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Abstract 

In 2005, Hurricane Katrina not only left the city of New Orleans, Louisiana devastated it 

left the pets forced to stay behind devastated, as well.  The mandatory evacuations forced 

owners to either leave their pets behind or stay behind with them, forcing casualties of 

both humans and animals.  The media used graphic images of pets floating in water that 

outraged the public and the legislature, creating the Pet Evacuation and Transportation 

Standards Act of 2006 (henceforth known as the PETS Act).  The act mandated that, in 

order to receive funding from government organizations for disaster relief, cities must 

include an evacuation plan for pets and service animals.  This study aims to analyze the 

effects of the PETS Act in New Orleans ten years after its implementation through in-

depth interviews with the Louisiana Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals 

(henceforth known as the LASPCA).  Overall, the PETS Act has forced greater 

communication between the city, the public, and the shelter and created an evacuation 

plan that was implemented in 2008 with Hurricane Gustav.  The shelter experienced a 

major problem with the return of animals to their owners in the aftermath of Hurricane 

Gustav.  The shelter also identified the PETS Act as not going far enough in mitigating 

the stress of leaving pets in the care of others during evacuations and recommended that 

owners and pets be kept together during the entire process.  These findings speak to the 

general success of the PETS Act in New Orleans and identify the potential avenues for 

future improvement.  
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In 2005, New Orleans, Louisiana witnessed the most devastating animal rights 

event in the history of the United States.  Hurricane Katrina caused an estimated 70,000 

animal deaths (McCulley, 2007).  Local shelter and rescue groups were only able to 

rescue 15,000 pets with fewer than 20 percent being reunited with their owners 

(McCulley, 2007).  The national media picked up grotesque images of dogs floating 

through flooded streets, and, most notably, the story of Snowball and her 8-year-old 

owner screaming as she was taken away during post-Katrina evacuations (Dawn, 2005).  

These harrowing stories created outrage among the public and the legislature. In 

2006, the PETS Act passed through Congress with little opposition (“Final Vote Results 

for Roll Call 178,” 2006).  The PETS Act dictates that, in order to receive Federal 

Emergency Management Agency (henceforth known as FEMA) assistance, localities 

must include an evacuation for pets and service animals (H.R. 3858).  

Research on the topic of pet evacuations is varied in scope – some articles chose 

to focus on why the bond between humans and pets is strong while others chose to focus 

specifically upon the associated legislation.  Thompson, Brommer, and Sherman-Morris 

(2012) discussed the reasons why many pet owners chose to stay with pets instead of 

abandoning them for personal safety, which resulted in individuals dying from the floods, 

dehydration, or starvation.  The post-Katrina data collected found that many pet owners 

who chose to stay behind cited not knowing where to take their pets or not knowing when 

they could return as main reasons.  Seventy-one percent of all individuals who own pets 

chose to evacuate with their pets (Thompson, Brommer, & Sherman-Morris, 2012). 

Unfortunately, the surveyors were only able to administer questions to residents who had 

already evacuated and have no data on residents who chose to stay behind.  This leaves 
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out crucial data in figuring how effective the PETS Act is at making sure individuals 

know they have options to take their pets with them.  

The underlying relationship between humans and their pets followed a different 

strain than the majority of the research (Thompson, 2013).  The study argued to subvert 

the talk about animals as risk factors into animals as protective factors.  Thompson then 

went on to propose ways to implement animals as protective factors into disaster 

preparedness rather than disaster relief as many previous articles had focused upon. 

While he talked specifically about floods, the main geographic area is not the same, as 

Thompson is based in Australia.  This leads to complications for cultural differences 

when executing the analysis abroad.  

On a broader level, research delving into the complicated relationship between 

people and their pets suggests that pets are considered pleasures, parts of self, and 

members of the family (Belk, 1996).  Two other studies found that animals act as social 

support and community to combat feelings of isolation, relating it closer to 

“interdependence” rather than a simple “bond” (McNicholas & Collis, 2006; Schaffer, 

2011).  Interestingly, the hypothesis that human-pet connections would increase after the 

PETS Act’s passage was found to be null as the reported level of connection and 

commitment stayed the same in response to the evacuation during Hurricane Ike in 2008 

(Brackenridge, Zotaarelli, Rider, & Carlsen-Landy,  2012). 

Regarding the perception of pets in evacuation plans, specifically, Leonard and 

Scammon (2007) analyzed the specifics of why the PETS Act needed to be put into place, 

citing the dichotomy of pets as property and utilitarian versus the recent research that pets 

are now considered to be extensions of the human self.  There are four specific traits in 
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the rationale for accommodating pets in disasters: economic considerations, public health 

issues, emotional well-being of humans who share bonds with pets, and the welfare of pet 

themselves, stating that the first two traits often were considered paramount to the latter 

two (Leonard & Scammon, 2007).  According to the study, the balance is shifting. 

