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Introduction

  What constitutes a “disaster” for a person experiencing it is going to be relative to a number of factors: that person’s background and lifestyle, his or her financial situation, the nature of the event, where he or she is when the event occurs, and how well that person has prepared for catastrophic events.

  “Disaster” is commonly defined as an event causing widespread destruction and distress. A grave misfortune. A crisis event that surpasses the ability of an individual, community, or society to control or recover from its consequences.

  Disasters are often divided into two categories, natural and man-made. Natural disasters include earthquakes, volcanoes, floods, cyclones and hurricanes, tornadoes, droughts, and slope failures. We are essentially powerless against these events except for mitigation and effective response; natural disasters often produce horrific effects well outside the immediate area they first occur in. During these events, impoverished areas suffer grossly higher death tolls due to their architectural inferiorities and defects in their health care systems. After the main event, disease and famine often follow.

  The three big killers are flooding, famine, and infectious disease. They often work in brutal combination. Aside from the initial drownings, floods mix sewage and waste with the local drinking water. Rotting corpses add to the pollution and disease inventory. Gastrointestinal diseases run rampant, commonly leading to severe dehydration (e.g. cholera), which, in turn, cannot be relieved adequately because of the lack of clean water.

  Infectious disease is an interesting villain that tends to emerge in a wide area over a long period of time. Outbreaks are not often treated as disasters until the media picks ups on the situation, and then public opinion forces government officials to take action. By the time the full gravity of the situation is realized, the disease can be out of control.

  Man-made disasters are those caused by humans through negligence, technological failure, fanaticism, or sheer meanness. These disasters include war, structure fires, civil unrest, building collapse, industrial accidents, transportation accidents, and hazardous material incidents. As we urbanize and our capacity to produce, store, and transport hazardous materials and technologies grows, so does the potential intensity of a disaster.

  For most North Americans a disaster is something nasty that happens to somebody else. That’s our attitude, and people in other parts of the world know it and resent it. Most of us living in the Western World, especially those of us from the US and Canada, are spoiled and exceptionally prosperous. Our poorest are considered blessed compared to the average person in Third World countries. Our prosperous lives and governments shield us from discomfort and discontinuity. The sheer size, geographic diversity, and wealth of our nation makes catastrophes seem like somebody else’s problem, not ours. When a hurricane in New Orleans laid the city bare and killed a thousand people, the rest of us watched it in decadent comfort, snacking in luxury on the sofas in front of our big-screen LED TVs. Video from the Indian Ocean tsunami kept us captivated for weeks. We are a complacent and distracted group of generations, easily entertained by the horrific events that others go through.
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  In the early 2000s I made several trips to the Republic of Georgia to present disaster management training to mid-level government officials and to develop a cadre of community emergency response trainers. On the final evening of one trip during the traditional dinner for the departing guest, after endless toasts and lots of wine, one politician’s wife looked across the table at me and asked “Have you ever been in a real disaster?” It was a skeptical ambush that caught me off guard. Like a drowning man with his life flashing before his eyes, my memory raced through dozens of bloody scenarios I had encountered as a firefighter and paramedic, desperately searching for something that would qualify as a disaster in her eyes. The Georgians were in a perpetual financial crisis.

  Poverty was extreme and rampant. Since the end of the Soviet Union, the country’s infrastructure was in complete shambles. Healthcare was primitive and inaccessible to most. Terrorism, invasion, corruption, and civil war loomed on the horizon. These people knew hardship; it was painfully obvious that hotel fires and simple multi-casualty incidents that killed a few rich people and took a couple of days to clean up would not qualify as disasters here. I suddenly fell victim to survivor guilt.

  For most of us it’s time to wake up. Here are some searing truths about disaster and catastrophe: events since the turn of the century should remind us that even in our protected cocoons of technological sophistication and group prosperity, we are virtually powerless in the face of the laws of science and human psychology. We humans, regardless of where we live, are constantly on the verge of one disaster or another. From earthquakes to tsunamis, asteroids to pandemics, nuclear war to computer terrorism, disasters are a constant threat; for people in many parts of the world they are almost a daily occurrence.

