
2016 WILDFIRES
FORT MCMURRAY SPCA

ANNUAL REPORT SUPPLEMENT



Sunday May 1st started like many other days at the Fort McMurray SPCA.  Kennel 
Manager, Misha Gaertner was supervising the care of dozens of animals awaiting 
adoption in the region’s only animal shelter, staff were busy with their daily duties of 
care preparing for opening to the public at 12:30pm that day.  As the day wore on, 
the beginnings of smoke filled skies near the shelter in Gregoire began to deepen 
and by 4:30pm the smell of smoke was so palpable that Gaertner called in to the 
region’s fire line.

By 9pm, a voluntary evacuation order was issued for the Gregoire industrial park.  
Gaertner reached out to a few board members to make the trip up to the shelter while 
he called potential foster families to take in the animals in the shelter as a precaution 
to keep them safe until the neighbourhood where the shelter has been located for 
the last 15 years was cleared for re-entry.  By this time, Bylaw Law Enforcement Animal 
Control had reached out to borrow pet supplies including pet crates and dishes from 
the FMSPCA to help support affected pet owners.

SUNDAY MAY 1, 2016

Although the Gregoire neighbourhood evacuation order was lifted to a “shelter in 
place” order by Monday morning, the shelter remained closed to provide as little 
disruption as possible for shelter pets and Gaertner checked in with foster families 
that evening to ensure that all was well with the animals temporarily rehomed.

MONDAY MAY 2, 2016

By Tuesday morning, the wildfire continued to grow to 2,656 hectares.  By 2pm 
many FMSPCA employees were evacuating from their homes under the mandatory 
evacuation orders given to the neighbourhoods of Abasand, Grayling Terrace and 
Beacon Hill.  An hour later, the homes in executive director Tara Clarke’s Abasand 
neighbourhood began to burn.  Hours later as she joined the long line of evacuees 
making their way to safety, she and some of her other staff were among the hundreds 
who would lose their homes and belongings that day.

After taking refuge in Anzac, Clarke, Gaertner and the Operations Manager  checked 
in with foster families, reached out to partner organizations in Edmonton and Calgary 
to assist in finding pet friendly accommodations and access to pet supplies for the 
thousands of regional pet owners as the city moved to a voluntary then mandatory 
evacuation order.  In a show of true commitment to the FMSPCA and the shelter pets 
they had in their charge, the foster families evacuated to safety and cared for their 
shelter animals until they could find support and temporary housing for them with 
partner rescue groups.

TUESDAY MAY 3, 2016

the evacuation



By Wednesday evening, a mandatory evacuation order was issued for Anzac, 
Gregoire Lake Estates and Fort McMurray First Nation.  Clarke, along with hundreds 
of other evacuees who had headed to Anzac area, again packed up and moved 
further from the expanded evacuation zone. 

WEDNESDAY MAY 4, 2016

On Thursday, FMSPCA executive director, FMSPCA Board of Directors President George 
Rowe and Treasurer Gilles Huizinga discussed the safety and placement of shelter pets 
and potential community needs and support to regional and provincial emergency 
resources who remained in the community post-evacuation.  While the FMSPCA had 
not been an emergency response agency since RMWB Law Enforcement Bylaw took 
the reins of Animal Control in late 2014, hundreds of messages to the FMSPCA via 
social media from worried pet owners who had made it to safety but were unable to 
return home to retrieve their pets were pouring in to the region’s only animal welfare 
organization. 

Under a declared state of emergency, community access and authority to enter 
after a mandatory evacuation order remains under the purview of the local and 
provincial governments so Rowe sought permission for an FMSPCA contingent to re-
enter the shelter and participate in an emergency pet rescue operation managed 
by animal control with the support of other animal rescue resources.   The operation 
was scheduled to take place over a 96-hour period.   

