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SUFFOLK COUNTY S.P.C.A.

363 Route 111

Suite 5

Smithtown, New York 11787

The Suffolk County SPCA was a first responder at ground zero; our mission was to support SAR K-9’s and to provide emergency services to pets abandoned by their owners in the buildings surrounding the World Trade Center. What follows is a brief history of our work at ground zero.

In early summer of 1991, the Suffolk County legislature gave the Suffolk SPCA a MASH unit that is a fully equipped veterinary hospital.  The original intent of the unit was to provide spay/neuter and rabies inoculations at a free and reduced rate throughout the county. The MASH unit is also a self contained hospital with an operating theater and is equipped to handle veterinary emergencies.  

On September 11 I received a call from the NYC K-9 units assigned to search and rescue at the WTC.  They indicated they wanted the SCSPCA’s mobile MASH unit to report to ground zero ASAP to provide assistance to the rescue dogs working the pile.

However, no one could have ever anticipated the demands that would be made of the SCSPCA and the responsibilities that would be assigned to our personnel. The agency, with minimal prior notice, needed to organize the logistics necessary to accomplish our support mission at the WTC.  Calls went out to the MASH driver and other agency personnel.  Six of our law enforcement agents were alerted to escort the unit into the WTC area.  Police from Suffolk County coordinated escorts with the NYPD to get us to our assigned location. 

Once at ground zero we set up the unit at West Street two blocks from ground zero.   The acrid smoke, loud sirens, cries of panic and fear created one of the most chaotic scenes I have ever witnessed. Our MASH unit started operations without an opportunity to preplan the delivery of services. The SCSPCA was asked to provide veterinary support for a few days until VMAT could set up operations. Calls went out to Long Island veterinarians thought the LIVMA and a call came from Dr. Barbara Kalvig of The New York Veterinary Hospital and Mike Garvey of the Animal Medical Center.  With Barbara and Mike’s assistance and the cooperation of the LIVMA, veterinarians and vet technicians were placed on 12 hour schedules starting at 6PM on the 11th.   The New York City OEM was advised of our location and we communicated over the police bands that we were open to provide immediate medical care to all rescue dogs.

The first two days were brutal.  Individual members of the Suffolk SPCA were on the scene for twenty four hours per day.  On Tuesday evening dog rescue teams from the metropolitan area were the first on the scene.  These teams only left the pile when the handlers and the dogs were on the verge of collapse.    

SAR dogs required massive amounts of IV fluid to treat the dehydration they suffered working 20 plus hours at the pile!  After Thursday more help arrived.  Supplies arrived and tents were put up to protect us from the rain.  Four stations washing and treating dogs were in place.  Four vets and four vet techs worked full time to examine and treat these courageous animals.  Residents from local apartments who left their pets behind also sought our assistance in helping their stranded pets.  Security at the pile was very tight and we were limited as to what we could do for local residents.  No other humane agency was allowed on the site to rescue residential pets until the following Tuesday, September 18.   However, despite our active involvement with the rescue dogs, the Suffolk SPCA did manage to rescue over 30 pets and provide them with medical assistance.  One cat was rescued after 18 days of isolation.

As a result of our actions came the realization of the need for future planning. As I write this article, a year and one half after this disaster, I have had time to reflect upon what plans need to be put in place to prepare for future disasters.  Local veterinary groups must have a coordinated command control in place.  The local associations will work, on a limited basis, within a county, but there is a need for regional coordination.  In addition to personnel there should be central storage facilities where up to date nonperishable inventories are housed.  Transportation and communications equipment should be readily available and these networks should be well publicized and the information shared with local and federal government.

A plan must be clearly articulated for pets that are left behind during an evacuation.  Pets abandoned when their owners evacuated were temporarily lost in the panic.  Multiple agencies claimed they were dealing with these pets, but their “helter shelter” efforts were not coordinated and were generally not effective in completing their mission.  The Red Cross does not allow pets in their shelters.  Who will care for these animals during a disaster? Fortunately the Suffolk SPCA and New York City’s OEM have reached an agreement of joint cooperation and regional organization for future disasters.

I was impressed with the subornation of egos that are normally quite strong among professionals. Veterinarians who are usually the “king” of their practice were able to unify under the command of the Suffolk SPCA.  The coordinated effort that was demonstrated at the WTC must be codified and shared with the national veterinary and emergency planning community.  Even VMAT, when they arrived at the site on Friday, appreciated the organization that was already in place and chose to operate under the command structure established by the SCSPCA.  An article written by Dr. Cindy Otto et al fulfills this need.

The Suffolk County SPCA has already made contact with several municipalities and the federal government.  We have the organizational ability to maintain and deliver services when and where they our needed.  Our MASH unit can be sent to any regional disaster on a minutes notice.  Our agency, with the cooperation of local veterinary organizations, will have a formalized plan in place by the end of October.
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