  Here in the United States we have not been visited by major disasters since the World Wars and the flu pandemic of 1919. Small disasters yes, but nothing major, and we’re getting spoiled by it. For the younger generation in particular, our relationship with disasters is more about entertainment than preparation. Our media is overflowing with war games, disaster movies, living-dead zombies and vampires. “Reality” shows expose us for what we are: whiney spoiled brats who think a disaster is when our hair is out of place or we don’t get invited to a party. And we wonder why the rest of the world doesn’t take us seriously. Sooner or later, though, the odds are that it will all catch up to us. Somewhere out there lurking is the new most horrible disaster ever, and it could happen here in America just as easily as anywhere else.

  Let’s take a look at some real modern disasters. We’ll stick with events that have occurred since 1900.

  First on the list is war, and for our purposes we’ll list World War I and II together. Starting in 1914 until the Japanese surrender in 1945, this disaster resulted in the deaths of 70 million people, most of them civilians. It included some amazingly cruel stuff: the Rape of Nanking, the Holocaust, the bombing of Dresden, the sinkings of the Lusitania and the Wilhelm Gustloff, the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The effects of these disasters will linger for centuries. Lesson learned: man has developed the technology for instant genocide and is not afraid to use it.

  In 1918 an influenza pandemic broke out. It may or may not have started in Europe, but it really took hold when it was spread by troops fighting or preparing to deploy for combat. By 1919 it had killed 70 million people, tying with the World Wars as second only to the plague, another pandemic in the Middle Ages that in its worst episode killed 75 million in 13 years. Lesson learned: the healthcare system faces collapse when the medical personnel who are tending the sick fall prey to the disease themselves.

  Another virus, HIV (AIDS), will kill 90 million in Africa alone by 2025, and malaria continues to kill a million each year.

  Pandemics are nothing new and are ever-present; as viruses and bacteria become immune to our antibiotics and antivirals, the potential is high for devastating events in the near future.

  The Hwang He and Yangtze rivers flooded in 1931 and killed 140,000 Chinese; another 3 million died from the resulting famine and disease. Another Chinese famine in the late 1950’s killed an estimated 40 million. Next to the World Wars it could be considered the worst man-made disaster of the 20th century because it was caused in large part by agricultural reforms imposed by the Chinese government.

  Floods kill with remarkable effectiveness. The 1970 Bangladesh cyclone produced a storm surge responsible for killing half a million people. The Indian Ocean Tsunami just after Christmas of 2004 killed a quarter of a million, many of them Westerners on vacation. It was the worst tsunami ever recorded and was caused by a large undersea earthquake.

  Another earthquake in 2011 off Tohoku, Japan, produced a killer tsunami that drowned 12,000 of the 15,000 confirmed casualties. Another 3000 are still missing. This event frightened us all as we watched a series of earthquake-and tsunami-caused nuclear incidents that included serious radiation releases, shattering the concept of “safe” nuclear power.

  Hardly a day goes by without news of an earthquake. The Kashmir and Pakistan earthquake of 2005 killed 100,000, and the Haiti quake of 2010 killed a quarter of a million.
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  As you think about these kinds of events, try to imagine what it would be like if they occurred in your area. Also, take note that large disasters are never as simple as here today, gone tomorrow. There is an enormous list of bad aftereffects that present themselves. Flooding almost always leads to ruined crops, famine, and disease. Earthquakes lead to tsunamis and turn cities into infernos. A volcano can grill surrounding towns, but can also spew enough debris into the atmosphere to cause major drops in world temperature, leading to famine and disease. Nuclear and chemical disasters could go on killing for decades.

  Another uncomfortable truth has become quite clear since the turn of the century: the potential size, complexity, and effects from technological disasters paint a picture of truly catastrophic future events. Early technological disasters like Bhopal, Chernobyl, and Hiroshima give us only a hint of ominous, similar events in the future. Add to that cyberterrorism, which is now considered the number one threat to national security and infrastructure. More than other forms of terrorism. More than war. More than pandemics. More than earthquakes or hurricanes.