THURSDAY MAY 5, 2016

Thousands of pets were able to leave the city with their owners between May 3-5th in cars, 
trucks, trailers and planes including senior feline FMSPCA adoptee Bradley who watched fellow 
evacuees  when his family stopped for a rest in Lac la Biche before travelling on to safety.



pet rescue support

On Friday, May 6th, after having been evacuated with their community just 72hrs 
before, executive director Tara Clarke, FMSPCA Board President George Rowe, 
FMSPCA Board Treasurer Gilles Huizinga and two FMSPCA volunteers loaded their 
vehicles that morning and started making the long drive back from their evacuation 
points to Fort McMurray to support pets being impacted by the wildfire.  Hours later, 
as they were cleared through the security checkpoint south of the city where the fire 
had grown to 156,607 hectares, smoke and fires on both sides of the highway as they 
made their way to the animal shelter were a sobering welcome.

After reaching the animal shelter that was without water or electricity, the small group 
divided to assess and organize food and supplies, forward previously inaccessible 
shelter phone lines to a cellphone in order for incoming calls to be answered in real 
time and greet colleagues and peers from other pet rescue organizations already 
on site after being called in by the RMWB to assist.  By 2am they climbed into their 
vehicles to make the 40-minute drive to Noralta Lodge for a few hours of rest.  The 
smoke in the city was thick and cloying that evening with fog-like visibility through 
the haunting drive across usually busy roads that were now without the familiar warm 
glow of streetlights.  

Saturday began early as the group woke to even smokier skies as they made the 
drive back to the animal shelter.  Dogs already brought into care were walked, cats 
were fed and litters cleaned while hundreds of calls and messages for information 
were answered provided with the pet rescue form to gather information that would 
eventually culminate in over 1100 animals being rescued and transported to safety.  
Geckos, birds, rabbits, chinchillas, cats, dogs, bearded dragons and more were 
catalogued, sheltered, fed and examined for reunification with their pet parents as 
rescue groups responded to the rescue form requests.

Wood Buffalo Small Animal Hospital vet Dr Yvonne Stepanov, who had arrived with 
two of her vet techs and husband Shane to support pet care, provided triage and 
veterinary care, sleeping in the shelter with her crew night after night after spending 
long days treating the sick and injured while advising those on the ground about 
care and special needs. 

By Saturday afternoon, the camp providing our rescue groups lodging was evacuated, 
necessitating everyone getting what sleep they could in the shelter itself or sleeping 
in their vehicles due to a lack of cots to accommodate everyone there.  On Sunday, 
additional FMSPCA staff and requested volunteers were approved to travel to the 
shelter to provide needed relief support as the first transport of hundreds of pets 
rescued was scheduled to make the journey to the reunification center in Edmonton.

MAY 6-9, 2016





community re-entry

In order to support the thousands of pets that will be returning with their families to the community, 
the Fort McMurray SPCA has become a hub for supplies distribution.  Multi-species pet supplies 
including food, kennels, collars, leashes, toys, litter, beds were collected by donation at a warehouse 
in Leduc, also donated to the agency to help them help local pet owners as they return home.  
Transport of the supplies to the Fort McMurray shelter location was a massive undertaking, and 
continues to be challenging for storing enough supplies for the region.  With over 200 pallets 
of supplies transported by donation back to the community the Fort McMurray SPCA began 
distribution at no cost to local pet owning families and individuals on June 20th to help reduce 
financial burdens on those impacted by the wildfire. For pet owners, this also translates into new 
sources of social support, both of a practical and emotionally supportive nature, helping them to 
reconnect to their community and ensure that they can meet the care needs of one of the most 
important sources of social support and reduced isolation in their lives – their pets.   

Within the initial 3 week period of supports distribution through the Fort McMurray SPCA over 1677 
animals have received supplies through their owners, translating to over 100 animal supports 
being distributed (on average) for each day the facility was open—almost 17 support requests 
per hour the shelter was open on those days.  It is an effective demonstration of the important 
role companion animals are playing in the lives of returning residents and the value pet owning 
households place on them as ‘family members’.  Thousands of pounds of food and other supplies 
are also being transported to rural and reserve communities whose residents are eager for the 
Fort McMurray SPCA’s support in setting up rural distribution centres where pets often outnumber 
people in the area.