Animals are now considered to be entities of their own; the torture and inhumane 

treatment of them is reprehensible simply as living beings rather than the monetary worth 

to humans, though this is not the primary rationale for the law.  It is also posited that the 

PETS Act has immense policy issues to resolve, mainly in whether or not this act gives 

pets rights of their own, but it is not formalized.  The article also took into consideration 

that the implementation of this act may be construed as continuing pets’ placement as 

property to humans and should be accommodated as such, but the authors argue that pets 

are irreplaceable and cannot be treated as simply damaged goods.  Since the article was 

written close to the passing of the bill, the authors also looked forward to the 

implementation of the PETS Act, specifically regarding the use of social media. 

An Ohio study found that only 33% of all surveyed animal shelters knew about 

the PETS Act (Decker, Lord, Walker, & Wittum, 2010), although researchers conceded 

that Ohio is not as prone to emergency evacuations as those Southern states affected by 

Katrina.  A more recent analysis of the effect of the PETS Act in local communities took 

a closer look at the immense devastation of pets and their owners left by Hurricane 

Katrina (M.M., R.M., & C.J., 2011).  The article used a methodology that further 

coincides with the purpose of this paper.  The authors conducted in-depth interviews and 

relied upon qualitative analysis for the discussion.  The authors broke down the PETS 

Act through a dissection of the policies surrounding it and took a critical look at the 
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implementation and future paths for the legislation.  The authors specifically pinpointed 

the shortcomings of FEMA when it comes to organization and effective and efficient 

response.  Another study looked at the effect on small animal practitioners, stating that 

the PETS Act is limited in scope and provides no concrete plans for emergency 

preparedness (Edmunds & Cutter, 2008). 

The present study aims to expand upon the research through a qualitative analysis 

of the perception of the PETS Act and its implementation through the eyes of the shelter 

contracted by the city.  It is theorized that the PETS Act will be generally effective in the 

implementation but with issues remaining in mitigating the emotional damage caused by 

the evacuation on the pets and the owners.  

Mass Communication Theory 

 The most relevant mass communication theory is the knowledge gap hypothesis.  

The theory, proposed by Tichenor, Donahue, and Olien in 1970, states that knowledge is 

generally distributed in much the same way as money is through socio-economic status.  

There are five reasons why the knowledge gap exists (Donahue, Tichenor, & Olien, 

1975): 

1. Individuals with higher income have more access to education, improving 

memory and reading comprehension. 

2. Through the higher education, those same individuals will have prior 

knowledge of news events. 

3. Higher income individuals have greater social circles of information and more 

individuals from which to gather information and with whom to discuss those 

news events.  
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4. Lower income individuals may not have the interest in broader news topics or 

may not have to time to pay attention to those topics.  

5. Lastly, media outlets highly cater programming to fit the interests of the social 

classes targeted. 

This theory is particularly applicable to the behind and implementation of the 

PETS Act.  Those able to evacuate with their pets owned vehicles and could afford 

shelter or had wide enough social circles to obtain a place to stay during Hurricane 

Katrina. Individuals with lower income relied upon the city’s evacuation plan and public 

transportation and shelter.  None of the infrastructure allowed pets, forcing individuals to 

stay behind or leave pets behind.  In the implementation of the legislation, the same 

issues arrive in how to reach those individuals who with a lower income and actually 

require the services provided by the government.  

Research Questions 

This qualitative study seeks to explore three research questions. 

RQ1: What were the original effects of the PETS Act? 

RQ2: How successful are the mandatory evacuations, both before the hurricane and after 

the return to the city? 

RQ3: How does the PETS Act need improvement, if any? 

Methodology 

Design and Procedure 

 This study uses qualitative analysis that aims to collect experiences and 

perceptions about the PETS Act from the specific perspective of the animal shelter 

contracted through the city for pet evacuations, the LASPCA. The study used purposive 
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sampling to find the most information-rich subjects.  The animal shelter employees were 

interviewed in private settings – at their place of operation.  The interviews were 

conducted simultaneously, at request of the participants, and took one and a half hours to 

complete.  The researcher relied upon a set of predetermined questions with follow-up 

questions allowed, if time permitted. 

In-depth Interviews 

 Interviewees in this study are staff members from the LASPCA. Two individuals 

volunteered for the research.  One started working shortly after Katrina and one had been 

working at the shelter for twelve years before Katrina.  The interviewees are information 

rich and provide ecological validity for the analysis.  