  The Reality about Disaster Planning

  A comprehensive list of potential disasters would be larger than this book. If there’s one convenient thing about disasters, it’s that their effects have some things in common. This means that instead of preparing for each disaster, we prepare for them all based on their commonalities.

  It’s extremely rare that victims of disaster are satisfied with the response by government or aid groups. There’s always blame, and the federal government will surely be the biggest scapegoat. People forget, or ignore, that preparedness starts with the individual. They also forget that outside response depends on a lot of factors: the complexity of the disaster, the location, the access, the budget, and most importantly, the preparation and response at the local level.

  How much do you want to prepare and for how long? Traditional advice suggests that everyone should be prepared for a 72-hour disruption in access to services and supplies. That’s pretty easy to accomplish. But as we saw in Katrina in 2005 and in the Boulder 100-Year Flood of 2013, even in affluent America, more complicated events may extend that disruption to a week or more.

  Although Katrina was a catastrophe for those who perished or suffered in it, in the scale of disasters it was a fairly minor event. Imagine multiple complex disasters occurring at the same time . . . massive earthquakes during severe drought and a major pandemic, for example. Just for fun let’s add to the mix that nuclear strike North Korea has been promising us. Huge numbers of people devastated and massive infrastructure collapses in multiple locations. An adequate response to a situation like this will take some time. If you truly want to be prepared for something like this, you’re going to have to do a lot more than store a couple of MREs (Meals Ready to Eat) and a first aid kit.

  
How to Use This Book

  It’s a fact that most disaster prep books just sit on the shelf. It’s amazing how many people are satisfied with the warm and fuzzy feeling of knowing they have a book, as though it will save them when the shit hits the fan.

  If you are serious about preparing, here are the author’s recommendations:

  
    	Familiarize yourself with this book, cover to cover. Read the chapter and section texts.

    	Collect as much information as you can without overwhelming yourself. This isn’t the only book on disaster prep, and it doesn’t hurt to have several.

    	Consult the worksheets and templates to determine the extent to which you wish to prepare and the steps you must take to get there.

    	Get your family involved. They may have other perspectives that will help you do it right.

    	Do some research to find out what disasters are most likely to happen in your area. The local disaster management (civil defense) office will have free information and suggestions.

    	Set aside an hour or two per week and assign a monthly budget that will allow you to accomplish the steps painlessly. Tackling it all at once will be expensive and you’ll probably make mistakes.

    	Once you have accomplished your goals, plan to spend a couple of hours per month maintaining what you have put together.

    	Take some classes (more on this later).

    	
Stay informed. There are only a few types of disasters that happen without warning. Most disasters develop over time and you can see them coming if you pay attention.

  


  
Chapter 1

  Managing a Disaster

  Let’s first look at disaster management from the perspective of the emergency planners and responders whose jobs are to help us manage the mess. It will give you some ideas on how to manage disasters at a personal level.

  
1. The Phases of Emergency Management

  Emergency planners and managers are concerned with four phases: mitigation, preparedness, response, families, and recovery

  Mitigation consists of actions that prevent disasters from occurring, or actions that limit the damage done by disasters when they happen. Mitigation is done based on risk assessments. It may be related to physical structure or location, and very often includes insurance protection.

  Preparedness is the phase in which action or response plans are developed, and resources identified and stockpiled. In the United States since the early 1980s, planning has traditionally been done using an All-Hazards approach, in which processes that are common to all incidents are defined, and experts responsible for those processes (e.g. communication, shelter, public health, etc.) are tasked to plan for those processes. This approach makes the general plan applicable to virtually any incident, and allows the specifics to be tweaked as needed for specific situations. It also eliminates the complex task of having to build large detailed plans around specific threats.

  In the response phase, professional and volunteer emergency services teams and organizations mobilize and respond to actual events, providing search & rescue and humanitarian relief or assistance. Individuals and families might shelter in place or evacuate during this phase.

  The recovery phase starts when the immediate threats to life have passed. The event may still be in progress, and the recovery may take weeks, months, or years. The recovery phase takes into consideration both the restoration of daily life to normal and the mitigation of future events. In other words, now that you know what needs to be done to survive the next event, do it.

