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To Bruce




For convincing me I could
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Introduction
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Have you ever imagined how you would manage if tomorrow you woke to find the power out, supermarkets shuttered, and gas stations closed until further notice? Would you be ready to tackle day-to-day activities? Could you feed your family and keep them warm? Are you prepared?


Families dealing with crisis is nothing new. In fact, it has been the norm throughout history. My grandmother fed and clothed her family during the difficult years of the Great Depression. With a young family and a husband serving overseas, my mother coped with rationing during World War II. In my lifetime, I’ve watched as terrorism became a household word and the Great Recession robbed people I knew of their homes and livelihoods. These days political turmoil is on the rise, the climate is changing faster than most people expected, and global debt threatens financial markets around the world. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control reports that international travel makes a global pandemic a near certainty. Cyberwarfare is our new reality.


One of the downsides to our easy access to news and information is a kind of catastrophe overload. It’s easy to become overwhelmed and demoralized by just how fragile our systems are. Still, there are hopeful signs on the horizon. More communities are organizing resiliency groups and investing in their common spaces. Solar panels dot the landscape in increasing numbers and, after a long period of decline, volunteerism is rising again. Food initiatives like community gardens and community-supported agriculture (CSA) farms are popping up in urban areas as people address the problem of food deserts. Taking family preparedness to a community level bodes well for all of us. Personally, I am grateful that I don’t have to do this alone. Prepared communities are connected communities, and prepared families are connected families.


I completely understand the desire to think about something else. Some days I refuse to watch the news. Instead, I drink tea, pull weeds, walk in the woods, or take a nap. But because I have seen the future, my desire to escape doesn’t last long. George W. Bush’s famous words to the FEMA director who was largely believed to have mishandled the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, “Brownie, you’re doing a heck of a job,” have become a catchphrase for the inability of governmental and private agencies to deal with a crisis of such proportions. It’s my job to prepare now to ensure my family is protected.
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“I’m not suggesting that you build a bunker ...”




Television programs that depict people interested in preparing for difficult times as delusional, gun-toting, bunker-dwelling paranoiacs have gone a long way toward stopping much sober, reflective conversation about what a family resiliency plan should look like. My goal is to forge ahead and have that conversation, no matter how uncomfortable it may be. I am not asking you to prepare for the end of the world as we know it, but the skills and the mind-set you’ll learn are transferable from the short run to the long run. The water filter you build with your child as a science fair project will work if you need clean water, and the solar oven will cook a meal in the absence of electricity (and the presence of sunlight).


I’m not suggesting that you build a bunker (I’m not really a bunker kind of girl) or cash in the college fund to purchase a year’s supply of freeze-dried food for every member of your family. You won’t be a wilderness survival expert after reading this book. I can’t teach you to field-dress a deer or perform an emergency appendectomy.


But I do suggest that you spend some time thinking about your home and community systems and assessing how you can make them more resilient should you have to live through an extended power outage or be unable to leave your home due to a security crisis. The action items I suggest offer concrete steps to check off as well as ways to cope in an emergency situation. You will have things to buy, things to make, and things to learn. The process won’t take over your life and may even enhance it as you build confidence about your ability to meet your family’s needs during a crisis.


Will you use everything you learn here? Maybe not, but I am sure of one thing: After any unexpected event, you will never hear anyone say, “Gee, I wish I hadn’t been so well prepared.”











Chapter 01Create a Preparedness Binder




Buy a binder and fill it with critical personal information for easy access in an emergency situation.
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In the interest of full disclosure, I should tell you that I never met a list I didn’t love. In the face of an emergency, I’m as likely to organize my sock drawer as anything else. Being organized helps me quiet my mind and think rationally as opposed to panicking and forgetting essential tasks. So it should come as no surprise that the first thing I suggest you do on your journey to a more prepared life is to get yourself organized with a preparedness notebook.




