


“One of them wasn’t spayed yet
because she was only a few months
old and the vet said to wait because
she was sick, but I was going to have
it done when she got better.”

I tried to assure her that I wasn’t
judging her, that I knew she took
good care of her animals, and that
I was only asking for the kind of
information that might make iden-
tification easier later if the animals
were rescued. What followed made
me ache for her. In her time of des-
perate need, she was so gracious,
more than I ever could have been in
her circumstances. “Even if I don’t
get my animals back,” she said, “I
just hope they can be rescued. They
are good animals.”

By the time they reached us or a
local shelter for help, many people
were so used to feeling abandoned
and judged by society, the media,
and the government that they did-
n’t expect much more from the ani-
mal welfare movement. At the San
Diego Humane Society and SPCA,
a staff member named Renee was
surprised when she initially got the
cold shoulder from an evacuee
who’d traveled to California to be
reunited with her animal. 

“Renee met her at the airport and
went to give her a hug, and she
returned it very tentatively,” says
the organization’s president, Mark

Goldstein. “After she was reunited
with her animal, she shared with
Renee that her greatest fear in
coming out here was that she was
going to get off the plane and
Renee would see that she was
black and not care.”

On the return trip, with her animal
in tow, the woman hugged goodbye
so hard that, Renee reported delight-
edly to Goldstein, “she almost took
the breath out of my lungs!”

The San Diego Humane Society
spent hundreds of thousands of
dollars on rescue and reunion
efforts—in part because they want-
ed people to know that they do care
about them.

“You can take people who lost
their work, lost their possessions,
lost their house, lost everything
in their life,” says Goldstein, “but
they find their animals and they
have hope.”

Before Katrina, I’m not sure I
would have believed how
much someone could love an

animal they kept in the backyard
and described as a “guard dog.” But
on my way out one evening, I got
a call from a woman who fit just
that description. Her German
shepherd was not a “people per-
son,” she told me, but he had a
special bond with her. When she

broke down in the middle of
telling me her story, her husband
took over the phone and finished
it for her. In a kind, tired voice, he
said the dog was mostly a guard
dog who’d been left with food,
water, and neighbors next door
who were looking after him. But
the dog had been classified as
“aggressive” because—after some-
one had cut the chain on the gate
to the backyard—he’d bitten a fire-
man who’d tried to rescue him
from a canal behind the house.

As it turned out, a Louisiana ani-
mal control agency was kindly
holding onto the dog but had made
the responsible decision not to
rehome him if his original family
could no longer keep him. The
couple had been given five weeks
to retrieve the dog, but they had
no place to take him.

At this point in the conversation,
the woman got back on the phone.
Wasn’t there any fostering agency,
any sanctuary, she asked me, or
even anybody with a backyard who
could just look after him until they
got back on their feet?

“Even if it’s just a small backyard,
that’s all we would need for now,”
she said. “I would go there and
bathe him myself every day. He
likes his baths, but I’m the only one
who can do it.”
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There were other details that made
her story hard for me to bear: her
mother had died a few years before,
then her son had died, and now, it
seemed, her dog was going to die, too.
I consulted with my colleagues before
posting the couple’s information on
the area of Petfinder that allows peo-
ple to search for foster homes—along
with details of the dog’s story and a
warning that the dog was aggressive.

Even though I knew the dog was-
n’t in the best situation before the
storm, I was no longer certain of
my own assumptions. Just because
this woman didn’t have her dog
inside didn’t mean she wasn’t devot-
ed to him. She may not have been
devoted enough, but who’s to say? 

“What was clear to us is every
individual we met loved their ani-
mal,” says Goldstein. “And yes,
maybe that love doesn’t play out the

same way we would want it to, but
I think the onus has been on us to
educate our community. What
we’ve found in following up is that
once people came here and they
heard our spiel about spaying and
neutering, about heartworm pre-
ventative—we sent them home
with a couple of months’ supply of
preventative medication—they
have changed how they care for
their animals. They have greater
value for them. I think some of this
is just a learning curve. I don’t think
we should be so quick to judge.”