  
2. Emergency & Disaster Professionals and Volunteers

  Professional emergency managers come from diversified backgrounds and are responsible for government and community mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery. Typically in the United States, emergency management positions were political in nature and a manager with real experience in response and management was the exception rather than the rule. The typical manager had a background in law enforcement or fire service, but little training or experience with disaster planning. Since 9/11 the trend has been to hire managers with specific emergency management training or to require managers to acquire specific training while in office. The result has been a significant increase in the competence of our emergency management politicians. There are now international, national, and state professional associations for emergency managers and planners. There are also serious professional certifications and extensive university degree programs.

  At the front line of any disaster response are the actual first responders: the fire service, law enforcement, and emergency medical services (EMS).

  Emergency Medical Services are the ground, boat, or air ambulances and the EMTs, paramedics, and sometimes nurses and doctors that staff them. In many cities these services are provided by the fire department, although many urban areas are served by commercial ambulance systems. In some countries these services are incorporated within a hospital’s emergency department. These services are generally staffed with Emergency Medical Responders (EMR), Emergency Medical Technicians (EMT), or Paramedics. Because the skills and expertise differ enormously between levels, it’s a good idea for you to understand what level of responder is used in your local EMS system. Emergency Medical Responders (formerly called First Responders) generally receive 60–80 hours of what is essentially advanced first aid training plus oxygen and automated defibrillator skills. They carry no drugs and perform no advanced-level procedures. A Basic EMT normally trains initially for 120 hours to acquire advanced assessment skills and carry a limited number of drugs (e.g. Epinephrine and injectable dextrose). EMT-I (intermediate EMT) is a level that requires an additional 40–200 hours of training (depending on State requirements). Responders at this level can start intravenous (IV) lines, do advanced airways, and administer a larger inventory of drugs. The highest level of pre-hospital medicine comes from Paramedics. Paramedic training is an additional 1000–1200 hours and emphasizes advanced life support skills. Paramedics interpret EKGs, start advanced IV lines, administer electrical cardiac therapies, perform advanced airway skills, administer several dozen drugs, and perform a limited number of lifesaving invasive or surgical procedures. All of these pre-hospital medical responders operate under the direct medical control of a physician on an emergency room staff. In the event of an incident, medical control will commonly default to standing orders, which give responders greater direct control over treatment options.
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  New York, N.Y., September 29, 2001—NY Fire Dept. paramedics at the site of the World Trade Center. FEMA News Photo/Andrea Booher.

  In addition to professional and volunteer law enforcement, fire, and EMS, there are what are sometimes referred to as primary responders. These include rapid-response specialty teams from local governments, such as the Health Department, and commercial infrastructure providers (e.g. utilities and roads).

  Secondary responders may include professional and volunteer teams from relief agencies, such as the Red Cross, to provide first aid, supportive care, and basic needs assistance. Such NGO relief agencies will be discussed in a later chapter.

  Federally supported community-based volunteer teams may also be put into action such as the Community Emergency Response Teams (CERT) and the regional Medical Reserve Corps (MRC). CERT is a Citizen Corps program focused on disaster preparedness and basic response. These volunteer teams are utilized to provide emergency support when events overwhelm the conventional emergency services. The MRC Program takes advantage of the skill and experience of medical professionals as well as concerned citizens interested in health issues, who volunteer to help their community during large-scale emergency situations.

  This, of course, is not a complete list of the responders you’ll find in your community. In the United States we are incredibly lucky to have an enormous skilled cadre of professional and volunteer organizations.

  
3. Incident Command and Control

  All emergency response agencies that have been granted federal funds are required to use the Incident Command System (ICS) as their management system for emergency operations. The ICS provides a common framework within which different responding agencies can work together by using common organizational structure and terminology. The ICS is designed to shrink or expand smoothly according to the situation, and it immediately answers the question of who’s in charge: the Incident Commander (IC) or Unified Command (UC).
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  A typical ICS structure. Courtesy of the US Department of Labor.

