How to plan pet care for after your death
The Ralph Site was created to help anyone who has lost a beloved pet to cope with their
bereavement but have you ever thought about what would happen to your pet if you were
to pass away before them?
Sadly, it does happen. Many older people enjoy the wonderful companionship that a pet
can offer but may find themselves having to move into long-term care later in life or even
pass away without making provisions for their furry, feathered or scaly friends. And it’s not
just older people who die and leave their precious pets behind. Accident or illness can hit
any of us when we least expect it.
Whatever stage you’re at in life, if you have one or more pets then – just as with children it’s important to put steps in place to safeguard their wellbeing if you were no longer here
to care for them. None of us want to think about dying but, hopefully, it will give you peace
of mind to know that your pets will be well cared for until the end of their natural lives, even
if you can’t be there to see it. The alternative is too sad to consider.
So, what can you do to protect your pets’ future without you?

Choose a caregiver for your pets (and have a back-up)
The first step to provide for your pets in the event of your death is to identify whether you
have any friends or family members who would be happy to take on their care if you
weren’t here anymore.
It’s important to have a heartfelt conversation with potential caregivers about each of your
pets. Talk to them about their daily routine, their likes and dislikes, what it takes to care for
them properly, any medical needs and their average lifespan.
Would they be willing to take on your pets if you were to suddenly pass away? Do they fully
understand the potential costs and commitment?
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Your pet may be in the prime of life right now but you should speak to your friends and
family about whether they’d still be enthusiastic about stepping in as a caregiver if it meant
looking after an old and infirm animal a few years from now.
Even if you have a wonderfully reliable caregiver in mind, we’d always recommend naming
someone as a backup too, simply because people’s circumstances can change over time. Try
to keep in touch with potential caregivers to regularly review the situation and ensure that
they’re still happy to step in for your pets.
If you live alone, it’s a good idea to give these trusted friends a copy of your house key and
each other’s contact details, in case someone needs to get to your pets urgently.
We’d also recommend popping details of your pets and emergency caregivers on a card in
your purse or wallet.

Register your pet with a charity that will safeguard their future
But what if you can’t find anyone who would be prepared to fill the void for your pet if you
were to pass away?
There are several charities that promise to care for bereaved pets for the rest of their
natural lives. These services are usually available without charge, but many people decide to
leave a bequest to the charity of their choice in their Will as a thank you – this isn’t
mandatory though.
You might find it helpful to arrange a visit to any charities you’re considering to care for your
pets so that you can see what life would be like for them in a care centre if they can’t get
rehomed or even meet with people who have successfully adopted a bereaved pet.


Home for Life (RSPCA)

Home for Life is a free service run by the RSPCA. They promise to make every effort to
rehome your pets or, otherwise, place them in a suitable animal centre where they will be
cared for throughout their life.
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If you have several pets that you would like homed together, Home for Life will do their best
to honour this, although they can’t guarantee it.
You can register your pets with Home for Life at any time but will need to submit a new
application form for each animal. You’ll then be sent Home for Life documentation to keep
at home – this shows that your pets should be handed over to Home for Life if you pass
away.
Home for Life recommend that you have a temporary carer on standby who is able to care
for your pets immediately following your death until a place can be found for them in a
suitable animal care centre.


The Cat’s Protection League Guardian Service

If you have a cat that you’re worried about leaving behind then you might want to consider
the Cat’s Protection League’s Guardian Service. As with the RSPCA’s Home for Life above,
you can register your cat(s) for free. If you were to pass away, the Guardian Service would
be notified and step into action, arranging to bring your cat(s) into the care of one of their
nearby branches or adoption centres.
They will then try to place your cat in a home that meets their personality and needs, and
they promise that they will never put a healthy cat to sleep.


The Dog’s Trust Canine Care Card

The Dog’s Trust Canine Care Card works in much the same way as the services above. Once
you register one or more dogs with the Dog’s Trust, you’ll be given a card to carry in your
purse or wallet – this works a lot like a donor card, alerting anyone going through your
personal effects - in the event of an accident, for example - that you have dogs at home that
need to be cared for. It also informs people that you wish your pets to be rehomed by the
Dog’s Trust.
The charity says that you should mention that you want the Dog’s Trust to care for and
rehome your dogs in your Will to confirm your wishes.
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Blue Cross Pets into Care Scheme

The Blue Cross will rehome up to four animals per household following the death of the
owner if they have been registered with the scheme in advance. Animals of all shapes, sizes
and species can be looked after through this scheme.
You would need to complete one application per pet and acceptance on to the scheme is
considered on a case by case basis, taking into account any medical or behavioural issues
and the chances of rehoming. Dogs, cats, horses and donkeys must be chipped and
registered to your current name and address to qualify for rehoming.
As with the other schemes we’ve mentioned in this article, Pets into Care is free of charge
but the Blue Cross welcomes donations and gifts in the Wills of its supporters.


