make sure this person is comfortable and familiar with your pets.

2.  Make sure the neighbor knows your pets’ whereabouts and habits so they will not have to waste precious time trying to find or catch them.

3.  If an emergency involves evacuation, make sure the neighbor would be willing to take your pets and has access to the appropriate carriers and leashes. Plan to meet at a prearranged location.
You should put together a pet disaster kit that includes:

1.  Non-perishable food and water for at least five days for each pet, bowls and a manual can opener if you are packing canned pet food.

2.  Sturdy leashes, harnesses and carriers to transport pets safely and to ensure that your pets can’t escape. Carriers should be large enough for the animal to stand comfortably, turn around and lie down.

3.  Pet beds and toys, if you can easily take them, to reduce stress.

4.  Medications and medical records stored in a waterproof container and a first aid kit. A pet first aid book is also good to include.

5.  Current photos and descriptions of your pets to help others identify them in case you and your pets become separated.
6. Information about your pets’ feeding schedules, medical conditions, behavior problems, and the name and number of your veterinarian in case you have to board your pets or place them in foster care.

7. Cat litter box, litter, garbage bags to collect all pets’ waste and litter scoop.

8.  Other useful items include newspapers, paper towels, plastic trash bags, grooming items and household bleach.

The single most important thing you can do to protect your pets is to take them with you when you evacuate. Your pet should be wearing up-to-date identification at all times. Animals left behind in a disaster can easily be injured, lost or killed. Because evacuation shelters generally don’t accept pets (except for service animals), you must plan ahead to make certain your pets will have a safe place to stay.

Contact hotels and motels outside your immediate area to check policies on accepting pets. Ask boarding facilities and veterinary offices if they might be able to shelter animals in an emergency. Make a list of animal-friendly places and keep it handy. Check with friends, relatives or others to see if they would be able to shelter you or your pets or just your animals, if necessary. 
If your family and pets must wait out a storm or other disaster at home, identify a safe area of your home where you can all stay together. Be sure to close your windows and doors, stay inside, and follow instructions from emergency management officials. You should have your family and pet emergency supplies kit in the “safe room”.

If you have no alternative but to leave your pet at home, there are some precautions you must take. Never leave your pet chained outside. Leave them loose inside your home with food and plenty of water. Remove the toilet tank lid, raise the seat and brace the bathroom door open so they can drink. Place a notice outside in a visible area, advising what pets are in the house and where they are located. Provide a phone number where you or a contact can be reached as well as the name and number of your vet.
After a disaster the behavior of your pets may change. Normally quiet and friendly pets may become aggressive or defensive. While you assess the damage, keep dogs on leashes and keep cats in carriers inside the house or in the yard. Be patient with your pets, try to get them back into their normal routines as soon as possible, and be ready for behavioral problems that may result from the stress of the situation.
For additional information contact the Veterinary Officer at (845) 938-3817 or your local animal shelter, kennel, or Humane Society office.
For more information on emergency preparedness planning visit these sites:

Dept of Homeland Security – www.Ready.gov
FEMA – www.fema.gov
CDC – www.cdc.gov
NOAA – www.noaa.gov
NY State Emergency Office – www.semo.state.ny.us
Orange County Division of Emergency Management – www.co.orange.ny.us
West Point Red Cross – www.nyredcross.org
