
 

Interview with Salise Shuttlesworth (SS), Executive Director of Friends For Life (FFL) 
By Lesli Vollrath (LV), PhD candidate, University of Houston 

Interview Date: April 19, 2019 

*Interview has been condensed to include most relevant topics to essay titled, “Shared 
Vulnerability: Rethinking Human and Nonhuman Bodies in Disasters.” Green Theory and Praxis 
Journal 13.1 (Winter 2020): 32-44. 

Friends For Life Shelter was asked by the City of Houston to manage the City “Mega Shelter” at 
George R. Brown (GRB) Convention Center during Hurricane Harvey. The GRB housed over 
10,000 displaced Houstonians and the section of families with animals housed over 1500. The 
significance of the FFL effort was that this “cohabitated” shelter (animals are housed with their 
evacuated families at the same facility) was the first ever in the U.S. The cohabitated shelter ran 
smoothly and was lauded by Red Cross, Texas Health Department, Houston Animal Control and 
the Texas Veterinary Medical Association. 

*FFL was the only animal organization to receive a proclamation from Houston Mayor Sylvester 
Turner for their efforts in creating a way for evacuated Houstonians to stay with their animals. 

To open our discussion about animal management response during disasters, Salise discussed 
her work in previous animal management deployments: 

SS: 
My first disaster deployment was Katrina. I deployed as a responder with what was then United 
Animal Nations, and now is Red Rover. My job was to help set up the hospital units and 
temporary shelters. We did it the way everybody did it. We sent evacuees to one site. We sent 
the animals to another site. That method is called co-location. It is the way we did it in the 
many deployments after Katrina. 

We set up the animal facility with kennels and vets and kennel staff. We had vets triage the 
incoming animals. The owners would periodically come over to visit their animals. Some did. 
Some didn’t. There were many, many of these centers. You can see how easily people became 
separated from their animals. In Katrina, we had a 14% reunification rate. We did the best we 
knew and the animal community has learned so much since. 

One of the many unexpected things I learned in my first deployment was how important was to 
people to tell their story when they got there. It made them feel better. It wasn’t just a hand off 
of information. My cat is diabetic. My dog doesn’t like men. All that is important to be sure, but 
they wanted to say things like, “We went back. I climbed into the second floor. I got water 
wings for my dog, and that’s the only reason he was able to get onto the boat. It was so scary, 
and we’ve been on three dump trucks.” They wanted to talk to begin to process their 
experience. Part of our job was simply to listen. One of the things I learned in that deployment 
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is how emotionally unprepared a team can be. A big part of responding is ministering to 
people’s grief and fear and trauma. 

In addition to separating people from animals in co-located shelters, we did something else that 
caused families to come apart. We allowed animal groups, all well-meaning, to swoop in and 
pick up groups of animals and evacuate them. So suddenly, post storm, you weren’t a New 
Orleanian looking for your dog in New Orleans. You were a New Orleanian looking for your dog 
anywhere in the country. It was a mess. 

SS: I’d like to share two quick stories about Katrina because they impact how I think about 
disaster response now: 

We got a dog into the shelter we’d set up at a fair grounds. A lady came the day after to visit 
the dog. She didn’t want to let go of the dog. She just sat in the kennel and held the dog. I went 
in and sat with her and her story was this: 

She and her husband lived above their pharmacy in New Orleans where they lived for years and 
years and years. They thought they were going to stay, and at the wee hours of the morning, 
the national guard was making their last trip though and pounding on the door saying, “Now! 
Now! Now! Now!” Those national guardsmen were instructed to not bring animals. Their 
mission was to take people, and there were only a certain number of seats in those transports. 
The lady and her husband walked out with their standard poodle. And the guy said, “No, we 
can’t take the poodle.” There was a lot of emotional drama there on the front sidewalk. 

Amid all the stress, her husband had a heart attack right there. He died on that sidewalk, and 
the national guardsmen said, “You may take your husband’s body or you may take the dog.” 
She had moments to make that choice. And she chose the dog. So of course, she was sitting in 
that kennel with that dog. Of course she didn’t want to let go of that dog. Of course, it was 
monstrously important that she stay connected with that dog. Though hers was the most 
extreme version of someone investing their whole emotional life and their history in an animal, 
it sheds a light on how these creatures are part of our sense of connectedness and well-being. 
It underscores why we must keep families together, especially in disasters. 