  
4. Some Notes on National Emergency Management in English-Speaking Countries

  The United States

  Under the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) is the lead agency for emergency management. The US and its territories are all within one of ten FEMA regions. Tribal, state, county, and local governments develop emergency management programs and departments, which they operate hierarchically within each region. Emergencies are managed at the most local level possible, utilizing mutual aid agreements with adjacent jurisdictions as needed.

  If the emergency is terrorism-related or if declared an “Incident of National Significance,” the Secretary of Homeland Security will initiate the National Response Plan (NRP). Under this plan the involvement of Federal resources will be made possible, integrating with the local, county, state, or tribal entities. Management will continue to be handled at the lowest possible level utilizing the National Incident Management System (NIMS).

  The Federal Bureau of Investigation is responsible for criminal investigation and assistance with lab testing in terrorism incidents.

  The Department of Health and Human Services tracks and reports health data, conducts medical investigations, manages medical and pharmaceutical stockpiles, exercises powers to quarantine or isolate, and provides public health advice. Agencies within DHHS may also investigate or assist in the investigation of an event.

  The Environmental Protection Agency tracks environmental contamination and helps manage major chemical incidents.

  The Department of Energy provides radiological testing and response.

  The Citizen Corps is an organization of volunteer service programs, administered locally and coordinated nationally by DHS, which seeks to mitigate disasters and prepare the population for emergency response through public education, training, and outreach. Community Emergency Response Teams (CERT), Fire Corps teams, and Medical Reserve Corps (MRC) teams are Citizen Corps programs focused on disaster preparedness and teaching basic disaster response skills. These volunteer teams are utilized to provide emergency support when disaster overwhelms the conventional emergency services.
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  CERT training in Puerto Rico.

  Canada

  Public Safety Canada, formerly known as Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada (PSEPC), is Canada’s equivalent of FEMA. Each province has an emergency management office and most local levels of government have emergency management offices (known as the EMO). PSC also coordinates and supports efforts of federal organizations ensuring national security and safety. It also works with other levels of government, first responders, community groups, the private sector (including operators of critical infrastructure), and other nations.

  PSC’s work is based on a wide range of policies and legislation. The Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Act defines the powers, duties, and functions of PSC. Other acts are specific to fields such as corrections, emergency management, law enforcement, and national security.

  United Kingdom

  The Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (CCA) defines organizations as Category 1 and 2 Responders. These responders have responsibilities specified by the legislation regarding emergency preparedness and response. The CCA is managed by the Civil Contingencies Secretariat through Regional Resilience Forums and at the local authority level. The CCA works to identify and assess risks and ensures planning and preparations are in place at all levels of government. It also maintains readiness within the central government to respond and provide the support required by local governments, and it aspires to prepare society for, and to recover from, emergencies.

  Australia

  Emergency Management Australia (EMA) is a federal agency tasked with coordinating government responses to emergency incidents. EMA operates under the Federal Attorney General’s Department to develop and implement plans, structures, and arrangements, which are established to bring together the efforts of government, volunteer, and private agencies in a comprehensive and coordinated way. They deal with the whole spectrum of emergency needs including prevention, preparedness, response, and recovery. Its purpose is to adopt a national resilience-based approach to disaster management.

  The agency has four divisions: the Security Coordination Branch, Crisis Coordination Branch, Crisis Support Branch, and the Natural Disaster Recovery Program Branch.

  The National Strategy for Disaster Resilience, adopted in 2011, was written to provide high-level guidance on disaster management to federal, state, territory and local governments, business and community leaders, and the not-for-profit sector. While the Strategy focuses on priority areas to build disaster resilient communities across Australia, it also recognizes that disaster resilience is a shared responsibility for individuals, households, businesses and communities, as well as for governments.

  Australian state and territory authorities have a constitutional responsibility within their boundaries for coordinating and planning the response to disasters and civil emergencies. Under the Commonwealth Government Disaster Response Plan (COMDISPLAN), when the total resources (government, community, and commercial) of an affected state or territory cannot reasonably cope with the needs of the situation, the state or territory government can seek assistance from the Australian Government. Emergency Management Australia is designated as the agency responsible for planning and coordinating that physical assistance.

