
Planning for 
the 
Unexpected 



4.7 million households in 
the U.S. owned a reptile in 
2008

Most households have at 
least 2 reptiles 

That’s roughly 9.4 million 
reptiles



What Happens to Your Pet 
When you Die?  



3 Scenarios from Best to Worst Case 

Best Case Scenario Good Case Scenario Worst Case Scenario 

➢ You have someone already 
in place to be your pet’s 
next caregiver 

➢ You have a legal document 
(a will or trust) that 
includes detailed 
instructions for each of 
your pets and may include 
money to cover their 
expenses. 

➢ If there is nothing in 
writing when you die, then
your property (pets
included) are subject to 
your state’s intestacy laws. 

➢ Unfortunately, in this
situation, pets are often
thrown into the nearest
(most convenient) shelter, 
posted on craigslist, or 
traded in facebook
rehoming groups where 
they could be resold

➢ You may or may not have an 
individual person in place, 
but you have something on 
paper that outlines your 
wishes.

➢ For example, a non-legal 
arrangement in writing 



Choosing a 
guardian 
for your 
pet…… #1 Your Spouse #2 Family Member

#3 Trusted friend



Important Points to Consider:

Owning a reptile is a HUGE responsibility. 

Make sure whomever you designate knows about your 
decision BEFOREHAND. In other words, don’t surprise them, 
make sure they have agreed to take on this responsibility. 



Important Points to Consider:

How many animals/which 
species are they willing to 

take responsibility for?

If you have several pets, 
you may need to find them 

different homes (some 
species are easier to 
rehome then others). 



Important Points to Consider:

Make sure you choose someone 
you trust and who will care for 

your pets like you would! 

Make sure to have a backup 
plan or another person/agency 
listed in case circumstances 

change for that person or they 
change their mind. 



What if 
you don’t 
know 
anyone? #1 Your local herp 

society 
#2 A Rescue 

#3 Animal 
Sanctuaries



Important Points to Consider:

Make sure to clear your 
plans with the organization 

FIRST! They will probably 
want to know what species 

you have.  

Discuss your wishes (i.e.
will they be able to be 
adopted out with their 

enclosure?)   



Important Points to Consider:

Consider leaving a donation to 
offset the costs, especially if 

leaving more then one animal.  

Make copies of the 
correspondence between you 

and the organization that shows 
the organization’s consent 
(written documentation is 

preferred) 



Brief Overview of Pet Trusts, 
Living Wills, and Non-Legal 
Arrangements 



Living Will 

What is it? Pros Cons

➢ A legal document where 
you can gift your pet and/or 
money to a designated 
person. 

➢ No legal requirement for 
the caretaker to honor your 
requests

➢ Only applicable if you die, 
does not cover other 
situations

➢ Wills can take weeks to be 
probated in court 

➢ Legal disputes can prolong
settlement, leaving your pet 
stuck in a grey area until 
everything is settled. 

➢ You can nominate a 
temporary/permanent 
caretaker

➢ Money can be left to the
caretaker

➢ Relatively inexpensive 



Living Will Scenario

“It is my hope that………”

➢ I’ve named my sister as my ball python’s next 
caretaker. He will be given to her after my will is 
probated in court.

➢ I have expressed my wishes in writing. For 
example:  I want my ball python to continue to 
receive an annual wellness checkup each year at 
his exotic vet 

➢ I have left my sister a total of $500.00 to go 
towards his care. 



Pet Trust

What is it? Pros Cons

➢ A detailed legal document
that allows you to leave
money and instructions
specifically for your pets
care

➢ It is a legally binding 
obligation to care for your
pet (as described in the
trust)

➢ Some trusts have a time
limit and could expire 
before your pet dies 

➢ More expensive than a will

➢ Not really needed if you
trust your named caretaker 
(If there is a possibility of a 
disagreement about who 
should own your pet, you 
may still want one)  

➢ A trust protects your pet if 
you’re unable to care for 
them

➢ You can leave money to care 
for your pets

➢ Trusts provide for your pet
quickly. Certain assets can
be excluded from the 
probate process, making 
them available 
immediately. 



Pet Trust Scenario

“You have a legal obligation to ………”

➢ I’ve named my sister as my ball python’s next 
caretaker. He goes to her immediately without having 
to wait on the courts. 

➢ It is my expectation that my ball python continues to 
receive an annual wellness checkup each year at his 
exotic vet and receives the basic necessities they are 
accustomed to. My pet shall not be subjected to any 
environment where they might be neglected, harmed, 
or maltreated and may not be rehomed.

➢ I am leaving my sister a total of $500.00 to go towards 
his food, care, vet expenses, etc. 



Non-Legal Arrangements 

What does it look like? Pros Cons

➢ A non-legal verbal or 
written document that may 
or may not be notarized. 
(Written is still preferred)

➢ Rocketlawyer.com has a
free “pet trust” template
you can print and sign

➢ It is not legally binding➢ It is an easy and flexible 
arrangement 

➢ Won’t cost you anything

➢ Can include the same 
directives as a will or trust 



What should you include 
with your arrangements? 



General 
Information 
Sheets

• What species is the 

animal? 

• What is their name?

• How old are they?

• What is their 

personality like?

• Breeder contact 

information. 



Housing

• What kind of heating 

do they have? 

• What kind of 

substrate? 

• How do you clean 

their housing?

• If Bioactive, provide 

details on upkeep 

(mention the cuc, not 

everyone likes bugs). 



Feeding 
Charts

• What type of 

prey/food does the 

animal eat? 

• If rodents, are they 

frozen or live?

• Are supplements 

needed? 

• How often do they 

eat? 

• HOW do you feed 

them (i.e. tongs, target 

training, etc.)



Permits and 
other 

supporting 
documents 

Copies of any restricted species 

permits and other supporting 

documents. (Renewal 

Reminders)



Summary