So I think about her. I think about her when I talk about this. If we treat every relationship with 
an animal and their family as key as hers was, we’re on the right path. 

SS: Second story about Katrina. 

Compassion fatigue is real. We were having groups of people fly in and replenish our team. It 
was my job in part to brief the new team. One of the things I would say to them is you cannot 
process what you are seeing right now. You can’t. You don’t have time. As time wore on, and 
animals were a week out from the storm then two then three. You would see different kinds of 
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illnesses, different injuries. Mostly you would see lacerations and dehydration at the beginning. 
Then you start seeing infections because of the black water creeping up. During Katrina, there 
were bodies and bodies and bodies. One of the things we would say to the team was that if you 
see a puppy that vomits something that looks like a human thumb because they were eating 
cadavers, you can’t stop and think about what that means. You have to think: What medication 
does that puppy need to be on? How do I log it? What cage does the puppy belong in? Who is 
next on the transport? I said all that and did all that. And I kidded myself to think that I wasn’t 
really going to have to process it. 

I remember driving home on the way back to Houston. I pulled over to a gas station for the 
bathroom. We hadn’t had any running water for a long time. I turned on the sink, and put my 
hand in the water, and I started to cry. I just cried and cried until I could get back on the road. 

What I found and what my team found is that we were all processing. PTSD is real. A traffic light 
you miss or a cross word spoken or a commercial, or you spill your drink, and it comes back. 
Some people had nightmares. Some have never been back to New Orleans. 

All that is to say that what you are doing in your project to invite people to look at it and 
acknowledge that it is not over is important. What you all are doing to ask people to look at it 
and realize it’s not over is valuable work. It’s okay to say people are still processing it. It’s hard 
on the caregiving team. There’s a cost. 

LV: Have you seen any improvements in animal management with the passage of the PETS 
Act? 

SS: What’s interesting about the PETS Act is that there is no instruction in it. It just says that in 
order for states, cities, and counties to receive federal funding for their disaster relief plans, 
those plans must “account for the needs of individuals with household pets and service animals 
before, during, and following a major disaster or emergency.” It doesn’t tell rescue teams or 
local agencies what to do. It doesn’t say anything about best practices. It’s unfunded. 

The biggest contribution of the PETS Act was to elevate caring for animals in a disaster to a 
worthwhile priority. More than that—as a requisite to Federal aid. That’s a big deal. 
But you can see where that leaves open a pretty vast range of options that could be gathered 
under the umbrella of “accounting for the needs of individuals with household pets and service 
animals before, during and after a major disaster or emergency.” 

LV: Can you tell me about your experience during Harvey? 
What do you remember about the day you would end up successfully getting it cleared for 
animals to be let into the GRB? 

SS: That question gives me more credit than I deserve. Animals were allowed into the GRB. That 
came from an authority higher than me. The way that we got involved is that I am on the 
advisory committee for BARC city animal shelter. Friends For Life has a history of mentoring 
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other shelters and having a good set of best practices and SOPs (Standard Operating 
Procedures) that we have shared with lots of other groups. So being on the committee, having 
prior disaster responder experience and being a shelter director of a very process-driven shelter 
lined up. 

It was about 10:30 on the night of the 27th, and it was raining and I was at home with my wife. 
We were all tucked in. We had taken care of the animals at the shelter. We were high and dry 
at the shelter. They were fine. My cell phone rang, and it was a representative of the city. He 
also sits on the BARC committee with me. He said, (he is with the fire dept) “I’m here at GRB. 
We have determined that animals are allowed at the facility. People are starting to show up 
with animals, and it is chaos. We don’t know what to do. Can you come up here and figure out 
what needs to happen? What kind of structure we can add to this?” I said sure, “Do you want 
me to be there first thing in the morning?” And he said, “Now…now is really good for me.” Chris 
is an EMT. He is a calm dude, but there was an edge to his voice that I didn’t understand until 
we got there. We are very lucky that Halina and I live on West Polk, which is a straight shot up 
West Dallas to GRB. It never flooded. We were able to throw extra leashes, food, blankets, 
crates into the truck and headed off… 

When I got there, the manhole covers were exploding off, shooting straight up outside of the 
GRB. People were being unloaded from city dump trucks. Literally. And they were holding on to 
their pets. When you looked inside the GRB, the Red Cross had done a beautiful job of setting 
up the shelter. There were cots and blankets and triage stations and medical setups. But the 
people with pets didn’t have anywhere to go. They didn’t have any food or medicine or 
provisions. 

