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This document contains information relative to the Multi-Agency Coordination System 
(MACS) and the Incident Command System (ICS), developed by FIRESCOPE and 
adopted as the framework of the National Incident Management System (NIMS). ICS 
products are designed to be compatible with and compliant with NIMS, as directed by 
the National Response Framework and adopted by the FIRESCOPE Board of Directors.  
 
Additional information and documentation can be obtained from the following source:  
 

 
FIRESCOPE  

Document Control 
23300 Castle Street 
Riverside, CA 92518 

(951) 782-4174 
www.firescope.caloes.ca.gov  

 

http://www.firescope.caloes.ca.gov/
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INTRODUCTION 
This document is intended to serve as an overview of the specific ICS functions, roles, 
responsibilities, and equipment pertinent during a large animal rescue or Animal 
Technical Rescue (ATR) incident. 

Large animal rescues present a significant danger to responders and the animal 
themselves due to factors such as responder inexperience with large animals, 
unpredictable animal reactions to rescuer tools and actions, and the speed and force 
associated with those reactions. In addition, large animal rescues and animal technical 
rescues will often necessitate specialty rescue tools and tactics. 

FIRESCOPE, which has broad representation from the California Fire Service, created 
this text. It has been assembled referencing California State Fire Training and University 
of Florida Veterinary Emergency Treatment Services Animal Technical Rescue 
curriculums, NFPA 1670, and experience from veterinarians, large animal technical 
rescuers, and large animal rescue instructors. This document is not meant to serve as a 
substitute for appropriate large animal technical rescue training. 

Just as responding to a rescue incident involving a person, the definitive goal of an 
animal technical rescue should be medical care for the animal. While circumstances will 
exist where an animal simply needs to be extricated from a situation without any 
medical needs, a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine (DVM), or at minimum, an Animal 
Control Officer should be available on scene to advocate for the animal’s ultimate 
medical need(s).  These incidents have the potential to be a highly charged, emotional 
scene, in challenging terrain and in difficult weather.  Organization, cohesive teamwork, 
planning, and clear communication will be components of the successful mitigation of a 
large animal rescue. 

While this operational guide cites minimum staffing levels for a large animal rescue, it is 
not intended to exclude the potential need to augment staffing levels based on the 
complexity of the rescue or needs of the authority having jurisdiction (AHJ). 

This document contains information related to the Incident Command System (ICS) 
component of the National Incident Management System (NIMS). This is the same 
Incident Command System developed by FIRESCOPE. Specific roles and 
responsibilities of rescuers, applicable only to large animal rescue, have been placed 
into the large animal rescue incident command system to better facilitate safety for 
rescuers, the animal, and successful mitigation of the incident. 
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INCIDENT CHECKLIST 
1. Situational Awareness 
2. Number of animals involved 
3. Type of Animal 
4. Rescue or Recovery 
5. Topography and vegetation impacting access and egress 

● Can the animal be walked out, slid out, etc? 
● Need to clear brush or create a trail 

6. Current condition of animals 
● Cast (unable to self-rescue) 
● Entrapped 

o  Mud 
o Water 

▪ Static vs. dynamic 
o Ice/Snow 

● Unable to stand 
● Trailer flipped 

7. How long has the animal been in this situation? 
8. Is the animal owner on scene? 
9. Veterinarian on scene? En route? 
10. What is the lowest risk rescue option for the animal and the team? 
11. Walk out 
12. Rescue Glide into trailer 
13. Low angle rescue 
14. Helicopter Rescue 

● May require a two-site rescue 
15. Is the team equipped and trained to provide a solution? 
16. Establish Unified Command and request cooperating resources 
17. Animal Control 
18. Law Enforcement 
19. Air resources (if needed) 
20. Heavy Tow (if needed) 
21. Veterinarian 
22. Determine costs associated with resources needed and responsible party for 

those costs 
23. Establish Cold, Warm, and Hot Zones 
24. Ensure incoming resources respond without lights and sirens 
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INCIDENT ORGANIZATION 
The organizational structure of a large animal rescue incident is like what would be 
expected on other incidents; however, the incident command will almost always be a 
unified command. Representatives that will need to be considered as a part of the unified 
command structure will vary, but the following should be considered in addition to the fire 
department: animal control, law enforcement, veterinarian, and most importantly, the 
animal owner.  
 