Materials 

 Informed consent forms were used containing information about procedure, 

purpose of the study, and contact information of the researcher.  All subjects were 

recorded through a digital recorder and kept anonymous in all levels of recording and 

analysis. 

Findings 

From the in-depth interviews, the following three categories emerged in 

correlation with the reading questions: Hurricane Katrina and the PETS Act, the practical 

implementation of the evacuation plan during Hurricane Gustav in 2008, and the future of 

the PETS Act through the eyes of the LASPCA.  

RQ1: Hurricane Katrina and the PETS Act 

The shelter discovered the initial need for an evacuation plan in 1965 through 

Hurricane Betsy.  They could not keep animals for fear of flooding and damaging winds, 
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even with staff present.  The shelter evacuated only the animals in their care, about 263, 

but they did not assist in the evacuation of personal pets and service animals during 

Hurricane Katrina.  

The shelter encouraged people to include pets in individual evacuation plans, but 

many chose not to.  Most affected were cats as the shelter reported that many individuals 

felt they would only be gone for 3 days.  The other reported reason many left pets behind 

or stayed behind with pets was a lack of transportation, forcing individuals to use the 

city’s evacuation transportation, which would not accept pets.  

Part of the bill that is often overlooked, as reported by the shelter, is the PETS Act 

also requires any facility that cares for animals to have an evacuation plan.  The plan can 

be very simple (i.e. have the owners pick up the pets) or more involved. 

 In the direct aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the state legislatures approached the 

shelter for guidance in crafting the PETS Act.  The shelter’s executive director was 

pushing for legislation addressing the topic around the same time.  The shelter was 

influential in the language used in the research and language in crafting the bill.  Once the 

bill passed, the shelter reported that there was finally a recognition that animals mattered 

and deserve to be included in evacuation plans.  The shelter reported that a lot of the 

success for the bill came from the graphic imagery used in the media coverage of Katrina 

and the use of a study that found pets to be a protective factor in evacuation planning 

rather than a risk factor in saving human lives.  

 The shelter, after the devastation of Katrina, appointed a full-time emergency 

preparedness coordinator.  Every year, the shelter reevaluates the emergency evacuation 

plan and fine-tunes it based on the previous year.  The largest part of the evacuation is 
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having the transportation available for the animals.  The shelter rents air-conditioned, 18-

wheelers starting June 1 through October 31.  This ensures that transportation will always 

be available, and the shelter will not have to fight to find adequate facilities.  The shelter 

also keeps a warehouse full of the hard goods necessary for evacuation (i.e. crates, food, 

etc.).  There is also a heavy reliance on other organizations and shelters in the northern 

half of the state as well as outside the state, particularly Texas.  Every year, the shelter 

signs “memos of understanding” with these outside organizations that ensure the 

commitment.  

RQ2: The Mandatory Evacuation of Hurricane Gustav 

Hurricane Gustav, in 2008, provided the next, and only, opportunity to implement 

the new mandatory evacuation plan including service animals and personal pets, called 

the City Assisted Evacuation Plan (henceforth known as the CAEP).  The shelter was 

contracted through the city to evacuate and care for personal pets in the event of a 

mandatory evacuation.  The local train station acted as the established drop-off point for 

individual’s pets, and the shelter evacuated over 2,000 pets in the days leading up to 

Gustav.  

The city uses the Joint Information Center (henceforth known as the JIC) to 

provide information about the CAEP to citizens, including the pet evacuation plan.  The 

JIC is a telephone hotline.  It has one member from the shelter on staff to answer specific 

questions about the city’s evacuation plan and including pets in personal evacuation 

plans.  The shelter did not rely solely on the JIC and the city to get word out for the 

mandatory evacuation of Hurricane Gustav.  The shelter utilized press releases and social 

media as the primary means of communication.  They have also used voicemail 
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messages, in the past, but found that they are less effective now that many individuals do 

not have landlines.  

The evacuation was extended through the next hurricane, Ike, which immediately 

followed Gustav.  This prolonged the amount of time it took for individuals and pets to 

be reunited.  Most pets were reunited within one week, but it took almost one month from 

the day of drop-off for a few pets to be reunited with owners.  This was attributed to the 

lack of communication between the city and the shelter.  The city brought the animals 

back to the shelter’s building, but the CAEP said to bring the animals back to the drop-off 

location (the train station).  The other large issue reported by the shelter was that many of 

the individuals who need to use the CAEP do not have transportation to pick-up animals 

from the shelter’s building.  The shelter worked around this by using administration staff 

to deliver the animals back to their owner’s homes.  