Nobody knew what to do with them. We spent a lot of time with the Red Cross. I understand 
more about the Red Cross mission than I did before. Bottom line on Red Cross: They aren’t ever 
going to change their shelter model to cohabitated. It’s not going to happen. Not because they 
don’t care about animals and not because there aren’t some very fine people with the Red 
Cross. But because their rate limiting step is that there really are some people who are deathly 
allergic to animals. Their primary mission is to set up a shelter that is safe and conducive to 
humans having a place to take refuge from a terrible trauma. For some humans that can’t be 
close to animals. Okay, I get it. 

Having said that, we were super lucky in lot of ways during Harvey. One of them is about the 
way the GRB is set up. There’s Concourse A, B, C, D, E. It’s possible to completely separate 
people with pets from people without pets. And that’s going to be the thing that is key as we go 
forward is to work closely with regional Red Cross groups. What they are doing between 
disasters is scoping venues and negotiating. The Red Cross doesn’t own the sites they set up in 
disasters, they negotiate use from the owners. Venue owners don’t want their property to be 
trashed, and they are reluctant to let animals in without a plan. If the Red Cross has a team that 
can run it and keep it from being trashed and keep people safe and away from animals they 
stand a better chance of getting permission to shelter animals in some part of the facility. If the 
Red Cross can say that they have a plan and a managing animal organization early on, then by 
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the time that hurricane makes landfall or the wildfire is swooping down the hill, The Red Cross 
has already negotiated with that elementary school or that church or that convention center to 
get a place where people with their animals and people with no animals are separated but can 
all be sheltered. 

When we came into the GRB and looked around, people were wide-eyed. They had gathered 
what chairs were around and had animals in their laps or sitting on the floor with them. Some 
dogs were tied to chairs as people tried to wrangle multiple dog families. 

We just stepped off the area we thought we’d need, and decided we are going to set up there. 
We went all the way to the end of the concourse. We realized in pretty short order that what 
people needed was everything. They were fleeing with only their clothes, and sometimes the 
cat was in their arms, and sometimes the cat was in a pillowcase or loose. They were 
exhausted. Sometimes they had been on multiple transports where they had waited hours to 
be evacuated. Sometimes they had some of their pets and not all of them. When they got to 
the GRB, they were triaged at the front door by the Red Cross team. People that needed to go 
to medical were sent to medical. People with animals were sent from that concourse all the 
way through to us at the end. 

That is one of the things I would do differently. It’s described in our manual. We didn’t know 
better then. We would have had our team there at the front door to check in the people with 
animals instead of having them walk all the way through. We would have had carriers, leashes 
and collars there are the front door. The GRB was air-conditioned. It was so cold. People and 
animals were cold because they were soaking wet. To tell someone to walk all the way through 
the convention was tough. It risked animals being loose and worse. 

Here’s a story illustrating a situation that we’d have known about from the beginning if we’d 
had a team up front to have that initial communication on first intake: 

We were twenty-four hours in. Someone brought us a galvanized trashcan with five little dogs 
in it, and there was dog food, and five soaking wet dogs in it. This had been left at the front 
gate. So we start pulling the dogs out, cleaning the dogs off. The dogs weren’t in bad shape but 
we were horrified that they’d been left in a trashcan. We made several assumptions about 
what we thought we knew about the story of the way they’d gotten there. Nearly every single 
assumption was wrong. 

So we cleaned these little dogs up and a couple hours someone comes over from the human 
medical team and says, “I know this is going to sound crazy, but there’s a guy over there, an old 
guy, and he keeps screaming about his dogs in a trashcan. Do you? Is there any chance that you 
got dogs in a trashcan? Yes, His name is Thomas, and he loves his dogs. 

