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Summary

More than half of the world’s households are thought to contain at least one
companion animal. Animals can affect how humans are impacted by natural
disasters, how they respond to such events and how well they can recover from
them. For this reason alone, there is a real need to keep animals safe before,
during and after natural disasters, and to do so in ways that contribute to, rather
than compromise, human safety. This paper outlines the negative implications of
failing to account for animals in disaster plans and/or to accommodate them in
shelters. It also outlines how including animals in disaster response can provide
benefits for the physical and mental health and well-being of humans that extend
well beyond the disaster event. These implications are discussed in broad terms
for the guardians of small and large companion animals, livestock producers
and emergency responders with examples drawn from a variety of natural and
human-made hazards. Finally, this paper suggests that research on people who
do not attempt to save, rescue or evacuate with animals could provide important

insights into natural disaster behaviour and human—animal relations.
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Introduction

One of the most famous natural disasters in history is the
eruption of Mount Vesuvius in AD 79. The collection of
plaster casts and skeletons of those who died as a result
are an ongoing source of morbid public fascination. It
includes a cast of the twisted body of a collared dog, who
appears to have been chained to a post when it perished
in Pompeii. This dog is presented alone, in contrast to the
skeleton of another dog found with a young boy in nearby
Herculaneum. We may never know if the guardian of the
dog at Pompeii survived because they did not go back to
rescue the animal, or if the boy at Herculaneum perished
because he did return. What these archaeological finds do
tell us is that humans and animals have always faced natural
disasters together.

For those who own companion animals, make a living from
animal-related activities or have a strong bond with an
animal, the importance of keeping animals safe from natural
disasters may be self-evident. However, this view is not
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shared by all householders, animal guardians or emergency
responders. For those who do not own companion animals,
do not make a living from animal-related activities, have
never bonded with an animal, or who have multiple
vulnerable humans in their household, animals may seem
irrelevant and unrelated to keeping humans safe from
natural disasters (1).

Managing animals and their guardians during a disaster is
important, but it takes work. A survey of 98 participants
from 68 emergency response organisations in Australia
revealed challenges in managing animals and interacting
with their owners during and after a disaster event
(2, p. 31). So why is it important to keep animals safe before,
during and after (or between) natural disasters? Firstly,
from an animal welfare perspective, animals have their
own intrinsic value. They matter regardless of humans, and
many people believe that humans have a moral imperative
to protect animals from harm. Secondly, animals matter to
humans. Human relationships with animals can impact
natural disaster survivability before, during and after events
(3). As discussed below, animals can affect how humans are
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impacted by natural disasters, how they respond to such
events and how well they can recover from them. For this
reason alone, there is a pressing need to keep animals safe
before, during and after natural disasters, and to do so in
ways that contribute to, rather than compromise, human
safety (4).

Planning and preparedness

Currently, more than half of the worlds households are
thought to contain at least one companion animal (5),
notwithstanding cultural differences. In addition to
householders being generally underprepared for natural
disasters (6, 7), there are indications that around 80% of
companion animal guardians are willing to risk their lives
to rescue their animals (8). However, instead of seeing
companion animal guardianship as a risk factor for human
survival of natural disasters, the desire to keep animals safe
from such disasters could be used to motivate improved
planning and preparedness (9). Specifically, messaging
to guardians could centre on how they could increase
the survivability of their companion animals by engaging
in behaviours that would incidentally improve their own
chances of survival. This has been referred to as the ‘pets
as protective factor’ principle. Going one step further,
messaging can also remind guardians that the continued
care for their animals beyond the disaster will depend on
their own survival (9). This extension is analogous to the
‘who depends on youw’ principle for motivating personal
protective behaviours (10).

In Australia, bushfire (wildfire) planning is discussed in
terms of mental or written plans to ‘stay or go’ (7), which
is shorthand for the following complex of responses: the
household, in full or in part, stays and defends the property,
either passively or actively, which may entail the household,
in full or in part, evacuating, either early (e.g. when
catastrophic bushfire conditions are forecast), or late (i.e. at
the last minute). Well-planned early evacuations are thought
to be the safest option (11), while the least advised response
is to ‘wait and see’, as it can lead to last-minute evacuations
resulting in fatalities (12). However, planned actions are not
always possible, for reasons such as the unpredictability of
bushfires and/or animal ownership (13). Moreover, people
tend to overestimate their abilities and levels of planning,
therefore the relationship between intentions and actions is
far from straightforward (14).