Provided that they are physically, mentally, and emotionally able, the owner of the animal 
should play a direct role in assisting rescuers to determine the most appropriate method 
for rescue. It should be a priority of the rescuers to include the animal owner in the incident 
while providing for and ensuring their safety. The animal owner will most likely understand 
the normal disposition and behavior of the animal, as well as warning signs that the animal 
is becoming distressed or aggravated, which could lead to greater danger for rescuers 
and the animal.  
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Initial Response 
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Reinforced Response 
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Multi-Division/Group Response 
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Multi Branch Response 
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POSITION DESCRIPTIONS 

Animal Group/Rescue Group 

The Animal Group works with the owner and veterinarian to advocate for the interests of 
the animal and safety of the rescue team.  They use the animal’s behavioral and medical 
history, an understanding of large animal rescue practices, and the goal of the evolution 
(lift, medical transport, etc.) to determine the safest and most appropriate rescue method. 
If an owner and/or veterinarian is not on scene, the animal group will advocate for the 
animal and rescuers to the best of their ability. The animal group could also be called the 
Rescue Group. 

Animal Control Officer 

An animal control officer (ACO) enforces laws, educates the public, and responds to calls 
regarding animals to ensure the safety and welfare of both animals and people.  

Veterinarian 

The Doctor of Veterinarian Medicine (DVM) is the medical authority. The DVM may be 
employed by the animal owner or the AHJ. Regardless of the employing resource, the 
DVM should be a part of the rescue solution and work closely with the Animal/Rescue 
Group. A DVM that is familiar with large animal rescue technicians will be able to bridge 
the knowledge and communication gap between technical rescuers and animal owners 
and private veterinarians.  

Equipment Group 

The Equipment Group is anyone who works with the DVM to apply rescue equipment to 
the animal. These members of the group should be limited to the minimum required 
individuals to safely apply the required extrication equipment. Each member of the 
equipment group must be familiar with the use and application of the extrication 
equipment.  

Extrication Group/Haul Team 

The Extrication/Haul Team is responsible for building the rescue systems that will be used 
to move the animal. Hauling systems and lowering systems may need to be attached to 
extrication equipment applied to the animal. Extrication Group/Haul Team function is 
performed concurrently to the Equipment Group’s work once the rescue plan has been 
established by the Animal/Rescue Group. During animal movement, the Extrication 
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Group/Haul Team maintains constant communication with the Animal/Rescue Group. 
They are responsive to the safety needs of the animal and rescuers. 

Containment Leader 

The Containment Leader must be familiar with appropriate handling of the animal being 
rescued. This person may need to be a cooperating individual who is not a part of the 
rescue team, but an SME who will collaborate with the rescue team, animal owner, and 
DVM to advocate for the animal, rescuer, and overall scene safety. They are responsible 
for maintaining control of the animal(s) being rescued, and/or other animals on scene. 

STAFFING AND RESOURCES 
Minimum staffing is dependent upon the complexity of the incident. Animal Technical 
Rescuers should meet the minimum qualifications as outlined in the Training and 
Experience Requirements section below. 

Initial Staffing 

● (1) Incident Commander  
● Unified Command Staff TBD by IC 
● (1) PIO 
● (1) Safety Officer 
● (6) qualified US&R technicians (two must be ATR Technicians) 
● (1) DVM with assistant  

Reinforced/Multi Group/Branch Command Structure Staffing 

● (1) Incident Commander  
o Unified Command Staff TBD by IC 

● (1) PIO 
● (1) Safety Officer 

o Consider an additional Safety Officer 
● (1) Air Ops Branch Director 
● (1) Lifting Zone Branch Director 
● (1) Landing Zone Branch Director 
● (12) Qualified US&R technicians (four must be ATR Technicians) 
● (2) DVMs with assistants 

Minimum Resources 

● (1) US&R Company, Type-1 (Heavy) 
● (1) Large Animal Rescue Cache 
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Reinforced/Multi Group/Branch Command Structure Resources 

● (1) US&R Company, Type-1 (Heavy) (Lifting Zone) 
● (1) Large Animal Rescue Cache 
● (1) Helicopter Rescue Kit (Lifting Zone) 
● Additional trained personnel to support (Landing Zone) 