And here’s what happened. Thomas refused to leave his home. The water is coming up to his 
chest. There’s an HPD officer who is literally, physically, having to scruff Thomas to get him to 
leave as the water rises. Thomas can’t control all five of these little dogs. He says, “I’m not 
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leaving. I’m not leaving. I’ll die here with my little dogs. My dogs are going to die here. I’m going 
to die here.” 

The cop sees this galvanized trash can float by. He says, “Okay, Thomas, here is what we’re 
going to do.” He grabs the can. He throws all five little dogs in there. He thinks that he doesn’t 
know how long we are going to be at this, so he throws in a little bag of food, and puts Thomas 
and his dogs, and his trash can, onto the dump truck and gets them to George R. Brown and 
saves everyone’s life. At the beginning, when they were being triaged, Thomas, because he’s 
hysterical and frail and old and cold, all those things, is peeled off and sent to medical. They set 
the dogs aside because animal care wasn’t their job, and there were no animal people at the 
front to step in with a solution--and so now imagine how much better the protocol would be to 
have someone from the animal side at the front door. We need to be involved from the very 
beginning. So it’s things like that that aren’t rocket science, but that organizational change 
would be huge. 
… 
They said to expect 40 to 50 animals in the first day. We triaged 671 in the first twenty-four 
hours. What’s beautiful about that is that the system we built was strained but it never broke. 
Never broke. We did there basically what we do at Friends For Life. We just did it a lot and 
faster. Talk about putting your SOPs in a crucible. We know that they work because we tested 
them and they held up. From registration, database creation, supply commissary to veterinary 
care, we were one-stop shopping. 

LV: How did you set up animal care in the GRB? 

SS: If you think about what we needed to achieve, it was a pretty simple process to get there. 
We needed to document and keep track of which animals went with which family and make 
sure that the family got everything that they needed for the animal—from collar, leash and 
crates tgo beds, food, veterinary care and medicines they needed. We basically used a version 
of the Friends For Life intake. We created an intake station, a free commissary with supplies 
and a veterinary hospital staffed by vets and vet techs. 

As family would come in, with an animal we’d begin a record. We’d assign them a number. We 
used plastic hospital bands on every member of the family human and non-human and on 
every crate given to the family. Day One evacuee numbers began with an A, day Two with a B 
and so on. So for example, your family might be A101. We put a hospital band on every 
member of the family. If you just register the wife, and the husband comes up to get food or 
visit an animal in the hospital unit, you need to know whether to give him access. We banded 
the kids and every piece of collateral. We put collars on the animals. One of the things I would 
do differently is microchip animals. Dr. Poirrier (Louisiana State Emergency Veterinarian) says 
wait 24 hours to do this rather than do it as part of the intake process, but do it. It’s more 
important to get the tired, scared people settled and there’s time to send the team to the 
people the second day to chip animals. I’m sure she’s right. We didn’t microchip them at GRB at 
all. Even so, we only had one animal that was not connected with a human. 1 out of 1500. It 
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was a chicken. There was a random chicken running through the GRB. She has a great home 
now. 
But adding microchips would serve the people with animals far beyond the disaster. And as we 
were to learn crunching the data later, most of the animals seeing our veterinary team were 
seeing a veterinarian for the first time in their lives. So we lost an opportunity we will try not to 
lose in the future. 

Part of what was wonderful and important in this cohabitated shelter strategy is the 
partnership with the City animal control. Any private animal group managing such an effort will 
want to partner with the local animal enforcement agency. We worked with city employees and 
BARC, and we partner with BARC on other things. We had animal control officers there to 
exercise legal authority we didn’t have. Sometimes people had just grabbed up an animal that 
they saw and made it to the GRB. BARC was able to house those animals that were not actually 
in someone’s animal family but had been the beneficiary of someone’s kindness in bringing 
them in. There were animal control trucks there. If there were animals that were not with 
people, then BARC would take care of them at another location and then place them for 
adoption. They didn’t slip through the cracks. We didn’t wait until after to figure out whether 
there was a human connected to an animal, and we didn’t just throw them into the mix. It was 
important and wonderful to work with the BARC team. They were great to work with. There 
were several that donated their time. I have all those animal control officers on speed dial. 

