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Abstract

Emergency Medical Services (EMS) personnel frequently encounter animals in situations
ranging from injured law enforcement canines (LEK9s) to pets with smoke inhalation
injury. In recent years, several US states have enacted laws that legally allow EMS personnel
to provide basic emergency care to certain animals. Currently, nine states allow some type of
emergency medical treatment and/or ambulance transport of animals by EMS, and five
states limit liability for vehicle damage resulting from rescuing animals trapped inside.
Despite this expanding body of legislation encouraging EMS to assist animals, EMS per-
sonnel are not typically trained in the safe handling or medical treatment of animals.
Interaction with veterinary patients can pose serious injury and infectious disease risks to
untrained EMS personnel. Furthermore, relationships with veterinarians must be built
and treatment and transport protocols must be developed for EMS agencies to appropriately
care for these animals. This report serves as an initial framework from the veterinary per-
spective for EMS consideration regarding current legislation, safety concerns, transport pro-
tocols, and common life-saving treatments in the prehospital emergency care of animals.
Increased collaboration between EMS personnel and veterinary professionals provides an
opportunity to develop quality training programs for EMS and to improve disaster prepar-
edness of the whole community.

Kryda KT, Mitek A, McMichael M. EMS safety and prehospital emergency care of
animals. Prebosp Disaster Med. 2021;36(4):466-469.

Disclaimer

The information contained within is not intended to diagnose or treat a veterinary patient. It
is provided for educational purposes only and is not a substitute for professional medical
advice, diagnosis, or treatment. The authors are not responsible or liable for any advice,
course of treatment, diagnosis, or service.

It is essential that Emergency Medical Services (EMS) personnel be familiar with their
state laws before treating or transporting an animal. Many states have not yet legalized the
treatment of animals by non-veterinarians. Readers should review their state’s laws and
scope of practice before providing emergency care to animals.

Extreme caution should always be exercised when working around live animals.
Emergency Medical Services personnel may be at risk of bite wounds, opioid exposure,
or infectious disease exposure when handling animals. Injured, ill, or stressed animals
may be aggressive and pose a serious health risk to humans. Law enforcement canines
(LEKYs) can exert bite forces up to 800psi and may be trained to bite with all of their teeth
in multiple places until the handler commands a release.!

To the extent possible, EMS agencies should collaborate with veterinary emergency
facilities to establish treatment and transport protocols prior to encountering a LEK9 or
pet in distress. They should also work with law enforcement partners in advance to better
understand LEK9 programs and to develop response protocols for ill or injured LEK9s.
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Introduction

Animal exposure presents an emerging safety risk among EMS
personnel. First responders are often called upon to assist when
a LEK®9 is injured in the line of duty, when families evacuate with
their pets during a natural disaster, when a service animal accom-
panies an EMS patient, or when a dog is trapped in a hot car.

Emergency Medical Services personnel respond to thousands of
911 calls for animal bite injuries every year,? and research suggests
animal-related injuries presenting to hospital emergency depart-
ments are expected to increase nation-wide.® Law enforcement
canines are commonly used for narcotic detection and can poten-
tially expose first responders working alongside them to opioids
(eg, fentanyl powder around a LEK9’s nose). Working dogs are
more prevalent in society, as programs expand to support aviation
security,* border security,” search and rescue, law enforcement, and
people living with disabilities. Domestic demand for working dogs
currently outstrips supply, and efforts are underway to expand qual-
ity breeding programs to meet this demand.® At the end of 2016,
57% of all US households owned a pet, and 85% of owners consid-
ered their dogs to be family members.” There were 76.8 million
dogs and 58.4 million cats in the US, and the pet dog population
has increased 10% since 2011.7 These factors are all likely to
increase the frequency with which EMS personnel encounter ani-
mal scenarios during the routine course of their work.

Further contributing to this emerging safety risk for EMS is the
changing landscape of US state laws across the nation. Individual
states have proposed and enacted new laws specifically addressing
prehospital treatment and transport of animals by EMS. Most
states limit the provision of medical care for animals to licensed vet-
erinary professionals, but EMS personnel routinely encounter ani-
mals in need of emergency treatment (eg, a dog or cat suffering
from smoke inhalation after a house fire). New legislation directly
addresses this issue, offering Good Samaritan protection to EMS
personnel who provide basic emergency care to animals in distress
and recommending appropriate training for EMS. Injured and sick
animals are stressed, more likely to be aggressive, and may present
an increased safety risk to EMS personnel.