Response

In their response to an actual disaster event, most companion
animal guardians try to evacuate with their animals (15)
but they may also refuse or fail to evacuate because they do
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not wish to be separated from their animals (16). Several
studies have identified animal ownership as a risk factor
for successful evacuation. A survey of residents affected
by floods in Yuba County, California, the United States of
America (USA), identified companion animal ownership
as ‘the most significant reason why households without
children failed to evacuate’ (17), while another of residents
ordered to evacuate due to a chemical spill in Weyauwega,
Wisconsin, USA, found that 40.7% of participants
evacuated without their companion animals, but then tried
to return prematurely to rescue them because of concerns
for their animals’ safety (18). Entering danger zones due
to concern for animals has also been noted in relation to
modern volcanic eruptions (19). The implications of this
behaviour can be catastrophic — leading to injury or death
of not only the guardians but also of the responders who
were trying to help them. The lives of animals are also put
at risk when planning is poor. In the case of commercial
animal production, the number of animal lives at risk can
be tremendous (20). Evacuation with animals is much less
likely for livestock producers (21), but this does not mean
that they will not risk their own lives to save their animals.

As part of the human condition, even the most analytical
and logical person can be emotional, social and relational.
It should not be so surprising, therefore, that animal
guardians risk their lives to save those of their animals (9).
Many guardians report high levels of attachment to their
companion animals, often considering them to be part of
the family (22). As such, many guardians experience similar
types and levels of attachment to their companion animals
as those they may also experience towards the human
members of their family — partners, children, parents and
siblings. This is evidenced by a study of companion animal
guardians who survived the 2011 earthquake and tsunami
in Japan, all of whom referred to their animals as their
‘children’ (23). The desire to evacuate with companion
animals is thus often no different from the desire to
evacuate with ones human family. Moreover, the stress
and anxiety of being separated from a significant animal
is no different to that experienced when separated from a
significant human. Beyond ideas of ‘attachment’ or animals
as extended human selves (9, 24), the concept of the ‘pet-
owning self’ has been proposed to describe how individual
companion animals can become central to the identity and
sense of self for individual humans (25). Yet, an analysis of
media reports on people risking their lives to save animals
reveals how public perceptions of such risky behaviours are
largely dependent upon the final outcome; being positive if
the human survives and negative if they do not (1). Thus
human life still reigns supreme (23, 26). Nonetheless,
regardless of different views on whether animal lives should
matter as much as human lives or not, in a disaster where
rescue resources are typically stretched, the fact remains
that animal lives do matter.
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Responders may also be impacted by their desire to save
their own animals and may be conflicted between their
emergency service commitments and their responsibilities
as animal guardians. A poignant example of this conflict
is the story of a boarding kennel caught in the path of the
2015 Sampson Flat bushfire in South Australia. Of some
40 dogs and cats who perished, two belonged to the Fire
Brigade Captain who was in attendance. In that instance,
the Captain continued to help to save other animals (27).
However, concern for one’s own animals can discourage
essential service people from attending work on days of
natural disaster, as has been the case for hospital staff (28).

When people evacuate from disasters with their companion
animals, most seem to find accommodation with friends
and family (17, 18). Nonetheless, evacuation shelters play
an important role for people evacuating with their animals.
In fact, ‘accommodating pets helps save human lives and
reduces human suffering’ (20, p.52). Hurricane Katrina
which hit the USA in 2005 can be considered a sentinel event
in the recognition that the refusal to accept animals into
evacuation shelters or transport can result in human pain,
death and suffering. This was epitomised in the footage of
a small white dog called Snowball who was prised from the
arms of a young boy by a police officer because companion
animals were not allowed on the buses evacuating people
from the New Orleans Superdome, Louisiana, to Houston,
Texas. The young boy sobbed with such force that he
vomited. The event was clearly physically and emotionally
distressing at the time, but the impacts are likely to be
far reaching, as noted below in the sections on recovery
and resilience.

These kinds of horrific stories instigated the development
of the Pets Evacuation and Transportation Standards
(PETS) Act passed in the USA in 2006 (29). Rising
awareness also influenced the development of guidelines
for government agencies and not-for-profit organisations
around the globe to improve their method of management
of companion animals and their guardians during natural
disasters (30, 31, 32). However, policies, guidelines and
Acts do not necessarily result in support and facilities at
the most local of levels (33), nor do they guarantee a shared
understanding of agency responsibilities (2). Even with
the PETS Act in place, Americans still cite difficulties with
companion animals as a reason for evacuation failure (34).