I call this the grab-and-go binder because it’s the one you’ll want to grab on your way out the door in an emergency. If the worst happens — you wake up to the smell of smoke or the call comes telling you to evacuate now — this will be the thing you grab after your kids and pets. Your binder holds hard copies of all the details of life that help you navigate the electronic and bureaucratic world we live in. If nothing terrible ever happens, if your life flows by without a single serious event, you will still be grateful to have your paperwork organized and at your fingertips.


Your notebook might look different from mine. If you live in an apartment in a big city, keep a plan for how to get beyond the city limits. Are you in a hurricane-prone area? Keep a copy of local evacuation routes, as well as the numbers for places you can stay once you have evacuated the area. The beauty of this binder is that, as your personal guide to getting by in a crisis, it’s a continual work-in-progress. Pages can be added or removed, updated, and refined. It will serve you well in an emergency.


You can use whatever kind of binder you like; I prefer the type with a plastic overlay that allows you to insert a picture. I stenciled “Home Sweet Home” on mine, but you might prefer a picture of your house, your family, or maybe even a zombie. Add some filler paper, lots of dividers (I like the kind with pockets), and clear page protectors for important paperwork. Plastic sheets with small pockets designed to hold baseball cards are perfect for holding business cards and single keys.
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A Great Gift


If a member of your household moves into independent living, you can give him or her a preparedness binder. Such a binder is a great house-warming gift for the newly independent young adult or even for a parent or grand-parent who isn’t in the habit of thinking in terms of emergencies.








A Section for Everyone




Prepare a section in the binder for each family member. Include documents that would be potentially important to your ability to function and difficult to replace, such as the following:










	

[image: Captioned artwork.]

Adoption decree
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Birth certificate
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Driver’s license
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Immunization records
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Marriage license
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Passport
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Prescriptions for eyeglasses and medications
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Social security card












Be sure to add pictures of your dependents, especially if they would be unable to provide identifying information due to age or special needs. If you get separated, the photos will aid in finding them.


Don’t forget a section for your pets. Include an up-to-date picture, immunization records, and notes of any medications or health issues, as well as a list of pet-friendly emergency shelters.




Storage


Once your binder is complete, choose a dedicated spot to keep it. You might consider hiding it in plain sight in a bookcase or with your photo albums, or you might prefer to keep it in a more secure location. Just be sure it’s accessible in an emergency and your family knows where it is.


I store my original documents in my fire safe and keep copies in my binder. It’s a balance between security and accessibility, and you’ll have to weigh that yourself. This is especially true for numbers that could compromise your financial security like the personal identification number (PIN) for each of your automated teller machine (ATM) cards.




Other Important Information


Housing. Keep key documents related to your house in another section of the binder. Mine contains the deed to our house, a copy of our home insurance policy, and a copy of my last real estate tax payment receipt. I’ve stashed copies of my house keys there, too.


Financial. Include a printout of each account and its PIN, as well as a copy of your credit card information. These should be in sealed envelopes for security reasons. You might want to keep a record of any valuables like jewelry or art pieces. Only you know what information will be critical in an emergency. I would far rather keep a copy of something that seemed a bit like overkill than find myself needing some documentation that just went up in smoke. You don’t need an entire tax return, but you might keep the cover sheet that shows how much tax you paid in the preceding year. (See also Review Your Financial Preparedness.)


Contact information. How many people are unable to call friends and family if they don’t have access to the lists in their smartphones? Too many, I fear. After a terrible ice storm, people in my community had to spend valuable time compiling a list of vulnerable neighbors who needed to be checked on. Now that list is at my fingertips.


Create a hard copy of critical phone numbers, e-mail addresses, and mailing and street addresses. Include family and friends, of course, but also the numbers for your insurance companies, clergy, medical providers, and emergency services like the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). If you have pets, add your veterinarian’s number, as well as that of local animal shelters. Include the numbers for a couple of hotels you might relocate to if you needed to evacuate. I go into more detail about each of these categories later, but you need a jumping-off place. (See also Keep Communication Open.)