Some owners and pets may also require long term supports including food and basic supplies.  
The FMSPCA is currently in discussions with food distributors and other companies to determine the 
ability to provide, donate and transport items needed in the months to come to assure food and 
care security for pets, thereby securing the important social value to the pet owner, on a longer 
term basis as the community recovers and rebuilds.

Rural Community Outreach
Rural and reserve communities rely on the region’s only animal welfare agency for support and 
services to their residents.  Lack of access to pet supplies and services was already a challenge 
to these communities with whom the FMSPCA was already working.  With FMSPCA resources and 
donations being poured into emergency supports, the agency reached out to food suppliers to 
garner support for transport of large food supplies to rural communities in the short term and gauging 
the ability to provide this support in the coming months after re-entry to ensure companion animals 
in remote locations do not suffer due to financial strain on pet owners.

By July 15th, the Fort McMurray SPCA had provided over nine thousand pounds of food and 
supplies to several rural and reserve communities and continues to do outreach to support them 
in setting up in community supply centres or garner additional community-centric supports for their 
recovery.

May 10, 2016 and beyond



Firefighter Christopher Turcot and his dog Lucy, adopted 
from the Fort McMurray SPCA, came to access the free pet 
supplies available at the shelter location

ABOVE: Over 100 pallets of food, toys, collars, leashes, pet 
supplies and gifts were collected by the Fort McMurray 
SPCA throughout the community evacuation to provide 
free support to local pet owners as they returned to the 
community.
BELOW: More than 200 pet kits were provided to pet owning 
residents who access the Wood Buffalo Food Bank through 
the Fort McMurray SPCA/WBFB Pet Food Bank program to 
ensure vulnerable residents’ would receive essential supports.

BELOW: By July 8th, the Fort McMurray SPCA had provided 
over a thousand pounds of food and supplies to several rural 
and reserve communities and continues to do outreach 
to support them in setting up in community supply centres 
or garner additional community-centric supports for their 
recovery.

Returning pet owning residents like the adopters of former 
FMSPCA resident Cypress, are able to access important 
social supports in meeting the care needs for their pets. 
Research indicates that pets provide meaningful social 
support for owners, improving their lives. Pets can become 
as much a part of the self as many family members, which 
undoubtedly, contributes to their power in promoting our 
health and happiness. Pet owners tend to show greater self-
esteem, are more physically fit, tend to be less lonely, are 
more conscientious, more extraverted, less fearful and less 
preoccupied than non-owners. Pet ownership appears to 
be a significant factor for facilitating social interaction and 
friendship formation within neighborhoods and can play a 
role in the resiliency of pet owning households throughout 
our region as they move through the recovery process.  



rebuilding resiliency
Research indicates that pets provide meaningful social support for owners, improving their lives. Pets can 
become as much a part of the self as many family members, which undoubtedly, contributes to their power 
in promoting our health and happiness. Pet ownership appears to be a significant factor for facilitating 
social interaction and friendship formation within neighborhoods and can play a role in the resiliency of pet 
owning households throughout our region as they move through the recovery process.  

Pets and pet owners impacted by the largest wildfire in the province will require a large amount of both 
short and long term supports upon their return.  Pet owners’ attachment and worry over their companion 
animals during natural disasters is receiving more and more attention by governments, scientists and disaster 
response agencies as they recognize there is a growing need to consider pets and their owners’ needs in all 
stages of disaster management from preparation to evacuation to post disaster recovery.  

The Fort McMurray SPCA is working to build a continuum of services and supports for reconfiguring pet 
ownership from a risk factor into a protective and resiliency building factor. Pets and animals impact the 
behaviour and disaster resilience of people who own or care for them. For instance, vulnerable people 
may be reluctant to evacuate without their animals, may decline emergency accommodation if their 
animal is unwelcome, and may struggle more than others to cope with recovery and rebuilding without 
their companion animals as well as struggle to find pet friendly housing.