Additional Resources For Consideration  

● Medical care with transport capabilities for rescuers, bystanders, and animal rider 
● Animal transportation vehicle 
● Hazardous Materials/Decon  
● Law Enforcement  

RESPONSIBILITIES AND PROCEDURES 
Responsibilities for the large animal technical rescue team are as follows: 

● Ensure safety for citizens, responders, and the animal. 
● Perform no action that will further injure or endanger the animal. 
● Coordinate rescue operations with the DVM on scene in accordance with the 

reasonable wishes of the animal owner. 
● Communicate effectively rescue team capability and limitations to the DVM and 

animal owner to manage expectations. 
● Limit rescuer exposure to the “hazard zones” around the animal. 
● Have a plan for the animal’s definitive care. 

o Veterinarian on scene. 
o What if the rescue does not alleviate the animal’s suffering. 
o Transport to the appropriate animal clinic. 
o Removal of the animal’s body in the event of death/euthanasia. 

Procedures for accomplishing those responsibilities include: 
● Explaining to the animal owner that they have the ultimate authority for their 

animal. 
● Establishing hot, warm, and cold zones for responder and bystander safety 
● Developing a primary, alternate, and contingent plan with the DVM. This 

conversation may need to take place without the animal owner. 
o Maintain an emergency plan for the humane euthanasia for animals that 

cannot be rescued or are injured/sick beyond help. Share the plans with 
the animal owner once they have been agreed upon. 
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TRAINING AND EXPERIENCE REQUIREMENTS 
● Rescue Specialist per NFPA 1006. 
● Animal Technical Rescue Technician (SFT) or AHJ certified equivalent. 
● DVM 

o Doctor of Veterinary Medicine. 
o Familiarity with the type of animal being rescued. 

INCIDENT CONSIDERATIONS 

Safety Considerations 

● The rescue environment may be steep, wet, rocky, muddy, or unstable.  
● Animal access may require significant hiking carrying heavy equipment. 
● Certain operations, such as helicopter lift, may require waiting until daylight 

hours. 
● Danger zones, safe areas of approach, and escape routes should be recognized 

and communicated to all parties on scene. 
● The animal may need to be dug out, placing rescuers directly in the danger zone. 
● If the rescue is deemed unfeasible or the risk versus gain assessment for 

resources on scene is too great, euthanasia should be considered. 
● A dedicated ATR rope rescue equipment cache should be utilized so life-safety 

equipment is not used in a large animal rescue. 

Rescue Considerations 

● A path of travel for the animal must be determined and communicated to all. 
personnel prior to the rescue so it’s clear where the horse will go when it is back 
on its feet. 

o Personnel may deploy in front of the animal to clear the trail and identify 
hazards.  

● A written document (ex. AMA) that advises the animal’s owner of the potential 
consequences of the rescue, up to and including death, should be signed by the 
animal’s owner prior to attempting a large animal technical rescue.  

● The decision to sedate an animal should not be made until the animal’s escape 
options are considered. Sedation removes the opportunity for the animal to self- 
extricate. 

● For an animal that is not injured or stuck, but unable to stand under its own 
power, animal placement on a rescue sled and movement into a waiting trailer to 
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transport them to a veterinarian should be considered as an alternative to lifting 
the animal.   

● Haul/lifting systems should not include prusiks or braking devices.  
● Avoid using mechanized equipment for lift of non-sedated animal, e.g. capstan, 

winch 
● When lifting, a type of emergency halter with lead rope and tail tie should be 

considered to provide control once the animal is upright. This may require more 
than one Containment Leader. 

● The Extrication Group should establish lifting/lowering rigging while the 
Equipment Group is preparing the animal. 

● Improvised anchoring, such as pickets or bolting may be required. 
● Tri-pods or bi-pods placed over the large animal should be a last resort as the 

animal may try to run once it has been lifted. 
 
o Even with a quick-release device, this creates potential for rescuer and 

animal danger. 
o If lifting must be done via tri-pod or bi-pod, the Containment Leader should 

be capable of controlling the animal in the event the animal attempts to 
run once lifted. 