Chapter 02Assess Your Lighting Needs




Address your lighting needs in the event of an extended power outage.
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As January winds blow cold where I live and the sky is relentlessly gray, I console myself with knowing that the days are getting longer, the seed catalogs are arriving, and before long buckets will hang from the sides of the sugar maples. Still, it’s a very dark time, with the sun not fully up until 7:00 a.m. and setting before 5:00 p.m. By 4:00 we need the lights on, especially if we want to read or do any fine work. If the power goes out now, as it often does, we are severely restricted in our activities unless we have some alternate light. (See also Stock Up on Batteries.)




Flashlights


I’m a bit of a hoarder when it comes to flashlights. There are so many places where the right light is critical, and flashlights are often your best choice. They are safe and generally inexpensive, and the newer models have long battery and bulb life. The right flashlight depends on the circumstances. Tiny lights are perfect for attaching to key rings or slipping in a purse or pocket. Make sure you keep fresh batteries stored or have a way to recharge your flashlight. (See Stock Up on Batteries.)


For your home, you need a medium-sized light placed next to each bed, plus one strategically placed in each room so you can get your hands on it if the power goes out unexpectedly. This size is perfect for your bug-out bag and your car kit. They are not too large to carry comfortably but still provide enough light for navigating in the dark.


A larger light is better for illuminating large swaths of your yard. This is useful for assessing damage or dangers (think rising water, dangling electrical wires, or suspicious noises). I like a nine-volt light with a top handle at the very least.


Many flashlights come with some special lighting features. Some have two light settings, which can prolong your battery life, as well as a flashing option, which is good if you are signaling for help. Others come with lens filters. Blue filters are good for reading maps in the dark, and red filters don’t diminish your night vision. Green filters are usually the choice for night hunting.
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Price Matters


The price point varies on flashlights. I have seen them for as little as a dollar, but this is a case of getting what you pay for. Bargain basement lights have brittle cases and short bulb life. Splurge on lights with durable rubber cases and comfortable grips. This will ensure that the light is fairly waterproof and the case will survive being dropped and banged around a bit. My favorite flashlight, the Supernova Guardian 1300XL Tactical Flashlight, cost a gut-wrenching $50 (minimum), but it is a workhorse. It has high, medium, low, strobe, and SOS modes and illuminates an area 300 yards away. It’s rechargeable, too. If I could have only one flashlight, this would be it.




Hand-Crank Hype


I had high hopes for hand-crank flashlights, but they have not lived up to expectations. The idea is that you turn a crank to power up a tiny generator, which in turn fuels the lightbulb. The LED bulbs that most of these have are very bright, but even the best need a lot of cranking and the charge doesn’t hold long. This is especially true of the cheaper brands, which tend to break after just a few uses. Kids don’t mind doing the cranking, but I quickly got sick of it. I expect the technology to continue to improve on these, but they would not be my first choice.




Other Battery-Operated Lights


An LED headlamp for every member of the family is a good investment. Headlamps come in a range of prices and are extremely handy. You won’t mind looking like a coal miner when the light allows you to have both hands free to gather wood, clean up a mess, or prepare food.


Plug-in emergency lights in hallways and near stairs are a good idea. In a power outage, the batteries kick in, providing enough light to navigate by and to prevent the sudden plunge into darkness that is so jarring. In winter, we place a battery-operated candle in each window, which serves the same purpose. Operating on a sensor, the candles come on as the daylight fades. If the power goes out at night, they are already on, and we can see to set up the oil lamps.


One of my handiest gadgets is a clip-on, battery-operated LED booklight. I liked mine so much that I got one for each family member. We all like to read or do handiwork in the evenings, and this is just the ticket for directing light exactly where you need it.
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Candles


Candles are generally inexpensive and readily available, making them easy to stock up on. I have purchased a case of emergency candles for well under $20. Each summer, as I visit yard sales and garage sales, I pick up bags of candles for next to nothing. Some are partially burned and many have a holiday theme, but when the lights are out in January, no one cares if the candle is shaped like a pumpkin.