With so many homes being lost or damaged in Fort McMurray, many pet owning households are being 
challenged to find pet friendly accommodation through temporary housing, staying with friends/family, or 
having to live at camp in order to return to work.  A study conducted in 2006 immediately after Hurricane 
Katrina found that pet owners who were forced to abandon their pets during the hurricane suffered from 
higher levels of acute stress and trauma which are known factors that influence long term PTSD.  This 
study also found that the loss of a companion animal significantly predicted more severe emotional and 
psychological trauma than did the loss of one’s home or familiar objects.  This suggests that companion 
animal caretakers consider pets to be more than just objects but rather as family members whose value 
cannot be quantified financially, and more importantly, cannot be replaced.

This displacement due to the wildfires disproportionally affects pet owning households who may be faced 
with having to surrender, abandon or try to rehome their companion animals.  The shelter kenneling 
rooms and kennels have been affected by the wildfire and need immediate replacement, repair and 
improvements not covered by insurance in order to safely house a large shelter population and be able 
to maintain biohazard protocols for animals who may also be experiencing health impacts from the 
evacuation and subsequent re-entry. This is an essential component to our agency being able to provide 
ongoing support and relief services to residents impacted by the wildfire especially those who are unable 
to secure the limited amount of pet friendly housing that would allow them to keep their pet.  Knowing 
that their pet would be taken into the care of our organization, provided a safe haven and found a loving 
home may be the only comfort these families would have if forced to surrender their pet in order to secure 
housing. 

The Fort McMurray SPCA is the only facility available to offer these residents who are unable to keep their 
companion animals the opportunity to interact with shelter pets through volunteer programs to help 
maintain essential social bonds and prevent physical and social isolation. Further, the Fort McMurray SPCA 
has received dozens of requests from local residents wishing to adopt animals affected by the wildfire as a 
source of comfort to their impacted families.



Companion animals play an important social support role in pet owning households.  This was evident even in 
national media stories that once community members were safely evacuated their hearts and minds turned to 
the safety and hopeful reunification with their pets to provide some comfort to so many families and children 
traumatized by the wildfires in the last weeks. 

Quotes from media stories about owners reunited with their pets:
“My family and I are so relieved and filled with joy.” Tony Middleton, reunited with dog Abby.  
Stephanie Greene had her dog and pet rabbit rescued just as her home in Abasand started to catch on fire.  
When it was explained to her by the rescuer that the pet rescue was bittersweet because she would lose her 
home: “I don’t care about the house,” she said. “We got exactly what we wanted.”  
Stacey Park calls her pets her ‘pride and joy,’ and is relieved to be reunited with her two cats and African Grey 
parrot. “I’ve been so worried, not knowing. Now I know, and it’s just an incredible feeling,” she said.

“I am so happy to have him back! I cannot 
even express how worried I have been. Thank 
you to everyone involved in helping the pets 
left behind!”  
- Shea Duncan on her reunification with Sir Charles the cat



Our facility has been utilized to house, shelter and feed a wide variety of companion animals from geckos, 
to rabbits, birds, cats and dogs throughout the state of emergency including triaged vet services in our 
in-house clinic all supported by the FMSPCA resources and supplies in the shelter which are now virtually 
depleted.  The facility was already slated to be a part of a capital campaign to address already needed 
improvements to meet service demands which is now in dire need of replacement and reparation of 
items not covered by insurance in order to continue to provide the essential supports needed by the 
community as more and more of its residents return. 

Our capital projects priorities are focussed on achieving greater capacity.  This includes such items as the 
re-development of our outdoor viewing center. Required improvements include proper drainage and 
re-surfacing to ensure bio-security, improved fencing for safety. Additions such as heating, roofing and 
seating will allow the space to be utilized year round improving the ability for the public to social interact 
with shelter pets as well as their quality of life thus increasing adoptability and the long term social and 
health benefits to humans through pet ownership.  The project will also improvie the public’s experience 
and opportunity for human-animal interactions, socialization and education. Improvements to our 
outdoor spaces will allow for signature family FMSPCA events to be held at our facility and development 
of new ones such as adoption days, children’s birthday parties, summer camps and services for regional 
pet owners such as training, socialization and agility.

