
Ho rses and their care t a ke rs are not immu ne to natural dis-
asters.  The bizarre weather currently being
ex p e r i e nced in many areas of the wo r ld, complime nts of El
N i no, serves as a good re m i nder to ho rse ent hus i a s ts to fo r mu l a t e
an eme rge ncy plan for their equine charge s.

D r. John E. Madigan, D.V.M., Dipl. ACIVM and he ad of the Unive r-
sity of California Davis Veterinary Medical Te ac h i ng Hospital Re s c u e
a nd Disaster Re s p o nse Team, outlined information and equipme nt ne c e s-
sary for making the best of disaster cond i t i o ns in a re c e nt report from UC
Davis’ Center for Equine Health. Dr. Robert Boswell, D.V.M., of the Palm Beac h
E q u i ne Clinic in We l l i ng ton, Florida set up a temporary equine hospital after Hu r r i-
c a ne And rew blew through south Florida in Au g ust of 1992. Dr. Patricia Ellis,
P r i ncipal Veterinary Officer of the Ho rse Ind ustry Pro g ra ms associated with the
D e p a r t me nt of Natural Re s o u rces and Enviro n me nt in Aus t ralia, has also had some
ex p e r i e nce he l p i ng ho rse ow ne rs pre p a re for the seasonal bus h f i res that plag u e
a reas of her count r y. These ve t e r i n a r i a ns offer va l u a b le information to ho rse ow n-
e rs faced with coping and caring for ho rses under disaster cond i t i o ns. 

D r. Madigan advises becoming familiar with the area in which the ho rses live
with re g a rd to proximity of cre e ks, wa t e r wa ys and dra i n age are a s. Imag i ne the
wo rst case scenario when cons i de r i ng the plan; the re may be a need to create a
mo u nd of high gro u nd or fill low areas with rock.  Check the security of fenc i ng
and inspect buildings for sharp edges and soundness. Dr. Boswell saw many
wo u nds caused by flying debris during the hu r r i c a ne and it was this ex p e r i e nc e
that causes him to advise ho rse ow ne rs to keep barns and areas surro u nd i ng pas-
tures clear of excess materials that could become lethal if picked up by high
w i nd s. Flying sheet metal, ro of i ng tiles and street signs caused some of the wo rs t
wo u nds he tre a t e d .

T he southeastern United States is curre ntly ex p e r i e nc i ng the most ac t i ve to r-
nado season in history, according to the National Weather Service. One of the
most commonly asked questions Dr. Boswell has had is whe t her to le a ve ho rses in
or out of the barn when we a t her re p o r ts indicate the like l i hood of seve re we a t h-
e r. He said the ans wer is not simple but “the most important cons i de ration is the
i ntegrity of one ’s barn. If the barn is built to mo dern (and I stress the MOST up-
to-date) build i ng code s, then a good, solid struc t u re is a good place for a ho rse to
b e.” He also suggested that some windows be left open to avoid pre s s u re grad i-
e nts. In the case of a solid struc t u re not being ava i l a b le, Dr. Boswell feels a large
pasture offers horses an opportunity to weather a storm using their natural
i ns t i nc ts, which serve them well.  For ins t a nc e, with a 12-ac re paddock ava i l a b le
or a 50+ year old converted tobacco barn, horses would be better off OUTSIDE
d u r i ng a seve re storm. Dr. Boswell pointed out that no man-made struc t u re can
w i t hs t a nd a direct hit from Mo t her Nature, so curre nt cond i t i o ns have to be eva l-
uated when making a decision about animals during ad ve rse we a t he r.

D r. Ellis pointed to an article pre p a red by Dr. Graham Tudge as an ex a m p le of a
ho rs e ’s natural ability to survive ex t re me cond i t i o ns. In Aus t ralia, whe re bus h f i re s
ra vaged a large area of the country in the past ye a r, questions arose as to what
would be the best plan for horses caught in the path of the conflagration. Dr.
Tudge advised, “Do not shut your ho rse in a stable or small ya rd or de l i b e ra t e l y
turn it out on the ro ad. Move it into an open spac e, pre f e rably as large a paddo c k
as possible. Past ex p e r i e nce of bus h f i res indicates that ho rses will get minimally
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A helicopter airlifts a horse from
a flooded area.
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b u r ned if given maximum spac e.  They have been observe d
time and again to gallop through the wall of flame, or
a ro u nd its edge, and to stand on the blac ke ned, prev i o us-
ly burned area, and remain there until the fire has
passed on.”