Report

New State Legislation

Several US states now allow EMS personnel to provide some form
of emergency care to animals. Additional states have proposed sim-
ilar legislation. Some state legislation is limited to LEK9s, while
other states include pets. As more states consider these laws, it
is possible that EMS treatment and transport of LEK9s and house
pets may become legal in more areas of the country. Currently,
Illinois,® Michigan,” Mississippi,'° and New York!! allow ambu-
lance transport of injured LEK9s if no human patient needs the
ambulance. In 2014 and 2016, Colorado and Ohio, respectively,
enacted laws that allow EMS personnel to provide emergency
medical care to a dog or cat being transferred to a veterinarian.'>!?
This emergency care is limited to an EMS practitioner’s current
scope of practice level for services provided to a human patient.
In 2017, Maryland passed a law stating that, in certain emergency
situations, “prohibitions relating to the practice of veterinary medi-
cine do not apply” and those giving care to an animal will be pro-
tected from civil liability.!* In 2018, California and Wisconsin
enacted new laws that allow appropriately trained EMS personnel
to provide prehospital emergency care to dogs and cats and exempts

EMS from civil liability.!>1°

In addition to enacted laws discussed above, several states have
proposed new legislation related to prehospital treatment and
transport of animals. In 2019, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New
Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Pennsylvania, Texas, and
Washington introduced legislation to allow for prehospital emer-
gency care of dogs, cats, or LEK9s.'7 All 2019 bills failed to
advance. In 2020, Illinois introduced a bill which would allow
EMS to render prehospital emergency care to a dog or cat to
the extent they have received commensurate training,'® and New
Jersey introduced multiple bills that would provide EMS immunity
from civil liability when providing emergency care or transport to
an animal at the scene of an accident or during disasters.!”

States have also passed recent laws facilitating the rescue of
trapped animals from vehicles. In 2018, Louisiana®® and
Pennsylvania®! enacted laws that limit liability for vehicle damage
resulting from rescuing animals in apparent distress due to extreme
temperature or other dangerous circumstances. Louisiana’s law
applies to the general public, while Pennsylvania’s law specifically
addresses emergency responders. In 2017, Colorado,?? Indiana,”
and New York?* enacted laws similar to that of Louisiana.

Treatment
In the wake of these new laws, a significant void was created. There
are no standardized EMS protocols for the safe prehospital care of
LEKD9s or pets, and the importance of safety when working around
animals cannot be overstated. Most EMS personnel lack training by
veterinary professionals to properly handle an injured pet or working
dog, which presents a potential risk to the health of both EMS
personnel and animal patients. The risk of injury to EMS personnel
can be substantially reduced by the correct placement of a basket
muzzle. A basket muzzle is necessary to have on hand and is the only
type of muzzle recommended, as it allows the dog to pant (an essen-
tial cooling mechanism for preventing heat-related conditions).
Emergency Medical Services may be able to provide life-saving
treatment to an injured animal depending on local legislation, pres-
ence of trained personnel, available equipment (human patients
take priority), and overall scene safety. When these criteria are
met, EMS often have the required equipment and knowledge to
save an animal’s life. The three most common life-saving and easily
accessible treatments are covered below.

Naloxone—In a 25kg (551b) canine patient who has experienced a
suspected opioid overdose, 4mg of naloxone can be administered
intranasally or intramuscularly.?

Please note: Many LEK9s are strong and potentially dangerous,
especially when injured or protecting the handler. Even when
sedate (eg, opioid overdose), dogs can have violent outbursts.
Naloxone administration can cause profound behavioral changes
that pose a safety risk to personnel, including increased aggression
or agitation. Muzzling prior to administration is recommended.

Oxygen and Ventilatory Support—In a 25kg (551b) canine patient
who is spontaneously breathing and suspected to have hypoxemia,
oxygen delivery via a loose-fitting face mask or alternate delivery
device to the nose and mouth can be provided at a flow rate of
2-3L/min. If a patient has suffered respiratory arrest, and trained
personnel with appropriate equipment are available to intubate,
positive pressure ventilation can be initiated.

Please note: Mouth-to-snout ventilation should not be
attempted, and intubation should never be attempted in a con-
scious animal.
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Hemorrhage Control and Fluid Therapy—Hemorrhage can be con-
trolled by placing a tourniquet proximal to the injured artery. When
a tourniquet cannot be placed, pressure should be applied to the
hemorrhaging area only if there is no risk of internal damage.
An isotonic solution can be administered intravenously at a dose
of 20mL/kg as an initial bolus, during which time a veterinarian
should be contacted via phone to assess additional fluid
therapy needs.

Readers are directed to previously published comprehensive
treatment protocols for additional guidance.?*?”

