Currently SMART is in the process of becoming a 501c3 (non-profit) organization.  This will help with a large majority of the liability issues many volunteers are having.  Please don't hesitate to contact us with a specific question you may have.

Can I be sued while volunteering with SMART?
The Volunteer Protection Act was signed in 1997 which provides limited immunity to unpaid volunteers who are performing work for a non-profit organization.  To read more about the law go to: www.mtn.org/handiham/vpa1997.htm.  The state of Massachusetts accepts the Good Samaritan Law which help to protect individuals who respond to an emergency or disaster.  It is implied that the animals would want help and that the owners would accept help.  The Good Samaritan Law helps to protect the individual from lawsuits which may result from the assistance given during that time.  The AVMA also accepts the Good Samaritan Law for veterinarians and technicians who offer help during disasters or emergencies.  

Certainly becoming a 501c3 will also help to protect our volunteers.  The person who is suing will likely go after the non-profit organization since the individual is protected by several laws.  This is true with most large non-profits that utilize volunteers.  

However, it is still important to keep your malpractice insurance up to date and on hand in the event you are faced with a lawsuit.  Certainly no one today is immune to being sued.  Gross malpractice or honest mistakes that jeopardize patient care or safety may still be vulnerable to a lawsuit.  Technicians must remember to always work under the direction of a veterinarian.  Failure to do so during a disaster may result in a lawsuit.  

SMART is committed to protecting their volunteers in every way possible.  As we form a non-profit we may have questions to more specific answers.  


What Happens If I Am Injured While Volunteering With SMART?
SMART is committed to keeping their volunteers safe during trainings, emergencies and disasters.  However, it is important to remember to protect yourself first.  SMART does NOT offer health insurance to volunteers at this time. If you are injured while performing a volunteer duty with SMART, you will need to use your own health insurance to seek medical treatment.  If you currently do not have health insurance then you are accepting the risk that you may have to pay medical expenses out of pocket.  
SMART also recommends disability insurance in the event you are injured and cannot work at your regular job for an extended period of time.  Your employer's worker's compensation or disability insurance WILL NOT COVER YOU when you are acting as a volunteer with SMART.  

During trainings and disasters SMART will have a safety officer or designee on hand. We will also make every effort to have a first aid station for our volunteers.  As we continue to grow, our hope is to be able to recruit some EMTs, nurses or doctors who will be on hand to assist our volunteers in the event an injury occurs.

How Else Can I Help to Protect Myself?
If a disaster happens, you must wait to be contacted by one of the team leaders before you can deploy and help with the disaster relief.  You cannot self deploy.  Doing so will result in loss of membership on the team and you will lose any protection that SMART could have offered you in the event you were injured or a lawsuit were to occur.  

All members must follow the instructions of their team leaders and carry out their specific mission.  For example, if you were assign to help perform triage and you decided to go and help with the shelter animals without authorization from a team leader, you would be at risk for loss of membership.  When you perform a duty or task outside of what is expected of you then you are putting yourself at risk.  

It is important to remember that SMART is doing everything to help protect you as a volunteer, but that you must keep your eyes and ears open at all times during a disaster.  There will always be some inherent risk to being a volunteer during a disaster. It is up to all members to help keep those risk to a minimum by following the instructions of your team leaders and using the SOPs provided.. 