Numerous people evacuated with their companion animals
following the 2011 tsunami in Japan. However, ‘people
with pets were refused entry to many communal shelters
and some were forced to abandon their pets. People who
did not give up their pets often had to survive outside
the framework for emergency support’ (23, p.90). Some
returned to their homes and risked structural dangers so
that they could be with their animals. While discussions
of animals and evacuation centres are often focused on the
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immediate period following a natural disaster, there may
also be instances where animals may not be allowed in long-
term public housing in situations where people are unable
to return to their homes, as was the case for many of those
evacuated from the prefectures affected by the tsunami (23).
This highlights the relevance of legislation on and planning
for daily living conditions during extreme events, such as
natural disasters.

Many of the reasons that companion animals are unwanted
in evacuation shelters are understandable: potential
allergic reactions, issues of safety and hygiene and a lack
of resources, for example. However, although logical as
reasons, they are not acceptable as excuses because they
could be addressed easily with some forethought and could
be offset by the advantages of allowing — even encouraging
— people to conduct well-prepared evacuations with their
companion animals. Being able to evacuate with companion
animals can be incredibly important in reducing the stress
of facing a natural disaster. Companion animals can
provide emotional and physical support in formal roles,
such as trained assistance animals, but also in no less
important informal roles (35). They provide humans with
companionship, and feelings of safety, security, warmth and
protection. Sometimes people think their animals saved
their lives by alerting them to danger or creating a sense
of urgency (23). Such ‘pet-effect’ (36) benefits may be even
more important to vulnerable groups in society, who were
found in one study of regional South Australians to have
higher levels of companion animal ownership (80%) than
those who did not self-identify as vulnerable (74%) (37).

Recovery

Preserving the relationship between guardians and their
companion animals can be ‘an essential consideration
for owners’ psychological wellbeing when managing the
integrated pet/owner in the face of risks posed by disaster and
other hazards’ (25, p.26). Keeping animals safe is important
in mitigating disaster-related stress and trauma. This fact
was highlighted in a study of dog guardians affected by the
2010 earthquakes in Canterbury, New Zealand, especially
where the emotional bond to the dog had previously been
high (38). Surviving animals can provide a link to a past that
has been physically destroyed by a natural disaster (23).

Companion animal loss can impede disaster recovery
and resilience. A study of companion animal owners
who survived Hurricane Katrina found that ‘forced
abandonment of a companion animal during an evacuation
adds considerably to the acute trauma, thereby increasing
the risk of long-term PTSD’ (39). Even when people are
not forced to abandon their animals, they can suffer from
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other forms of



226

psychological distress (40) when their animals die or are
subject to a fate unknown (41). Where guardians and their
companion animals have been separated, possibly as a
result of their animals not being allowed in an evacuation
centre, it can take months for them to be reunited (23). As
animals facilitate social interaction and reduce feelings of
loneliness (42), the loss of an animal can increase the risk of
social disconnection after a disaster.

Animal grief is not trivial (43). Some guardians who lose
a companion animal may be reluctant to express their
grief as they feel less entitled to do so than those who have
lost a human companion or family member (23, 44). For
children, the impacts of losing a companion animal can be
particularly traumatic (45, 46).

With regard to farmers, animal loss can occur on a massive
scale. It can take years for stock and reproduction rates
to return to pre-disaster levels. The impacts are not just
financial (21). Farmers may spend the days following a
disaster euthanising their stock (47) and such mass culling
has been proven to produce a devastating psychological
impact. This was the case with the 2001 outbreak of foot
and mouth disease in the United Kingdom, following
which some of the livestock owners affected committed
suicide (48). Furthermore, in small-scale or relatively
closed economies, the loss of livestock can lead to social
issues such as food insecurity. In addition, where mass
burial is impractical due to the loss of equipment, there
may be environmental or public health concerns due to
decomposing animal carcasses.

Animal-related grief is not experienced by guardians alone;
trained responders who are experienced in dealing with
human emergencies may find themselves less able to cope
with the animal emergencies that they are involved in or
exposed to during a natural disaster (49).

More broadly speaking, animals can play a positive role in
raising awareness, support and charitable funds for people
who need assistance when recovering from disasters, as
was the case with Sam the koala after the 2009 Victorian
bushfires in Australia (50).

Discussion

This paper has discussed how keeping animals safe benefits
humans in the planning and preparedness, response and
recovery, and resilience phases of natural disasters. However,
not all animal guardians are the same, not all animals are
the same and not all disasters are the same.

Animal guardians may vary, for example, in their attachment
to their animals, their willingness to risk their lives to save
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their animals, their susceptibility to the influence of cultural
attitudes towards companion animals, their ideas about how
well animals will cope if left in place, or their responsibilities
to other humans. Such differences among animal guardians
can be determined through psychographic profiling (51) or
surveys of risk propensity (52).

