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Napa animals, big and small, get a hand from nonprofit CART

JENNIFER HUFFMAN jennifer.huffman@napanews.com
Sep 25, 2025

Members of the Napa Community Animal Response Team or CART try to corral alpacas during a joint training session between Napa and Solano
counties at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday, Sept. 20.
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During the North Bay's October 2017 wildfires, Lauren Reichel was at her southwest
Napa home with her two donkeys and horse, all beloved family members, when she

realized the flames near Henry and Partrick roads were getting too close for comfort.
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“I was home alone,” she recalled. It was dark, and she couldn’t tell which way the fire
was burning. Reichel decided to try to evacuate with her animals, but “I didn’t have a
good plan. I didn’t own a trailer,” and she had never trained her donkeys to load into

one because the animals never left the property.

Thankfully, Reichel knew someone connected to a group called Napa Community

Animal Response Team — CART.

At 3 a.m., a group of volunteers from Napa CART arrived to help Reichel trailer the

animals and safely evacuate. All survived, and Reichel’s home was undamaged.

“It was good not to be alone in a scary situation,” said Reichel. “They knew what to
do” and were very reassuring. “Napa CART stepped up in a huge way and helped me
out that night.”

Since Napa CART's formation in 2015, its volunteers have offered such help across

Napa County and beyond.

In the past decade, the group has assisted during six wildfires in Napa County and

provided mutual aid during four fires in other counties.
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Members of Napa CART try to harness alpacas during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday, Sept.
20.
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Coming to the rescue

Napa CART, a nonprofit since 2017, has three main goals.

First, educating people about how to help their animals before, during and after a
disaster. Second, assisting emergency services in sheltering, evacuating and caring for
animals during an emergency. And third, training first responders, veterinary

professionals and community volunteers in animal rescue and trauma care.

Since its creation, Napa CART has evacuated close to 1,000 animals to temporary
shelters across the county and helped protect at least 1,000 that had to shelter in

place, the nonprofit's president Claudia Sonder estimated.

And CART isn't evacuating only horses and donkeys. The nonprofit works with both
large animals and companion animals, according Saanen Kerson, vice president of
Napa CART. That can include cows, goats, sheep, llamas, alpacas, rabbits, birds,

chickens, reptiles, and, of course, dogs and cats.



Sonder, who is also a doctor of veterinary medicine, pointed out that an estimated
70% of Americans have a pet in their home. Most people consider that pet — whether a
large or small animal — a member of their family, she noted. In a disaster like a
wildfire, when people lose everything, if their pet survives, “that gives them hope, and

it gives them resilience,” said Sonder.

“Napa County has a trained team that's integrated with our first responders that is
ready to go at a moment's notice to get animals to a place of safety,” she said. “It keeps
first responders safe. It keeps animals safe. It keeps humans safe, but most

importantly, it preserves that human-animal bond, which is key to recovering from

disasters."
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Napa CART transportation lead Allen Harrison puts a harness on an alpaca during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in
Vacaville on Saturday, Sept. 20.
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Reaching beyond Napa County
Kerson said some of the more recent changes within Napa CART include
strengthening ties to CARTSs in other counties. Besides standardizing training and
enhancing options for mutual aid, Napa CART members can offer aid to neighboring

rescue teams when needed. An organization called Cal CARTSs oversees that effort.

Napa CART is also working with CVET, the California Veterinary Emergency Team.
The group has helped to develop and implement species-specific assessment and first

aid resources and training for CART volunteers.

Taking advantage of new technology can make keeping track of sheltered animals

much easier.

“It's really a complex process from that first call to deploying our volunteers to go get
those animals,” explained Kerson. “Then those animals have to arrive in a shelter and
be tracked the whole time they're here, and then eventually, those animals need to be

reunified with their people.”

Until recently, that process was all done on paper. New software called Shelterly will

greatly streamline that process.

“That’s a huge upgrade in our technology, and it's going to be of great benefit to the

animals and their people,” said Kerson.

It will also allow volunteer opportunities across the state. In fact, some Napa CART
volunteers already used the software to assist remotely during the Los Angeles-area

wildfires in January, according to Kerson.
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Training is also a key part of Napa CART. Sonder said Napa CART has more than 180
active volunteers who have participated in annual training programs to assist during a

disaster.

An advantage for CART volunteers is that they enhance their skills and knowledge
with their own animals and become better prepared for an emergency, according to

Sonder.

Napa CART volunteers complete the Community Emergency Response Team (CERT)
training, which educates people about the hazards that affect the Napa Valley and

trains them in basic disaster response.

So far this year, Napa CART volunteers have spent roughly 3,000 hours training, said

Sonder.

Kerson was careful to note that the county determines when Napa CART is officially

deployed. For example, during the Pickett Fire last month, Napa CART was placed on
standby but was not deployed. At that time, the group set up temporary horse corrals
at the Napa Valley Horsemen’s Association facility in Napa. Those corrals will remain

up for this fire season.