Katrina brought to life the studies
suggesting that often it’s not even lack
of education but rather economic
hardship that leaves animals intact
and leads to spotty veterinary care. 

“When you love a pet, you love a
pet,” says Hall. “It may mean dif-
ferent things; it may mean that when

you’ve got to choose between put-
ting food on the table and spaying
your dog, you’re going to put food
on the table. But it doesn’t mean that
you love your dog any less.”

To some in the animal welfare
field, the presence of heartworm
was a sign that people didn’t care
enough; postings on listservs
scolded owners behind their backs
for failing to take better care of
their pets. The prevalence of the
disease among Katrina animals was
high—some shelters reported that
more than 50 percent of the dogs
they’d taken in needed heartworm
treatment. But heartworm is also
a lot easier to get in climates where
“the mosquito is the state bird,”
says Jake White, director of mar-
keting and management informa-
tion systems for the SPCA of
Central Florida. And as White and
his colleagues discovered, the pres-
ence of heartworm could not be
used as a measure of devotion.

One evacuee in Orlando had been
forced to part with his dog because
the hotel room he shared with sev-
eral families was too crowded. Even
though man and beast were sepa-
rated for only a few days, the man
was overjoyed and thankful to be
able to reunite with his little brown,
white, and black mutt—and he got
the added benefit of having his dog
treated for heartworm disease.

“He was a ‘nuisance gator trapper,’
and he had a black t-shirt on that
said, ‘Keep honking—I’m reload-
ing!’ ” recalls White. “He looked
meaner than the hottest sun that
has ever scorched the earth, a griz-
zled old man … and looked like he
hadn’t shaved in about six years and
like he hadn’t combed his hair in
probably the same amount of time.
He had a deep, tanned, wrinkled
face. And when he did speak, it was
short: ‘Yeah, whatever!’

“This man wept openly, crying
at the sight of his dog. It’s bring-
ing tears to my eyes just thinking
about it. That was his baby.”

Thousands of people lost their pets

KATHY MILANI/HSUS



helping to set up the call centers.
But maybe it’s a good thing that

we’ll leave some of our old selves
behind. I don’t even know who
those old selves were; I can’t

really remember anymore. I wish
this had never happened, but
since it did, I’m glad we know so
much more about the people of
Louisiana and Mississippi than we
ever would have from watching a
TV report. I’m glad we spoke with
them and helped in whatever lit-
tle way we could. And now I truly
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during the storm. Thousands more
tried to help find them. We’ll never
recover all the animals, and maybe,
I sometimes fear, we’ll never recov-
er all of our old selves. Too much
has happened—too much loss, too
many feelings of helplessness and
hopelessness, too much longing to
help stem a tide that was far too great
for any of us, alone or together, to
really push back. I was in awe of
everyone’s willingness to try, though.
Even on site here at HSUS, far away
from the disaster zone, I watched
my colleagues—Betsy McFarland,
Carrie Allan, Tracy Klein, Kate
Antoniades, Dawn Lauer, Sara Miller,
Steve Swartz, Cory Smith, Katie
Conlee, and so many others—put
everything they had into helping
those who had nothing. In a round-
the-clock race against time after the
levees were breeched, Betsy even lost
15 pounds—more than she had
available to lose—in the process of

know how lucky I am—and how
imperative it is that I continue to
help those who aren’t. As we in
the animal welfare field have long
tried to tell local, state, and fed-

eral lawmakers, animal issues are
people issues. Governments still
need to recognize that you can’t
effectively address one without
addressing the other. And if we
want to succeed as a movement,
so do we. ❂

Nancy Lawson is the editor of Animal
Sheltering magazine.

WWee’’llll  nneevveerr  rreeccoovveerr  aallll  tthhee  aanniimmaallss, and 
maybe, I sometimes fear, we’ll never recover 

all of our old selves.
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