Moreover, not all the people impacted by animals around
the time of a natural disaster will be companion animal or
animal guardians. Emergency responders, evacuation centre
personnel, law enforcement officers and local government
personnel are all examples of people who are likely to be
challenged to respond to the needs of animals or companion
animals and their guardians during natural disasters. Road
users, pedestrians and bystanders may also be impacted by
animal-related incidents. It is important to note that some
responders may be animal guardians themselves. While this
experience may provide skills in animal handling, it may
not provide the expertise necessary to safely handle stressed
animals (53). Moreover, at the same time as responders need
to be trained in handling animals (26), animal guardians
should also ensure that their animals are easily handled
by strangers — especially strangers who may be wearing
personal protective equipment.

The requirements for evacuating animals or making
preparations for them to remain in place differ according
to species (as well as disaster type, as noted below). Some
animals, such as large companion animals like horses,
alpacas and llamas, are more difficult to relocate (54). Some
are simply too dangerous to relocate, such as animals in
city or rangeland zoos. Wildlife can also impact natural
disaster survival by triggering rescue behaviour or causing
road accidents, for example. Moreover, some individual
members of an animal species are more or less likely to be
easily evacuated or to tolerate relocation.

Finally, even within the same type, disasters differ, although
across types the difference is more notable, especially
with regard to their speed of onset and predictability
(55). Fires usually have a rapid onset and are subject to
changes in wind direction or the density of fire fuel that
they encounter. Hurricanes, floods and cyclones may have
a slower onset with a more predictable direction but they
can never be fully predicted. These natural disasters may
even trigger human-made disasters, as was the case with
the radiation threat that was posed due to damage caused
to the Fukushima No.1 nuclear power plant by the tsunami
in Japan in 2011.

The research presented here has been biased towards people
who risk their lives to save, rescue or evacuate with animals.
Important insights into natural disaster behaviour and
animal relations could also be afforded through research on
people who do not attempt to save, rescue or evacuate with
animals.
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Conclusions

This paper discusses the relationship between animals,
humans and natural disasters. Many animal guardians
would risk their lives to save their animals. While this
altruism can put the lives of humans and animals at risk,
there is ample scope to reconfigure the risk factors of
companion animal guardianship and animal attachment
to protective factors. However, keeping animals safe is
not only a useful motivator for increasing natural disaster
planning and preparedness; most animal guardians will
improve their ability to cope with the immediate and
longer-term stress and psychological impact of disasters if

K. Thompson

Résumé
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they have their companion animal with them or know of its
whereabouts. While emergency responders are mandated
to save human life above all other life, the ideal aim is to
keep all living beings safe from the negative impacts of
natural disasters. After all, humans are animals, and for
many human guardians of animals, animals are ‘people’ too.

The author is grateful to Dr Bradley Smith for his support
and insightful feedback on drafts of this paper.

On pense que plus d'un foyer sur deux dans le monde posséde au moins un animal
de compagnie. Les animaux peuvent influencer la maniére dont I'étre humain est
affecté par une catastrophe naturelle, ainsi que la maniére dont il fait face a ce
type d'événement et s'efforce ensuite de retrouver une vie normale. Ce constat
a lui seul est une raison suffisante pour assurer la protection des animaux
avant, pendant et aprés une catastrophe naturelle, en veillant a ce que cette
démarche contribue a la sécurité des personnes et ne les mette pas en danger.
L'auteure souligne que I'omission des animaux dans les plans d'urgence et dans
I'attribution d’abris suite a une catastrophe a des conséquences négatives
importantes. Inversement, elle insiste sur |'effet bénéfique de la prise en compte
des animaux dans la réponse aux situations d'urgence, aussi bien sur la santé
physique et mentale des personnes que sur leur bien-étre, bénéfices qui se
prolongent au-dela de la durée de la catastrophe elle-méme. Ces différents effets
sont examinés dans leurs grandes lignes, chez les personnes qui s'occupent
d'animaux de compagnie petits ou grands, les éleveurs d'animaux de rente et
les intervenants des services d'urgence, a partir d’exemples représentant divers
types de catastrophes naturelles ou anthropiques. Enfin, I'auteure suggere qu‘un
approfondissement de la recherche sur les individus qui ne font rien pour sauver,
secourir ou évacuer les animaux pourrait apporter un précieux éclairage sur
le comportement humain lors des catastrophes naturelles et sur les relations

hommes—animaux.

Mots-clés

Animal de compagnie — Animal d'élevage — Bien-étre — Catastrophe naturelle — Danger —
Modification du comportement — Planification — Préparation — Réponse — Sécurité.
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