Other temporary shelter locations can include Ag for Youth, the Napa Valley Expo,
Valley Brook Equestrian Center, Sunrise Horse Rescue, Napa Valley College,

CrossWalk Community Church and the Napa County Animal Shelter.



Napa CART members practice getting alpacas safely into a trailer during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on
Saturday, Sept. 20.
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Keeping CART upright
Many people aren't aware that the nonprofit is completely funded by private
donations and does not receive funding from any city, county or government,
according to Sonder. As a result, Napa CART is determined to build its own

endowment fund to remain sustainable, she said.

"Our goal is to raise $2 million, which will generate approximately $100,000 per year
in endowment funds," said Sonder. "Those funds will support equipment, training

and paid administration to sustain the year-round activities of the CART."



Angel Hernandez, emergency services officer with Napa County Office of Emergency
Services, said not only does Napa CART assist the county in disasters, it can also help

in emergencies — for example, if a horse trailer runs off the road and flips over.

“They are trained personnel that could assist with that recovery operation, to assist

the sheriff's office or local law enforcement, on rescuing the animals,” he explained.

Napa CART is a key organization for several reasons, according to Hernandez.
“They're doing this out of their own time to assist the community," he said. "They're

very, very proactive in all their preparedness and response efforts.”

The county has very little capacity to carry out large animal evacuations on its own,
Hernandez added.

“Having the support of CART is critical for us to be able to support the communities
that care for their large animals, and in many instances, choose not to leave” their

homes in an emergency or disaster, he said.

When Napa CART steps in, it helps put the community member at ease, “knowing

that their animals are going to be taken care of," said Hernandez.
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A Napa CART member practices leading an alpaca during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday,
Sept. 20.

Nick Otto/Register

Staying vigilant

The bottom line is that Napans need to prepare for emergencies, said Kerson of Napa
CART.

“It’s always the best-case scenario if everyone can evacuate safely with enough time,

their own property, their own pets (and) their own outdoor animals,” she said.

“It’s really important for people to have their own plan and their own readiness, and
especially when there are red-flag (fire risk) days or PSPS (public safety power
shutoff) events, Kerson continued. "Hook up their horse trailer. Have their trucks

pointed facing out. Make sure they have additional water if they're on a well.”



“We haven't had any large-scale events in a few years," Kerson continued. "But we
can't get lax about our preparedness. Your only plan should not be, ‘I'm going to wait

and call CART.' You need to have a plan in place before that.”

“And don't wait,” said Sonder. “Don't wait until your area is already on fire,” because

you may not be able to get your animals out safely by then.

Reichel was so appreciative of the help she received from Napa CART during the 2017

wildfires that she became a volunteer. Today, she is the operations manager of the

group.

“It’s very moving to be able to do something during a disaster because you often feel
so helpless," Reichel said of the fulfillment she feels in her role. "I'm glad to be part of
it.”

Napa Community Animal Response Team
Contact Napa CART with questions about:
« Becoming a volunteer
« Education for first responders and veterinary professionals
» Donations
Napa CART: P.O. Box 67, Napa, CA 94559
707-200-6555

info@napacart.org

GALLERY: Napa CART trains for animal evacuation at Vacaville ranch
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Members of the Napa Community Animal Response Team or CART try to corral alpacas during a joint training session between
Napa and Solano counties at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday, Sept. 20.

Nick Otto/Register



Members of Napa CART try to harness alpacas during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday, Sept.
20.

Nick Otto/Register



Solano CART volunteer Lisa Towell practices leading an alpaca during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on
Saturday, Sept. 20.

Nick Otto/Register
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Napa CART transportation lead Allen Harrison puts a harness on an alpaca during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in
Vacaville on Saturday, Sept. 20.
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Napa CART members practice getting alpacas safely into a trailer during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on
Saturday, Sept. 20.
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Members of Napa CART participate in a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday, Sept. 20.
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A Napa CART member practices leading an alpaca during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday,
Sept. 20.

Nick Otto/Register



Members of Napa CART and Solano CART practice harnessing alpacas during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in
Vacaville on Saturday, September 20.
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Napa CART along with Solano CART participate in a training session with alpacas at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on
Saturday, September 20.
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Napa CART members practice making quick knots on an alpaca harness during a training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in
Vacaville on Saturday, September 20.
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A scene from a joint Napa and Solano Counties CART training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday,
September 20.
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A scene from a joint Napa and Solano Counties CART training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday,
September 20.
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A scene from a joint Napa and Solano County CART training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday, September
20.
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A scene from a joint Napa and Solano County CART training session at Menagerie Hill Ranch in Vacaville on Saturday, September
20.
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You can reach reporter/business editor Jennifer Huffman at 707-256-2218 or jennifer.huffman@napanews.com

By Jennifer Huffman

Business Editor
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