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When Best Friends Are Left Behind


How would you feel if in a time of need, you were left behind by your family?  This is exactly what happened to thousands of pets after Hurricane Katrina hit the north-central Gulf Coast of the U.S. in August 2005.  This tropical storm only lasted for a few days, but its effects still loom over our nation.  Much has been talked about its cost to men, women, and children, but many of Katrina’s victims have never been able to tell their story.  Left behind because of an evacuation plan poorly designed, thousands of pets were abandoned to suffer the wrath of Hurricane Katrina alone, but their pain inspired kindness in the hearts of strangers and decisions from the minds of lawmakers.


Hurricane Katrina was one of the most powerful and destructive hurricanes in history.  This tropical storm started on August 23, 2005, in the Bahamas and wherever it went, it brought with it destruction and death.  Once Katrina hit the U.S., it swept through Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi.  New Orleans suffered the most—because the city is surrounded by water and built six feet below sea level, it depends on a sophisticated system of levees to keep the area dry.  Unfortunately, the levees were not designed or constructed to deal with a worst-case scenario (Handwerk 1).  Katrina took with it at least 1,836 lives and cost more than 80 billion dollars in damage (Zimmerman).  Even though two years have gone by, thousands of people are still trying to recover from what is the most devastating natural disaster in the United States.


Much has been said about the loss of life, limb, and property resulting from this hurricane, but many of Katrina’s victims have never had the opportunity to voice their tragedy.  Thousands of pets had to be abandoned by their owners because pets were not allowed in the evacuation buses.  It is estimated that more than 50,000 cats, dogs, birds, horses, and exotic animals such as iguanas and ferrets were left stranded after Katrina hit the area (“More and More” 1).  Thousands of owners left their pets behind expecting to return in two or three days.  Other residents resisted evacuating because they refused to leave without their beloved pets.  A poll taken after the storm revealed that 44% of those who chose to stay did so because they could not leave with their pets (McCulley 1-2).  When the waters started to rise, however, these residents had no other choice but to abandon their companions.  Stories like that of Marie Knoblock, who was forced to leave her dogs Herman and Jimmi to drown as she swan out of her flooded house through a busted basement door, populated the news nationwide (Keith 1).  Images of abandoned animals, hungry, scared, and alone, still haunt our memory. 


The fate of Herman, Jimmi and, and thousands of other marooned pets prompted immediate response as well as preventive plans.  Right after Katrina hit New Orleans, volunteers flocked to the area to help pets in distress.  People like Rachelle Carson from Arizona joined rescue teams in the area, helping save thousands of animals (Harris and Reeves 1).  Sadly, “only about 20% of the rescued animals were reunited with their owners, says LA/SPCA disaster preparedness coordinator Heather Rigney” (McCulley 2).  Their ordeal, however, has not been in vain.  In face of the horrors suffered by so many animals, authorities in New Orleans are urging the population to exercise responsible behavior in designing personal evacuation plans that accommodate pets such as searching for hotels who accept animals or locating kennels in safe areas.  State and federal laws have also been created since Katrina to make sure that those without the means to leave an affected area are allowed to bring their pets—in carriers—inside evacuation buses.  Even though people and pets will not be housed in the same facilities, they will be placed close to each other so that owners can have the joy of a companion in a difficult time (McCulley 2).  If these measures cannot prevent another storm like Katrina to happen, they can at least guarantee that all victims will be treated respectfully.


Sometimes, only tragedy can bring about change.  In the case of the abandoned pets left behind because of Katrina, their suffering has led to changes in how state and federal law views animal rights.  Even though these changes cannot bring back the many lives lost and forever disrupted, they can guarantee that this horror will not repeat itself.  
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