  
New Zealand


  Disaster management is the responsibility of the Ministry of Civil Defense and Emergency Management (MCDEM). Local councils within each region are unified into regional Civil Defense Emergency Management Groups (CDEMG). Each CDEMG is responsible to ensure an appropriate local response to an incident. Once the local government is overwhelmed, mutual aid is mustered in, and when those resources are overwhelmed the Federal government has the authority to coordinate the national response through the National Crisis Management Center (NCMC) as regulated in the National Civil Defense Emergency Management Plan 2006.

  
5. International Organizations

  United Nations

  United Nations responsibility for disaster response rests with the resident coordinator in the effected country. The international response will be coordinated, if requested by the country’s government, by the UN office for the Coordination of Human Affairs (UN-OCHA). It may send a UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) Team.

  World Bank

  The World Bank has approved hundreds of international operations related to disaster management, amounting to tens of billions of dollars. These include post-disaster reconstruction projects, as well as projects with components aimed at preventing and mitigating disaster impacts.

  Common areas of focus for prevention and mitigation projects include flood and fire prevention measures, such as early warning measures and education campaigns, early-warning systems for hurricanes, and earthquake-prone construction.

  In June 2006, the World Bank established the Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and Recovery (GFDRR), a partnership of 41 countries and 8 international organizations committed to helping developing countries reduce their vulnerability to natural hazards.

  Red Cross/Red Crescent

  National Red Cross and Red Crescent societies often have important roles in responding to disaster. Additionally, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) may send assessment teams to an affected country.
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  Hazleton, Pa., September 17, 2011—The Southern Baptist Convention prepares meals for the Red Cross to serve to survivors of a tropical storm.

  
European Union


  The following is taken directly from the EU’s CMCP website:

  “The main role of the Community Mechanism for Civil Protection is to facilitate cooperation in civil protection assistance interventions in the event of major emergencies which may require urgent response actions. This applies also to situations where there may be an imminent threat of such major emergencies. It is therefore a tool that enhances community cooperation in civil protection matters . . .”

  “This may arise if the affected country’s preparedness for a disaster is not sufficient to provide an adequate response in terms of available resources. By pooling the civil protection capabilities of the participating states, the Community Mechanism can ensure even better protection primarily of people, but also of the natural and cultural environment as well as property.”

  “The Community Mechanism for Civil Protection has a number of tools intended to facilitate both adequate preparedness as well as effective response to disasters at a community level.

  The Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC) is the operational heart of the Mechanism. It is accessible 24 hours a day and gives countries access to a platform, to a one-stop-shop of civil protection means available amongst the all the participating states. Any country inside or outside the Union affected by a major disaster can make an appeal for assistance through the MIC. It acts as a communication hub at headquarters level between participating states, the affected country and dispatched field experts. It also provides useful and updated information on the actual status of an ongoing emergency. Last but not least, the MIC plays a co-ordination role by matching offers of assistance put forward by participating states to the needs of the disaster-stricken country.”

  
6. Personal and Family Emergency Management

  Disasters can happen suddenly, without warning, and the effects can linger for years. The immediate effects may include injury, homelessness, or loss of water, gas, and electrical services. Emergency services may be so overwhelmed that it may be days before they can respond to your situation. To ensure the safety and well-being of you and your family, most government agencies and non-government organizations (NGOs) recommend you stockpile a minimum of 72 hours of supplies to handle your basic needs. They also recommend that you make a simple plan, train with your family on an occasional basis, and make minor structural modifications to the home. A smaller version of the preparedness kit is recommended for the family car. We’ll cover all this in a later chapter.

  Obviously, in a long-term widespread disaster a 72-hour kit will not be enough. As water, food, shelter, and comfort items become harder to find, they may become precious commodities with a higher trade value than cash. In a worst-case scenario we could be bartering with these items, and those who have them will be in a far better position to survive than those who don’t. When seen in that light, a one or two year supply makes incredibly good sense.