Candles do have some considerable drawbacks, however. The main issue is safety. Open flames around kids and pets are a problem. Find a stable spot for your candle, away from flowing curtains and flammable materials, and make sure the holder has a wide, heavy base. Tall candlesticks are lovely, but they topple easily. We use holders with globes so that the flames are contained. Be sure a fire extinguisher is nearby and never, ever leave lit candles in a room without an adult present, even for a minute.


Another issue is that most candles are made from paraffin, which is a petroleum distillate, and some people react to the smell. Candles with added scent can be even worse for those with sensitivities. Beeswax candles are lovely and will not bother most, but the cost can be prohibitive.


The final problem is light quality: Candlelight just isn’t very good. Yet there are things you can do to improve it. Placing candles in front of and on top of a mirror will reflect much more light into a room. Large candles with thick wicks emit more light than thin candles.
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Oil Lamps


Every hardware store I have ever been in carries oil lamps, most of which are not expensive. When you purchase one, include stick matches and extra lamp oil. The globes break easily, so it’s a good idea to have a few extras. Like candles, oil lamps benefit from being placed in front a mirror and need to be watched carefully around children. They also need some basic care. After each use, trim the wick and clean the globe to maximize light output. By the way, you won’t get more light if you lengthen the wick while it’s burning. You will mostly get more smoke and soot.


The light from oil lamps has a yellow tint and is not very bright, although I can read by it if I sit quite close. Another problem is the odor, which gives some people headaches. In addition to table lamps, there are holders for hanging oil lamps from a wall or ceiling. This can spread the light out into a room, but I have found that hanging dilutes the light to the point at which I can no longer read. I also worry about having the flame so close to my wall.
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Solar Lights


In theory, solar lights seem like a good thing, and I do have several, but they have a major problem: They must be fully charged in bright light to be useful. During a storm that light doesn’t exist, and in northern climates it’s hard to get enough light in winter no matter how bright the day. But solar lights can be useful in summer or in sunnier parts of the country.







Chapter 03Calculate Your Water Needs




Figure out how much water your family, including pets, needs for a minimum of three days and put that much in storage.
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On the list of things that disappear from store shelves when a storm is on the horizon, water is nearly always at the top. Have you ever seen video of a supermarket on the day before a major storm is supposed to arrive? Carts are full of bottled water and shelves are bare. People who wait do without.




There is both good news and bad news with water storage. First, the good news: Water is nearly free to stock up on when the lights are on, the pumps are working, and the delivery trucks are running. The bad news is that it’s hard to store water in the volume you need for more than a few days.




Calculate How Much


The U.S. government preparedness site, Ready.gov, recommends storing a gallon of water per person per day for three days as well as enough water for your pets. A gallon a day provides 2 quarts for drinking and cooking and 2 quarts for washing up. For a family of four for three days, that’s only 12 gallons, which doesn’t seem too hard to store. However, there are several reasons you may want to have more than the bare minimum on hand. One simple reason is that many emergencies go on much longer than three days; another is that you may have friends or family members who end up staying with you unexpectedly. A gallon per day doesn’t include water for flushing and doesn’t take into account the extra water people might need because of temperature extremes or increased physical exertion.






How Much Drinking Water Do You Need?
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Storing Tap Water


Let’s begin with learning about how to store the water that comes out of your tap. I am going to assume it is potable and that your water use isn’t restricted. Next, you’ll need some containers.


You can use heavy-duty jugs, the kind juice is sold in, that are made of plastic with the code 2, 4, or 5. Do not reuse plastic milk jugs, which are coded 1 and usually made of polyethylene terephthalate (PET). This is a somewhat porous material and is very hard to clean. It begins to degrade if exposed to heat or light, or after prolonged use. Milk jugs are designed for short-term use and begin to degrade rather quickly. They are difficult to get clean, and any water stored in one will soon taste terrible and provide a breeding ground for bacteria and algae.