We created this electronic database that was searchable by date, by name, by registration 
number, by species. We used the forms that we use at the shelter as well as some truncated 
versions of the forms, for a waiver. We would register the people. We would then walk them 
through, five steps, to a free pet supplies commissary where we had everything you could think 
of. We had everything you needed to recreate your animal’s life from a bed to a crate to a 
collar and a leash to cat litter to toys everything from dog bowls, treats, food. It was all 
donated. We had trucks and trucks and trucks of it. We allowed people to take supplies with 
them when they were able to leave to go home or to another more permanent shelter. 

Everyone got to keep their animal with them. We gave everyone something to contain their 
animal. Theoretically, animals slept in the crate, but no one was going by to tell people not to 
hold their animal. Some of the most moving sights we saw were when the lights in the great 
hall dimmed and people pulled their animals up onto the cots with them and they snuggled 
under the Red Cross blankets. 

An advantage of cohabitated sheltering is that it takes so many fewer staff members to run a 
cohabitated shelter than it does a co-located shelter. When you think about it logically, I have 
1500 animals with 1500 families who are deeply interested in the care of the animal. I have 200 
animals on site at the shelter and 24 staff members at the shelter. The shelter staff are moving 
all day long. The footprint of having to care for all of those evacuee animals if you don't 
empower the families to stay together is massive. So it turns out that the right thing to do also 
is the most efficient thing to do. 
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The next stop in check-in for people was important. We had a veterinarian there, sometimes 
multiple vets there, and we vaccinated everyone. We vaccinate everyone who comes into our 
shelter and we do it immediately on intake. One of the most important pieces of shelter 
medicine is to get vaccines in the animals as soon as possible. It makes a huge difference. We 
just followed the Friends For Life protocol. 

LV: Did you have any cases of distemper? 
SS: We had zero. 

LV: Do the vaccinations prevent distemper? 
SS: It’s not a 100% but it’s highly effective. Distemper is everyone’s worst fear. It’s almost 
always fatal. It’s aerosolized. It’s monstrously contagious. It’s really scary. We erred on the side 
of caution and got a waiver to vaccinate from people even when people said their dogs were 
current. 

The other important thing we did was to institute handling and cleaning protocols we use at 
FFL. Who handles animals in medical, how those people are trained and how those medical 
areas are cordoned off are critical pieces. There was a large scale Houston shelter set up after 
ours but with different leadership that allowed untrained volunteers access to animals kept in 
medical and did not vaccinate on intake. They had upwards of 150 cases of distemper. Knowing 
what happened there underscored the importance of having a group that has actually run a 
shelter in charge of any cohabitated evacuation center. 

One of the strategic things we learned was that in the first forty-eight hours, we had such a 
great response from vets wanting to volunteer their time that it got impossible for Dr. Eike and 
for me (the ones giving out our cell phones) to do our work and field all the phone calls from 
people calling from all over the country saying, “I will fly in and help you. When do you need 
me?” Dr. Eike’s husband is a web designer, and they were talking about this and our frustration 
with it. He said, “You need a website.” I said, “Sure, six months from now, we can get a 
website.” Then he said, “I can build it for you overnight.” He built HarveyVolunteerVets.com. It 
worked like My Table. Vets could go in, sign up, and then just show up. We could put all of the 
important documentation for legal issues. It worked beautifully. We had so many vets that we 
could staff our clinic at GRB and then add other animals that were holding areas. The vets could 
then choose to be at Brazoria, NRG, or other places. 

LV: Were you aware of the significance of the GRB being the first cohabitated shelter? 

SS: I think everyone knew that it was an important moment. Maybe that was underscored for 
me because I had been a part of Katrina and I had been a part of multiple disaster responses. I 
was not only guided off what we do in the shelter but also guiding off of what I didn't want to 
happen again. We were lucky to have the resources we had. During Katrina, we were literally in 
the woods some of the time, and I was living in of the back of my truck. We were in the woods 
and on shut down freeways and fairgrounds. Here we were in an air-conditioned building with 
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concrete floors and running water and had The Red Cross. The people’s needs cared for. So we 
were very lucky. I think for our part as animal people, we make it as easy as we can on the 
people-centered charities to include the animals. That’s why it’s important to do our 
homework. 

SS: If you have a plan, bring them to us, and we can manage them. One of the biggest wins for 
us was that our fans included the health department, the veterinary establishment. There 
would be chaos. There wasn’t. It would be dirty. It wasn’t. We had volunteers that just moved 
through the room. Their shift was three hours of walking the rows and checking on people. We 
just policed it like waitstaff. I think that’s part of what was important. It stayed clean. No one 
lost track of their animal. 