The shelter had few reports on the aftermath of Gustav.  There were zero reports 

of animals being stranded in houses during the aftermath of Gustav.  Most individuals 

had no problem in accessing their homes and their animals.  The shelter also reported that 

many people chose to take their pets with them as a precaution taken in response to the 

unexpected devastation of Katrina.  
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RQ3: The Future of the PETS Act 

The next step, according to the shelter, is to work on keeping pets and owners 

together.  But they admitted to how difficult that journey would be, as pets and humans 

require very different care, and contingencies for allergies, injuries, etc. would be 

logistically difficult. During Gustav, the animals were kept in shelters that were 

geographically close, but owners were not able to see or check on their pets.  The shelter 

also reported that an increase in the efficiency and effectiveness of communication 

between the city and themselves is necessary for future mandatory evacuations.  The 

mistake of the animals coming to the shelter cost money, time and created frustration for 

all involved, according to the shelter.  

Discussion 

 The implementation of the legislation suggest that the PETS Act has been 

effective at its intended goal of saving pets’ lives and humans’ lives in the case of 
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emergency evacuations in New Orleans, Louisiana.  The salient points found throughout 

the results that suggest this are the increase in emergency evacuation preparedness 

displayed by both the shelter and the city and the self-defined success of the evacuation 

during Hurricane Gustav.  Previous research on related topics lead to the expectation that 

the PETS Act had been generally effective since its passing. 

RQ1: The Aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the PETS Act 

 The strengthening of the evacuation plan at the shelter level and the city level is, 

perhaps, the greatest indicator of the effectiveness of the PETS Act in New Orleans.  At 

the shelter level, the creation of a sole position for emergency preparedness indicates a 

strong level of financial commitment on behalf of the shelter.  The city reciprocated the 

commitment through the Joint Information Center.  By adding a full-time staff member 

from the shelter to the JIC, they assured their responsibility in upholding the PETS Act 

and giving the public the most current and correct information possible.  

RQ2: The Mandatory Evacuation of Hurricane Gustav 

 The success of the evacuation during Hurricane Gustav is the most recent 

indicator of the PETS Act effectiveness.  The shelter defined the evacuation as a general 

victory, but admitted there is room for improvement.  The shelter successfully evacuated 

and cared for thousands of pets, and the majority of pets were reunited with their 

respective owners within one week.  This number did not occur without hiccups in 

communication.  The miscommunication between the city and the shelter proved to be 

the major difficulty in the execution.   Even though the drop-off had been communicated 

before the hurricane descended, the lack of constant communication between the two 

parties wasted time and manpower on behalf of the shelter.  The shelter hopes to never 
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have to execute the CAEP again, but the strengthening of communications will be the 

next major hurdle. 

RQ3: The Future of the PETS Act 

 Looking to the future of the PETS Act, the shelter hopes to increase its 

effectiveness through minimizing the emotional discomfort of the owners and the pets. 

While logistically challenging, and perhaps impossible at this time, the shelter would like 

to create a plan where pets and owners can be kept together.  Future studies could look at 

different models and applications for implementing this stage.  In keeping of the theme of 

increasing the effectiveness of the PETS Act is the exploration of exactly how the 

miscommunication between the city and the shelter occurred, further pinpointing 

necessities through execution.  

 The largest limitation with this study is the lack of experience with the CAEP as 

Gustav proved to be a less successful measure for the utilization of the CAEP as the 

hurricane caused minimal damage.  While the community is grateful for the minimal 

damage, the lack of data creates issues with long-term validity in the findings. In 

retrospective, finding other shelters that have implemented a version of the CAEP would 

help further solidify the research on this topic.  

A purposeful limitation of this study is the sole focus on the shelter’s perception 

of the PETS Act.  It would be an interesting foil to study the city’s reaction and 

perspective on the legislation.  This study was also selective in the scope of analysis of 

the PETS Act, but for future validity there will need to be case studies and surveys 

conducted around the country – even, and especially, in areas that do not suffer from 
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natural disasters often.  There will also need to be an analysis of the legislation at the 

federal level since the PETS Act is funded and implemented through FEMA. 

 The PETS Act of 2006 established the need for pets to be included in emergency 

evacuation preparedness.  This shift in the conversation opened up new doors to the 

logistics of emergency planning, leaving plenty of room for error in the first run at 

legislation for the topic.  The shelter and the city involved in the center of the storm that 

created the PETS Act have proven the legislation and its implementation can be effective 

and successful, while still looking forward to improvements.  
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