Transport

The lack of EMS protocols for animal transport also presents chal-
lenges. Transport destination for animal patients is unlikely to be
previously determined or programmed into vehicle GPS.
Veterinary clinics and emergency facilities may not have the appro-
priate equipment or staff to treat a severely injured animal.
Operating hours differ, and not all facilities are open continuously.
Ideally, a board-certified veterinary criticalist and a board-certified
veterinary surgeon would be available at all times. This assures that
the clinic is capable of handling severe trauma and equipped to per-
form emergency surgery.

In the absence of specialists, experienced emergency veterinar-
ians should be contacted. Transporting an animal with severe
trauma to a clinic that is not equipped to handle this type of care
will prolong the time until necessary interventions can be initiated
and may increase patient mortality. Establishing and building a
relationship with the nearest, appropriately equipped veterinary
emergency facility prior to an incident will be invaluable for com-
munication and will enable an EMS agency to properly plan for
potential animal patients. For further information, readers are
directed to the previously published transport protocol for
LEK9s developed by veterinarians, EMS directors, EMS physi-
cians, and LEK9 handlers.?

Ambulance decontamination protocols also need to be estab-
lished for the vehicle to safely return to use for human patients.
Dogs and cats that do not receive routine preventive veterinary care
(ie, timely vaccinations and parasite control) are more likely to be a
source of common zoonotic diseases (ie, infectious diseases trans-
mitted from animals to humans)?*?° and caution should be taken.
Rabies, leptospirosis, borreliosis (Lyme disease), bartonellosis (cat-
scratch disease), dermatophytosis (ringworm), multiple types of
gastrointestinal and external parasites, and antimicrobial resistant
strains of cutaneous flora are among the most commonly cited zoo-
notic pathogens transmitted from pets to humans.?1* Standard
precautions for personal protective equipment’* are likely sufficient
to protect EMS personnel against most common zoonotic diseases,
but further study is warranted and infection prevention protocols
are needed.

Discussion

Released in 2019, EMS Agenda 2050 provides the vision for an
inherently safe EMS system designed to minimize exposure to
injury, infections, illness, and stress.>® Increased focus on injury
prevention among EMS personnel will further develop a culture

of safety in EMS. In addition to animal bites and opioids, infec-
tious disease exposures present a serious health risk to EMS per-
sonnel and patients. Rabies is a fatal human disease spread by
infected animals that requires awareness of the risk to take preven-
tive actions or respond appropriately after a possible exposure.
Infectious diseases of animal origin have been responsible for sev-
eral large-scale outbreaks in recent years (eg, COVID-19, 2009
H1NT1, and 2014 Ebola), and EMS is on the front lines of patient
care during an epidemic. Multiple studies have reported occupa-
tional exposure to infectious diseases among EMS personnel
and recommended improved infection prevention programs.>¢-3

While some resources on prehospital animal care have been
developed for the Federal EMS community, there is a lack of coor-
dinated guidance for the civilian EMS community. The US
Department of Homeland Security (DHS; Washington, DC
USA) collaborated with veterinary experts to create a Working
Dog Handler Medical Care Manual®® and successfully trained
thousands of Federal EMS personnel and canine handlers.
Civilian EMS personnel face different scenarios on the ground,
operate in a different legal environment, and need guidance for
staying safe when working around animals.

Increased collaboration between EMS and veterinary medicine
is needed to create high-quality, expert-informed EMS resources.
While the National EMS Education Standards include bites and
envenomations (implying potential EMS exposure to animals),
there is no mention of animals or infection prevention in the
National EMS Education Standards®® or the National EMS
Scope of Practice Model.*! The development of prehospital guid-
ance for first responders would leverage the veterinary profession’s
leadership in One Health*? — a multi-sectoral approach recognizing
the connections between human, animal, and environmental
health — and provide a unique opportunity to train EMS personnel
on specific veterinary interventions in addition to general principles
of zoonotic diseases, health security, and infection prevention.
Building a partnership between these two professions would be
mutually beneficial. Veterinarians would gain a better understand-
ing of EMS systems and their role at the intersection of human
health care, public health, emergency management, and public
safety. Expanded knowledge of how these systems function could
help to establish working relationships and streamline communi-
cations during incidents involving animal control, during emer-
gency treatment of a veterinary patient, and during disaster
responses affecting the whole community.

Conclusion

With increasing exposure to animal scenarios and expanded legal
authority to potentially treat animals in some US states, the risk of
animal-related injury or illness to the EMS workforce also
increases. The authors propose the development of national best
practices for prehospital treatment and transport of animals by
EMS personnel. This increased collaboration between EMS and
veterinary medicine presents an opportunity to improve EMS
workforce safety, disaster preparedness, and familiarity with infec-
tious diseases.
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