Here’s the most important thing. I was talking to the Red Cross of Canada, and one of the things 
that she found so persuasive for her team in considering this model was that we learned after 
looking back at the medical records that more than 85% percent of the animals that saw a vet 
with us at GRB were seeing a vet for the first time. This was serving a part of the human 
community that was not getting services at all before. 

Who is at these shelters? Not the people who have the money to fly somewhere else for safety. 
These are the people who are underserved. When you think about it, this model, in the context 
of a disaster, can elevate the standard of animal care in a community. That’s huge. I wish we 
would have micro-chipped everyone. I’m a believer. It works. We have recovered so many 
animals because of the chip. This is definitely something we will do in the future. 

LV: Various scholars, such as Leslie Irvine, Anat Pick, and Cora Diamond discuss the 
vulnerability we share with animals. We have a living body like animals have a living body, 
and it’s our duty to respond to animal suffering within that commonality of embodiment. In 
my paper, I argue that we need shared vulnerability to think about animals in a different way 
when we consider emergency response for animals. What are your thoughts about the term 
“shared vulnerability”? 

SS: I love the term. When you think about it, a storm doesn’t recognize species. No one wants 
to drown. No one wants their home flooded out. Everyone can feel fear and thirst and hunger. 
If we begin there, by saying disasters don’t discriminate, and we have made this social contract 
to share lives with these animals that we have domesticated, then we have an obligation to 
them in the same way we have an obligation to children or seniors or to disabled people or 
anyone who is less powerful. I think it’s no different. 

Animals aren’t able to express their concerns in the same ways as humans. But be certain they 
feel fear, grief, affection, loss. They have the same response to feeling safe and having some 
control over their environment as humans. We have a behavior team that works on unlocking 
what animals tell us on many levels. My board president said this the other day, “We don't just 
want animals to act right. We want the animals to feel right.” There is an ongoing conversation 
with them that makes our lives together more enjoyable for both animals and people. We teach 
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animals to relax into getting shots, getting their blood drawn. We identify triggers for them that 
cause behaviors that make it difficult for them to live harmoniously in families. Those triggers, 
once identified, can be managed to the betterment of everyone. The goal is to reduce trauma 
for everyone involved. 

SS: Part of what I love about what you are doing is that it acknowledges the connections that 
we have as feeling beings and that the way forward for the animal sheltering community is to 
lean into that connection. We have to evolve as shelters. Animal welfare has been the same 
thing for one hundred plus years. We’ve been doing the same thing. You see bigger and bigger 
shelters. Recessed lighting. More parking. More kennels. Lovely kennels. But it’s the same 
model from when they opened their doors 1924: Pre-judgments about breeds, whole groups 
written off as “unadoptable”, ferals not allowed to live in their habitats, rows of loud cages with 
terrified animals who have three days to prove they are not too frightened with no behavior 
team giving them time and space to grieve, settle or simply adjust to a new environment. 

Our lives are made immeasurably better by sharing them with animals. In the language of the 
Little Prince, we have tamed them. We are responsible for them forever. When shelters, the 
people who hold ourselves out to be animal guardians, say by our actions that it is possible for 
animals to be too much trouble, too labor intensive, too young, too old or the wrong breed to 
live, we set a bar for the whole community. We must do better. The Friends For Life motto is 
what guides all our choices—Every Animal Matters. 

No other industry that you can name has survived not changing. In no other industry could you 
say to your boss that you lost 8 of 10 of your clients and hope to keep your job. 
This is why no kill was a complete sea change in the way that we look at animal care. 

Back to what I love about your project—you underscore the human/animal connection. We are 
never going to succeed in the animal realm if we don't understand that animal welfare is 
inextricably connected to human welfare. They are not separate. When people say I give my 
money to people charities--how can you spend your career taking care of animals when there 
are people in need? I’d rather take care of sick children. Okay, that’s cool-and here’s what we 
have in common: empathy, compassion, the idea that we all live on this planet together and a 
sense of obligation to care for the least powerful. Empathy for any suffering being is 
transformative. It is the ultimate currency of redemption. 
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