Community resilience can be complex, as it involves the interaction of individuals, families, groups and 
the environment and it is dependent on social interaction and collective action based on networks 
of relationships, reciprocity, trust, and social norms.  A resilient community is one whose members are 
connected to one another and work together, and which can adapt to changes in the physical, social 
or economic environment. The role that animals can play in community connectedness is revealed in 
research on pets and social capital. That is, pets provide social capital through which people can interact 
with others, build social networks and feel good about their local neighbourhood and community. In this 
way, they can counter social isolation that has been linked with vulnerability.

The Fort McMurray SPCA’s programs serve a diverse group of Wood Buffalo residents from the youngest 
to our seniors - connecting lives and providing positive outcomes for pets and people regardless of age, 
income or social status. Most people when asked about what the Fort McMurray SPCA does would 
probably answer that our agency is focused solely on rescuing, sheltering and rehoming animals in need. 
While those remain important core services essential to our community the truth is the Fort McMurray 
SPCA does so much more.

For young members of our community,   the Animal Safety and Awareness Program (or ASAP) provides 
humane education and bite prevention training in classrooms, to special needs groups, after school 
programs and clubs. Upon completion of the ASAP program participants are named Junior Animal 
Ambassadors and encouraged to educate others.

rebuilding resiliency



Our Animal Safe Haven program provides temporary shelter, care and medical treatment to pets 
of families fleeing domestic violence. Studies indicate pets can often be a barrier for victims leaving 
situations of abuse. This program helps to elevate this barrier and provides shelter, food and medical 
care to their pet at no cost to the owner until safe living arrangements can be made.

The Nine Lives Program provides regional seniors with the companionship of a senior shelter pet at 
no cost. Fort McMurray SPCA reps visit the senior on a monthly basis to provide care supplies as well 
as to build not only the human- animal bond but a human to human relationship. This program has 
been expanded to the regional hospital where Cleo a senior feline now lives on the 4th floor providing 
companionship to patience. The program is also being offered in Fort McKay where local elders will 
have the opportunity to benefit from this unique companionship program.

Through the NAME Program the Fort McMurray SPCA assists regional rural and aboriginal communities 
in by providing large scale spay and neuter programs and wellness clinics in addition to the removal 
of any unwanted or homeless domestic animals. The NAME program also assist these communities 
in establishing humane animal control practices and the promotion of responsible pet ownership by 
building in community capacity.  Services such as the Elders Pet Food Program, access to veterinary 
care, health and safety protocols as well as access to our Pet Food Bank and other supplies not 
available in outlying communities is making this groundbreaking program very much in demand

As the survival of humans and the animals that are important to them are so often intertwined, the 
benefits of increasing the resilience of pet owners through the Fort McMurray SPCA capital improvements 
and programs is twofold: human and animal lives can be improved together. 



our heartfelt thanks
Throughout the past weeks, our community and our organization have received tremendous 
support from across the province and across the country.  From children asking for donations 
to our shelter instead of birthday presents, hosting lemonade stands from Ontario to British 
Columbia, groomers, veterinary offices and pet services hosting fundraisers and sending us 
notes of kindness, animal welfare agencies, corporations and pet stores sending supplies of 
food, toys, treats and more to ensure our community pet owners and their pets could settle 
in at home, donations to our efforts and to help us recover with our community - for the time 
spent thinking of us, pulling for us, volunteering for us - you have our heartfelt thanks.  

For the animal rescue groups who endured challenging conditions, went without sleep, kept 
a smile on their faces to help animals and be a part of the happy reunifications for so many of 
our families who had already lost so much - we are honoured to have witnessed and worked 
beside your dedication and commitment to the voiceless.  

No long term recovery can happen alone.  We are so grateful for the support and the continued 
support for the long road ahead.  For all you have done and continue to do we thank you for 
helping the Fort McMurray SPCA stay #ymmSTRONG!