  When it comes to stockpiling those supplies, how do we determine what it is we’ll need to fill our basic needs? Although we all have our specialty and comfort items we think we can’t live without, truly basic needs all fit under Maslow’s Hierarchy. The lower level needs, those that are physiological, are the most primitive. Without satisfying them almost immediately and consistently, we cannot survive. The farther up we travel in the pyramid, the longer we can go without meeting the needs at that level. Apply this concept to your decisions on preparation. A 72-hour kit is just what it sounds like: a bare-bones survival package. Preparing for a months-long or years-long incident, on the other hand, means also preparing to meet the needs farther and farther up the triangle, but even then our primary focus should be on primitive physiological needs and safety. Survival first. Everything else is icing on the cake.
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  Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.

  
7. Business Emergency Management

  Small businesses are the foundation of America’s economy. According to Ready.gov, small businesses account for more than 99 percent of all companies with employees, employ more than 50 percent of all private sector workers, and provide nearly 45 percent of the nation’s payroll. Businesses, large and small, must be ready to survive and recover to ensure personal, local, and national economies and to protect our business investments.

  Doing nothing is not an option. Experience shows that even relatively short-term disruption can destroy a business. It also shows that disasters in one part of the world can shut down businesses in another. Some relatively simple planning can mitigate this.

  
8. Sorting Through the Bullshit

  Governments are usually very open and truly want to share what they DO want you to know about disaster preparedness. The FEMA and CDC sites and Ready.gov, for example, are full of educational and media materials. FEMA’s Emergency Management Institute is a master source of free, independent-study training accessible to the public.

  On the other hand, there’s a lot of information governments at all levels don’t want you to know. Censorship is not dead, and governments can and will withhold whatever they want from the public under the rationalization that sensitive sources and national intelligence must be protected: ignorance is bliss and prevents panic, and censorship is good for national security. The underlying truth is much simpler: uncomfortable information is politically dangerous. Waste, corruption, and procrastination are an embarrassment. So where do we turn for comprehensive information? Unfortunately the answer is the internet and media. The internet is subject to fanaticism and exaggeration, and media to bias and sensationalism. All things considered, most people who want information now get it from the internet because it’s easily available and it’s available in bulk. Social networking makes it interactive and progressive. Smart phones and tablets put it at our fingertips 24/7. This is truly the age of information. Research, networking, and effective bullshit filtering skills are now as essential to survival as that 72-hour kit gathering dust on your shelf.


  
Chapter 2

  Basic Personal Preparedness

  A quick search on the internet will bring up hundreds of sites with excellent information on how to prepare yourself and your family for disasters. Each lists a number of steps to ensure adequate preparation. Although the steps may be in different order, they all have most of these components in common:

  
    	Getting information about local hazards and the emergencies that you and your family are most likely to encounter. While this may seem unimportant to you, knowledge like this reduces panic and confusion. For example, biologic warfare and pandemics are much less terrifying when you understand the walking dead zombie thing is a fairy tale, that you can avoid getting sick by using good hygiene, and perhaps earthquakes and hurricanes are bigger, more real threats you can actually prepare for.

    	Detailing family communication strategies.


    	Learning how to shut off the utilities.


    	Developing, rehearsing, and maintaining an emergency plan.


    	Assembling disaster supplies kits.


    	Gaining familiarity with community warning systems and evacuation routes.


    	Learning where to seek shelter and how to shelter in place.


    	Learning about community, school, and workplace disaster plans.


    	
Obtaining adequate insurance.


    	Collecting and inventorying vital records and documents.


  

  If you don’t read any other chapter in this book, read this one. We’ll go through the basic steps here and provide some simple ideas that will help you develop a reasonable plan and make other practical preparations. To make it even simpler, we’ll then walk through the steps in flow-chart style by mapping out the concepts so you can see them all on one page. When you’re ready to roll up your sleeves and get to work, find the appropriate section map and work out from the middle.
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  The Basics.