No matter what the code, never use non-food-grade plastic containers to store drinking water or any container that has held something other than food, especially any container that has ever held any poison or contaminated product. For washing-up or flushing water, you can thoroughly clean and rinse laundry detergent jugs or the large containers that cat litter comes in, though those can be quite heavy. Or you can buy 5-gallon food-grade polycarbonate water jugs at any number of stores.




To clean beverage containers, wash them in hot, soapy water; then rinse, rinse, and rinse again. Even the tiniest smidgen of residual juice or soap will spoil the whole bottle. During the final rinse, I fill the bottle with water, add 1 teaspoon of bleach, and let it sit for 10 minutes. Then I pour it out and fill the container with tap water. The slight residue of bleach will prevent bacterial growth for a long time. As long as it is from a municipal source, water will last a long time if stored in a cool, dark spot.




Buying Water in Containers


An alternative is to simply purchase water in gallon jugs or individual bottles. Most brands of water are sold in PET containers (the same material milk jugs are made from), so if you do buy gallon jugs, you must plan to rotate your supply every three to six months. Again, PET containers are not intended for long-term storage. Even though the manufacturer may say you can store them for a year, I had a couple of bottles leak into a case of pasta after just a few months. That was a real mess. Another factor to consider is cost: Single-serve bottles of water may be prohibitively expensive. Also, adding that much plastic to the waste stream is not ideal.


A better option, should you have no choice but to purchase water, is to buy it in 5- or 7-gallon plastic containers, which are readily available at most home improvement or other big-box stores. Because water weighs a bit more than 8 pounds per gallon, a 7-gallon container is probably the largest you can manage without a dolly of some sort. Some of these containers have a spigot at the bottom, which makes them easy to use. Even larger water jugs, designed to sit on a dispenser platform, are available. These should also be rotated every 6 months.






Stock Up


As you shop, add supplies that will decrease the amount of water you will need for daily activities so that more is available for consumption. Things to consider include the following:






	Hand sanitizer


	Disposable dishes


	Paper towels and napkins


	Disposable diapers


	Canned or bottled juices (not concentrates) and shelf-stable milk


	Ready-to-eat soups and meals


	Premoistened towelettes


	Extra socks and underwear
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Storing Larger Quantities




Water drums or barrels that hold 40 to 300 gallons can be purchased from several different suppliers, including Emergency Essentials and Good Ideas. Plan to spend over $100 for one on the smaller end of that range. A full 50-gallon barrel weighs about 400 pounds, so fill it where you plan to store it. You will need to purchase some sort of pump or siphon unless you buy a model with a spigot at the bottom.


If you purchase a used drum, be certain that it held nothing but a consumable substance. Properly cleaning a used drum requires some elbow grease, but the savings are considerable. If it has a removable lid, scrub it out with hot, soapy water and rinse several times until all traces of soap have been removed. Add 2 gallons of warm water and 10 tablespoons of unscented bleach to the rinsed barrel. Use a sponge attached to a long handle to wipe this solution across the entire surface, including the interior of the lid. Pour out the solution and let the barrel air-dry before filling it.


If the top has two access holes, use the same process — but instead of scrubbing, roll the barrel around for several minutes for each step. I would still filter the water, but I’m a bit on the conservative side about purity.




Where to Store It


Finding space for all this water can be an issue. It should be kept away from heat and light, so a basement or closet would work. Keep in mind that plastic is permeable, so if you store your water in an area where you also store chemicals, the odors can contaminate your supply.


I store a lot of water in my freezer. A full freezer is more efficient; should the power go out, a full freezer will stay cold longer than a partially empty one will. When filling a water container for freezing, leave some headspace for expansion. You will likely need more air space than you think; I leave 3 inches in 1⁄2-gallon mason jars.


That said, glass isn’t the best material for freezing, but I have hundreds of jars, so that’s what I use. Plastic will expand some and is less likely to break.