A no t her re c o m me ndation from Dr. Ellis was that it
wo u ld be beneficial to re move all ex t ra equipme nt
s uch as blanke ts and halters from the ho rses pri-
or to turning them out as blankets can burn
a nd buc k les on halters can become very ho t .

All of the ve t e r i n a r i a ns stressed the ne e d
to plan for and secure supplies in case of
evacuation and in the event of having to
c a re for ho rses without the day-to-day conve-
niences of electricity, readily available feed, and a
safe water sourc e. Dr. Madigan re c o m me nds planning to
be self-re l i a nt for 72 ho u rs in the eve nt of a natural dis-
aster. He points out that oftentimes feed is initially
unavailable or quickly depleted at evacuation centers.
He advises ke e p i ng hay in the tra i ler in ny lon sac ks, and
feed in plastic bags or cont a i ne rs with tight fitting lids.
Also, buckets and an extra five gallons of water
s ho u ld be kept in the tra i le r. 

D r. Kathleen Cra ndell of Ke nt ucky Equine Re s e a rc h
e l a b o rated, “I wo u ld wa nt to have at least one 50 pound
bag of feed per animal as well as enough of their regular
fo rage to see you through a few days. Ano t her ad va nt age to
this is that it wo u ld enable you to change gradually onto a
d i f f e re nt food or hay sho u ld your regular supplier be ra v-
aged by the same disaster. If, for instance, you normally
feed a grass hay and all that was ava i l a b le to you wo u ld be
s t ra i g ht alfa l fa you wo u ld wa nt to be able to help the ho rs e

m a ke the switch.” Dr. Cra ndell also stressed the importanc e
of ke e p i ng your re s e r ved feed in a cool and dry place if at
all possible to help it maintain its int e g r i t y.   

If evacuation becomes necessary, Dr. Madigan recom-
mends moving horses to a safe area as soon as possible
after warnings are posted.  “When you have seen houses
u nder 26 feet of water and ho rses with their he ads out of
six feet of water stuck against fencing and stranded for
d a ys, the idea of evacuation becomes very appealing,” he
said. He advises getting out before access roads become
i m p a s s a b le. Dr. Madigan also says it will take lo nger than
planned to load and transport or to arrange transport for
ho rses during disaster cond i t i o ns. 

A well-stocked emergency medical kit is, of course,
e s s e ntial. Additional items that are va l u a b le in a disaster
situation include: flashlights and portable radio (include
extra batteries), shovel, ax, wire cutters, leather gloves,
extra halters and leadropes as well as extra clothing for
both humans and horses. Keep vehicles in good working
o rde r, teach ho rses to lo ad BEFORE a disaster strike s, and
t a ke alo ng area maps, cellular pho ne and eme rge ncy nu m-
b e rs. Leave wa t e r p ro ofed notes in the barn and ho use fo r
d i s a s t e r / rescue pers o n nel ind i c a t i ng if the re are any ani-
m a ls left on the pre m i s e s.

All of the ve t e r i n a r i a ns cons i der ide ntification of ho rs e s
to be a special cons i de ration during times of natural disas-
t e rs.  Dr. Madigan re c o m me nds that ide ntification tags be
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made for the animals to wear on their halters or around
t heir ne c ks. Ano t her good place to put an ID tag on a ho rs e
is aro u nd both fro nt fetlo c ks, Dr. Boswell said. The ho s p i t a l
type tags can be purchased and are good to use.  During
Hurricane Andrew horses were literally picked up off the
g ro u nd and re located uninjured far from their ho me s.  He
said he has known people to use spray paint to put an ID
on their ho rse or even clipping information onto their ani-
mal when they know a seve re storm is immine nt.   Re t r i eva l
of the ho rses will be facilitated if the re are pho tos of the m
kept in waterproof containers in the emergency kit. Dr.
Boswell said to take photos from the front, rear and two
side views as well as close-ups of any unusual or distin-
g u i s h i ng marks. Dr. Dan Bow l i ng of Nicho l a s v i l le, Ke nt uc k y
add ressed the question of ide nt i f y i ng animals and prov i ng
ownership by suggesting microchipping the horses. He
b e l i eves the use of a microchip “helps in many ins t a nc e s,
not just disaster planning, and certainly needs to be do ne
well befo re any actual disaster sho u ld strike.” He has fo l-
lowed up on his own suggestion by implanting all of his
own ho rses with micro c h i p s.              