  
1. Knowing About Local Hazards

  Go to the local emergency management (usually a county office in the US) and the local health department offices and pick up the prep materials they have available to you. Visit their websites for even more information. Contact the local Red Cross, the local responders (police, fire, emergency medical services) for additional information. Visit the Pacific Disaster Center worldwide Hazard Atlas on www.pdc.org. A particularly good source of hazard information and planning aids are some private utility offices (gas, electric, water). If you want more detail, get it on the internet by visiting the State disaster management site. These are usually under the State offices of Public Safety or Homeland Security. FEMA and the CDC websites also have specific hazard information, including the recent history of disaster declarations and health emergencies in each state. FEMA and EPA sites have hazard map databases. The FEMA map site moves like cold molasses and can be confusing, so be patient.

  The purpose of this research is to establish what the prominent hazards are and what disaster-related emergencies are most likely to occur. As you learn about them, log them into your knowledge map:

  
2. Family Communications Plan

  How many hours of the day are all members of your family at home, together, under one roof? Families may not be together when a disaster occurs, and events can easily pull families apart.

  A critical part of communication is face-to-face contact. The family should designate a meeting place outside the home for emergencies and local disasters, and another outside the neighborhood for more widespread problems.
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  A hazard is an event with the potential to cause harm, for instance, an earthquake or flood. Level of risk is dependent on how often such events occur in your areas and how serious the harm (damages and injuries) can be. In this chart, list the local hazards and estimate the level of risk as low, medium, or high.

  All members of the family should know how to make contact with other family members and designated contacts outside the neighborhood and outside of the state. These are contacts your family members can notify that they are safe and where they are located. Establish phone and cell numbers as well as email addresses for these contacts and numbers for emergency services (poison control, 911, etc.).

  It’s easy to put all these numbers on a contact card or even a photocopy of the communications worksheet (see below) that can be given to each family member to be kept in their purse or wallet. Keep a copy by each house phone and save it on your smart phones as well. On the bottom of the worksheet, write clear directions to your home that can be read over the phone when calling for help. Send a copy to school and one to your boss, and include a couple of copies in each disaster kit.
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  Communications worksheet.

  
3. Shutting Off the Utilities

  The reader might find it odd that shutting off the utilities is listed here, this early in the discussion. Not so odd, when you consider flood damage from broken water lines, explosions from damaged gas lines, and house fires from damaged electrical circuits. Potential loss of life can be prevented by turning off utilities immediately after an acute disaster such as a major earthquake. It’s very possible your local authorities will plead with you to turn off utilities, and this can be very confusing if you haven’t planned for this ahead of time.

  
4. Shutting Off Electricity

  Electricity can electrocute someone or create sparks that can ignite a natural gas leak or spilled flammables. To shut off electricity:

  
    	Find the circuit boxes. There may be more than one. The box may be equipped with fuses or circuit breakers. For a fuse box, find a knife switch handle or a pullout fuse marked “MAIN.” If it’s a breaker panel or box, open the metal door. The main circuit should be clearly marked showing on and off positions.

    	Remove all the small fuses or turn off all the small breakers before shutting off the main breaker or pulling the main fuse.

    	If you have sub-panels adjacent to the main fuse or breaker panel, or in other parts of the house, shut them off before you shut off the main.

  

  [image: images]

  Not all circuit boxes look the same. This box has individual breakers above and below the “main” breaker.

  
5. Shutting Off the Gas

  After the event, if you don’t smell gas or you don’t have severe damage to your home, you can probably skip turning off the gas, but do be aware that natural gas fires and explosions commonly occur in damaged structures and pipelines. Shutoff procedures may be different region to region and according to the metering device. Talk to the local gas company beforehand for advice.

  If you do smell or hear leaking gas, get out immediately. Open a window on the way out if it’s possible to do so without wasting precious time. Turn off the gas main outside and inform the gas company about the leak.

  [image: images]

  The box has individual breakers for areas in the house, but no “main” switch.

  The main gas shutoff is usually located outside on a pipe coming out of the ground into the gas meter. If the gas meter is located in a cabinet enclosure built into a building or located inside the building, the gas service shutoff valve will be outside on a section of gas service pipe next to the building near the gas meter, or in an underground box in the sidewalk. If you live in an apartment or dormitory, or rent an office in a large building, there may be multiple meters with individual shutoff valves near the gas meters, and a master valve for the entire building where the gas pipe comes out of the ground. Ask your landlord which is yours.
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