● Helicopter lifts require a DVM at both the lifting and landing sites. 
● The animal should be adequately sedated by the DVM at the lifting zone prior to 

being lifted via helicopter. 
● If the animal’s owner cannot be located or a DVM is unavailable, Animal Control 

Officers may humanely euthanize the animal.  
● A reasonable effort to locate the animal’s owner must be made.  

 
Euthanasia should not be performed by fire department or law enforcement 
personnel unless trained to do so. Follow local SOP’s regarding the use of 
Euthanasia. 
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MINIMUM EQUIPMENT LIST (MEL) 
NOTE: A dedicated ATR rope rescue equipment cache should be utilized so life-safety 

equipment is not used in a large animal rescue. 
 

Required Equipment 

QTY. ITEM: 
1 US&R Company, Type-1 Equipment Cache (reference ICS 162) 

1 Type 1 Engine Equipment 
 

Large Animal Rescue Equipment Cache 

QTY. ITEM: 
1 Polypropylene rescue rope throw bag (AHJ determined) 

50’ Single jacket 1 1/2” hose (without couplings)   
2 Animal rescue straps (e.g.: Anderson Sling, Becker Sling) 
1 Animal rescue strap application tool 
1 Orange construction netting 4’ x 100’ 
1 Large animal backboard for horses or cows with 2 HDP slipsheets 
1 A-Frame Lifting System - Paratech System or equivalent.  

 

Haul Rope Kit 

QTY. ITEM: 
4 6' long 4" wide webbing to cradle the animal (may be made from an 

old fire hose with sewn eyes, tow straps, etc.) 
1 Spreader bar 

8 Carabiner, General Use 
1 300' static kernmantle, General Use, w/ rope bag 
4 2" pulleys, Prusik minding  
2 Anchor strap 
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QTY. ITEM: 
1 Edge pad 
1 collection plate 
4 Prusik Loops, short, 8mm  
4 Prusik Loops, Long, 8mm 
1 Gear bag 
2 A-Frame Pivot Rope from the anchor Kit (equipment below 

constitutes 2 kits) 
2 Anchor strap 
2 Edge pad 
2 Collection plate 
8 Carabiner, General Use 
2 300' static kernmantle rope, General Use, w/ rope bag 
4 2" pulleys, Prusik minding  
2 4” pulley 
4 Prusik Loops, short, 8mm  
4 Prusik Loops, Long, 8mm 
2 Gear bag 

 

Forward/Ground Assist Equipment 

QTY. ITEM: 
2 30' by 6" wide pieces of webbing or tow straps 
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Low Angle Rescue Kit 

QTY. ITEM: 
1 HDPE slipsheet 
2 20’ long, 2” webbing straps to attach animal to the slipsheet 
1 Head restraint strap  
4 Pieces of webbing padding 
4 Pieces head padding  
4 Carabiner  
2 2" pulleys, Prusik minding  
1 Hobble kit (front and rear hobbles) 
2 Short Prusik cords) 
2 25' static kernmantle ropes, General Use 
2 10' static kernmantle ropes, General Use 
20 Prusik Loops, Long, 8mm  

 

Optional Equipment 

QTY. ITEM: 
 Remote carabiner application device 
 Chains or additional webbing for trailer accidents 
 Additional edge pads for trailer rescues 
 Descent Control Device 
 Trench rescue type air knife 
 Trench rescue vac (requires a vacuum truck) 
 Capstan winch 
 Grip Hoist 
 Decontamination equipment deemed appropriate by incident 

responders 
 Webbing of an appropriate length and width to allow an 

improvised harness to be employed. 
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LARGE ANIMAL RESCUE SPECIALTY EQUIPMENT CACHES 
● Mud Rescue Kit 

o Nikopoulos needle or similar system, to create passageway for webbing 
around the animal submerged in mud 

o Decontamination kit to remove mud from the animal after the rescue 
● Static Water Rescue Kit 

o Water rescue surcingle (equine PFD) 
o Inflated fire hose kit 
o Rescuer PPE 

● Helicopter Rescue Kit 
o Choice of one or more commercially manufactured and rated large animal 

rescue sling system 
o Full head immobilizer 
o Drogue chute or similar system to minimize spin 
o Helicopter static electricity insulator long enough to span from the hoist hook 

to the ground with the horse attached to the rescue sling 
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