Caring for horses during and directly following severe
we a t her or fires can be very challe ng i ng. “Except for large
f loods such as levee bre a ks or flash flo o d s, ho rses can han-
d le water up to their bellies for a lo ng period of time,” Dr.
M adigan said. “They will need to be fed whe re they are and
can keep warm by eating hay. Some limb swe l l i ng will occur
with pro lo nged water cont act, but in ge ne ral, most of the
horses we have seen can tolerate having their limbs sub-
me rged for 48-72 ho u rs.”  

D r. Madigan stressed that mud can pose a serious hazard
for stra nded ho rs e s. Trapped and immo b i le, they can frac-
ture a limb or seriously injure themselves struggling in
deep, sticky mud. Eye injuries are common as they attempt
to pull the ms e l ves free and hit their faces on stalls or fenc-
i ng. Other hazards common to ho rses in disaster situations

include aspiration pneumonia, wounds (especially to the
le gs), wa t e r b o r ne illness such as le p to s p i ro s i s, and gastro i n-
testinal infection from ingestion of contaminated wa t e r. He
s t ressed the importance of ke e p i ng ho rses immunized fo r
t e t a nus and ra b i e s.

Ac c o rd i ng to the information Dr. Ellis and the Aus t ra l i a n
D e p a r t me nt of Natural Re s o u rces and Enviro n me nt distrib-
u t e, “During a fire the re is obviously little one can do .
Ho rses often suffer only facial burns, presumably obtaine d
as they turn and run through the flame s. These fre q u e nt l y
look wo rse than they are because the eyelids become
s wo l len as a result of burning, to the ex t e nt that the ho rs e
may not be able to open its eye s. In these circ u ms t a nces the
ho rse cannot see, but the eyes are usually normal behind
t he swo l len lids and tre a t me nt will re s to re no r m a l i t y. ”

“A burned ho rse needs urge nt veterinary attention, but
t he re are seve ral things one can do until professional he l p
arrives. Burning produces severe inflammation, indicated
by heat, pain, and swelling. Any first aid must be anti-
i n f l a m m a to r y, or de s i g ned to negate these signs; spong i ng
with cold water wo u ld be one of the few possibilities.” The
veterinarian, after assessing the degree of the burn, can
then administer pain medications and, when necessary,
a nt i b i o t i c s. Ant i - i n f l a m m a tory cre a ms such as aloe ve ra and
cortisone may be supplied for topical applications where
p rac t i c a b le.

Injuries sus t a i ned by flying debris in a to r n ado or by the
heat and smo ke of a fire often re q u i re the services of a ve t-
erinarian who may or may not be re adily ava i l a b le. This is
when the completely stocked emergency medical kit may
p rov i de the necessities to keep the ho rse alive and as com-
fo r t a b le as possible until the veterinarian arrive s. It e ms to
include in this kit would be: sponges, gauze, antibiotic
ointments, tape, individually wrapped feminine hygiene
pads (they work well for compresses), scissors, towels,
i o d i ne solution, and soap.    

Advanced disaster plan-
ning is one of the best
things horse owners can do
for their animals.  Prac t i c i ng
loading, stocking a trailer
and emergency medical kit
and readying photos and
emergency information are
among the important “fair
we a t her” things that can be
done before storm clouds
g a t he r. 

During the January flooding in
California rescue crews found
many horses hungry and cold on
small islands of dry land.
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