Last-Minute Water Storage


You may have come across the advice to fill your bathtub in advance of a storm. This can be a short-term way to store water for things like flushing the toilet. The tub will probably leak water gradually, though, and there will likely be residue from soaps, grease, and other contaminants, making the water nonpotable.


If you plan to use your bathtub for water storage, consider getting an insert that makes your tub watertight. I have a WaterBOB, a food-grade plastic bathtub insert that holds 100 gallons of water. You can fill it before a storm or at the announcement of any disaster. It takes about 20 minutes to fill completely and will keep water fresh for up to 16 weeks. If that is the only water you have, though, it will be gone well before that, so consider the WaterBOB an added insurance policy, not your only line of defense.


Additionally, you can fill very clean stock pots, canning jars, and any other food-grade container with tap water without treating it first if you plan to use it quickly. Large plastic storage bins, while not food grade, will give you extra water for washing or flushing.









Chapter 04Plan for Long-Term Water Usage




Think about alternative water sources. Make a simple water filter and test it out.
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After you have taken care of your short-term water needs, your next task is to think about how you’d handle a longer-term water shortage. The sad truth is that the world is changing. Our systems are fragile, and things do fall apart. It is tempting to think that catastrophes happen to other people in faraway places, but more and more often we see a different reality. Families in Flint, Michigan, have been unable to drink the water from their taps for more than a year. In other places, water-main breaks from aging infrastructure have left people without potable water for many weeks. With that in mind, taking a wider view of our water vulnerability is a good idea.
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A rain barrel is a good way to store a large amount of water.







There are five critical steps you can take to ensure your ability to meet your family’s long-term water needs in a crisis.




	
1.Assess your risk. Each home has a different level of water vulnerability. Does your water supply depend on electricity? Do you live in a flood or an earthquake zone? Are you able to access surface water?


	
2.Protect existing supplies. Should an earthquake or flood damage water lines or contaminate your municipal water source, you must prevent that water from flowing into your home and contaminating the water in your pipes or hot water tank. Locate the intake valve (usually in your basement) and learn how to shut the water off. You may need a pipe wrench and some strong muscle to turn it.


	
3.Locate potential sources of water. Take a stroll around your neighborhood looking for other sources of water. You must always assume surface sources of water are contaminated even if they appear clean, but that does not mean you should rule any of them out. Now think about how you would get that water to your home. You would need vessels, of course, and possibly a wagon or handcart. Would you need a siphon to transfer the water to a bucket or perhaps a ladle or a smaller bucket? Water is heavy. A 5-gallon bucket weighs about 40 pounds, which would be too much for me to manage without a wagon or cart.


	
4.Explore rainwater collection. If you live in an area of adequate rain and snowfall, consider collecting the water that drains off your roof. If you have a 1,000-square-foot house, you can collect about 620 gallons of water with every inch of rainfall. However, gathering the water that falls from the sky in the form of rain or snow is not as easy as putting out a bucket. To get water in a volume that will be useful, you will need to create a catchment system. This can be as easy as directing the water from your roof through gutters to a downspout and into a barrel. A fine mesh screen will keep bigger pieces of debris out of your gathered water, but the water will still need to be treated before you consume it.

Note that in some areas of the country, collecting rainwater is restricted or prohibited, due to concerns about drought, water rights, or public health. Check the laws in your state before you set up a rainwater harvesting system.





	
5.Learn how to purify water. You must treat all gathered water as potentially contaminated and learn how to treat it before consuming a drop. Lots of nasty things contaminate water. Biological contaminants like E. coli, Giardia, and Salmonella are common. Vibrio cholerae (which causes cholera), Legionella, and Cryptosporidium are also found in untreated water. Water from any above ground source may look clean, smell fine, and taste good while still harboring deadly pathogens. Even the purest-looking mountain stream may be polluted with animal or human feces or runoff from farms or upstream homes.
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