The Cinnamon Trust

The Cinnamon Trust is a wonderful organisation that offers lifelong care for pets whose
humans have died, gone into long-term care or are terminally ill and no longer able to look
after them at home.
It’s also worth knowing that the Cinnamon Trust can help to find dog walkers if you’re
incapacitated or place your pets with a foster carer if you need to go into hospital for a
while. Volunteers may also be available to clean out and handle smaller pets.
If you have to go into long-term care, the Cinnamon Trust will keep you in touch with your
pets with visits, where possible, or photos and letters about how your beloved companion is
doing in their new home.
If you were to pass away, the Cinnamon Trust promises to care for your pets for the rest of
their natural lives. The organisation is particularly special because it will often try to pair
bereaved owners with bereaved pets so that they can give each other comfort during their
time of loss.

©

The Ralph Site (2017)

4

Write down your wishes
Although you should definitely make a verbal agreement with potential caregivers about
caring for your pets, it’s a good idea to write your wishes down too. This is especially
important if you want your pets to be looked after and rehomed by a charity.
Many people do this via their Will, although there are other written instructions you could
and should make too (see further down the page).


Include your pet in your Will

When talking about the estate of someone who has died here in the UK, pets are classed as
‘personal chattels’, which essentially puts them in the same category as your furniture and
other personal possessions. And yet, our pets are far from pieces of furniture; they’re
sentient creatures that live in the hearts of our families. For this reason, it’s important to
state your wishes regarding your pets in your Will.
Because the law deems that animals can’t provide a legal receipt or open a bank account,
you can’t leave money to your pets themselves. Instead, you would need to bequeath a set
amount of money to a named individual to be used for the care of your pets.
One thing to remember is that it may be weeks or even months after your passing that your
loved ones are in a position to deal with your Will. Although you should lay out your wishes
for your pets, it’s important to have a temporary carer in place for the time between your
death and the Will reading.
Also, just because someone is named in your Will as a potential carer for your pets doesn’t
mean that they’re legally bound to take in your animals. This is why it’s essential to have a
conversation about your pets before adding instructions about their care to your Will. If you
were to name a person in your Will who doesn’t want to offer a home to your pets, the
Executors of your Will face the task of making alternative arrangements.

©

The Ralph Site (2017)

5

Of course, you will have to pay a solicitor to add your wishes regarding your pets to your
Will. A money-saving tip is to avoid naming your pets in case you bring more into your house
in the future – your Will can then cover any future pets too.
If you have a Will already, you could add a ‘codicil’ that’s specifically about your pets – a
codicil lets you make amendments or additions to your existing Will without needing a new
one. In your codicil you could apportion a set amount of money to the care of your pets and
name the person you would like to handle this.
Without a Will, the future of your pets could hang in the balance and will probably fall to the
Administrator of your estate to decide.


Write a ‘Letter of Wishes’

You should also write a ‘Letter of Wishes’ about your pets, giving details about their diet,
activities, routine, vet’s information, regime, medical care, insurance details, and even the
special treats your pets enjoy.
In this letter, you could explain a bit more about how any funds you leave for your pets
should be allocated.
This is a great place to tell people how your pets should be looked after immediately
following your death before long-term arrangements take effect or the Will is read.


Lasting Power of Attorney

Sadly, it’s not just death that can prevent us from being there for our precious animals.
Sometimes an illness such as dementia means that you have to hand over Lasting Power of
Attorney to someone else to act and make decisions on your behalf.
If you know that you may one day find yourself unable to care for your pets because of a
degenerative illness, for example, it’s important to discuss your wishes for your fur babies
with your loved ones so that you know they’ll be cared for in the future.
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Set up a Discretionary Trust
If you’re worried about providing for your pets financially after your passing, you might
want to consider setting up a ‘Discretionary Trust’.
With this, you can name someone as a Trustee and allow a certain amount of money to be
transferred to that person from your estate to provide for your fur babies. This will usually
enable your pets’ future caregiver to access funds to care for them sooner than waiting for
the Will to be read.

If you live alone or are cared for at home
If you’re worried that no-one will be able to step in and help your pets should anything
happen to you, there are a few steps you can take to give you peace of mind.
We would recommend writing a ‘Letter of Wishes’ as outlined above and leaving it
somewhere highly visible – for example, stuck to your fridge with a magnet or next to your
telephone. This should explain what pets you have and what should be done to care for
them in the event of an emergency.
Some people put an ‘In case of emergency’ notice in their window or inside the front door
letting people know what pets to look for in the house if something terrible were to happen.
This can help to protect animals from perishing in house fires or being left unattended if you
were to pass away suddenly.
In addition, some funeral plans - such as Co-op Funeralcare – include a Pet Card that you can
keep in your purse or wallet to alert people that you have animals at home alone.

Protect your pet for life
It’s heart breaking to think of outliving our pets as it doesn’t really feel like the natural order
of things. Sadly, life – and death – can throw the unexpected into our paths. The steps
above can help to give you peace of mind that, even in death, you will have done everything
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in your power to protect your pets and give them a happy future. And what animal lover
could do more?
Helpful resources:


Home for Life (RSPCA)



The Cat’s Protection League Guardian Service



The Dog’s Trust Canine Care Card



Blue Cross Pets into Care Scheme



The Cinnamon Trust



https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/consumer/vets-and-pets/vets-andpets/pets/looking-after-pets/
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