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Introduction

Why Do You Need a Food Pantry?

In this uncertain day and age, it seems that potential disasters lurk around every corner—wild weather, the threat of terrorism, economic concerns—it is easy to feel that you and your family could fall victim at any moment. Ask yourself these questions: What if we lose power or the water is shut off? What if I lose my income? Could I feed my family for a day, a week, even a month? What if access to grocery stores was unavailable? Do I have a way to store and cook food in my home?

With fast food and easy access to almost anything, it may be hard to imagine a world of scarcity. But the reality is that scarcity can happen in an instant. A large tree falling on a road may keep you from the store for a day. A power outage may keep the stores closed for a week. Job loss may prevent you from shopping for three months or more.

You don’t have to be a doomsday believer or a radical survivalist to consider creating your own emergency food pantry. In fact, the idea of not having a back-up supply of food should be as nonsensical to you as not having a tank of gas or extra batteries.

Rather than allowing the specter of disaster to loom in the back of your mind, there are simple steps you can take to make sure that your family’s basic needs can be taken care of in the event of an emergency. Establishing a food plan gives you the following benefits:

A Powerful Insurance Policy

Food storage is the most powerful of all bank accounts, allowing you to get through any lean times without desperation or handouts. Knowing that you have what you need no matter what happens can give you peace of mind that no homeowner’s policy could ever provide.

A Sense of Self-Sufficiency

Knowing that you can take care of yourself and your family has a powerful effect on your psychological state. Taken even further, understanding how to grow and preserve your own food will give your family greater appreciation for where their food comes from and a sense of gratitude for what they have.

Helping Others

Did you know the average family has less than a week’s worth of food in their kitchen right now? And worse yet, if there was no power, many people wouldn’t even know how to cook it! Your food pantry and cooking plan will not only help keep your family safe, but may allow you to help others as well.

Not long ago, a hurricane knocked out power to our area, taking down trees that prevented us from getting out for a few days. We were astonished to learn that most of our neighbors were not prepared to do something as simple as heating a can of beans. They could have gotten by on cereal or cheese and crackers for a couple of days, but many relied entirely on electric ranges and some had outdoor grills that were out of propane. Worst of all, many had no emergency water stored. It’s not that they were completely without resources; they just didn’t have a plan.

But what could have been a very uncomfortable situation turned into a party. People contributed food out of their now-useless freezers, and our emergency cooking plan fed the whole neighborhood for three days. We distributed gallons of drinking water and a neighbor with a swimming pool supplied water for toilets.

So how do you plan for unexpected events?
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Establish Your Goals

Creating a food pantry may seem like a daunting task. Dedicated space is needed, time is required, both to gather supplies and to maintain them, and you have to be able to afford the necessary supplies to get started. So first take the time to determine what you want to accomplish.

Establish how much money and space can be allocated to your food storage project. It is important to take stock before rushing out and buying supplies willy-nilly. It is not necessary to create a millennial plan in order to begin, but it isn’t enough to just run out and buy extra food. If you aren’t ready for a big commitment, just start out with a carefully planned three-day supply of food and water. Even this small step will put you ahead of most of your neighbors. You will find that a lot of the components that go into being self-sufficient for three days are the same things that you need for longer term planning. So go slowly and get it right in the beginning. You will end up with a better plan all around.

As you grow comfortable with the planning process, it will be time to expand your pantry to include long-term storage. Again, think about your goal. Consider the degree of self-sufficiency you are seeking. Even if you think you want a one-year supply of food, start by working on your three-month plan first. Remember, a large supply of food requires care and rotation; it’s not enough to just go out and buy a lot of food.

Once you have committed to the size and scope of your pantry, you are ready to get into the details. Chapters 3 and 4 will take you through the process of planning and execution.


One Step at a Time

Emergency food planning is not an all-or-nothing proposition. As soon as you start to think ahead, you will quickly find that every step you take, no matter how small, gives you more control over your situation than you had before.

Begin by stocking a three-day supply of food for your family. Make sure you include nutritious items that don’t require refrigeration or cooking.

Store water! Have at least three gallons on hand for each member of the family.

Slowly build your supply of staples and family favorites so that you could comfortably get by for two weeks.
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Assess Your Resources

How much space is available for food storage? There is no point in making a one-year plan if your storage is going to be limited to a spare closet. Look around your home and think creatively, keeping in mind that the location you choose should be dry with a reasonably consistent temperature. Damp basements, freezing garages, or hot attics are not good choices.

What are your cooking arrangements if energy sources are limited? Take stock of your home. Is there a fireplace or wood stove that could be pressed into service? If not, do you have outdoor space for propane or charcoal cooking? What kinds of food would you need if no cooking was possible?

Next, think about how you will provide food for your family. Will your pantry satisfy all your needs, or will your plan include bartering or growing your own food and learning to preserve it? Again, assess your resources. Do you have a sunny location for growing vegetables? You don’t need a large yard to grow your own food, and even a patio can provide fresh greens or herbs. There are great small-space options that produce high yields.
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Take Action!

Your goals are set, your storage location is chosen, and you have some ideas on alternative cooking sources. Now is the time to act!

You don’t have to wait until you have a lot of extra money to get started creating your storage pantry. If you set aside as little as $10 a week from your grocery bill to devote to your pantry, you will see great dividends in short order. I am a big fan of the weekly specials at my local store, where I can load up on beans and canned tomatoes, as well as boxed macaroni and cheese, and other family favorites.

Of course, if you are a coupon clipper, you can find great deals. Just make sure to stick to your list! You don’t want to suddenly find yourself with a five-year supply of something that was on sale but may be impractical for long-term storage!
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Preparing Your Family for an Emergency
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Before launching into your full-blown food storage plan, make sure that you have taken all the necessary steps to be ready should an emergency strike. This means knowing where to meet, how you’ll communicate, what resources you have for heating and transportation, and how to handle the basic functions of your home. Take the time to create your plans and walk the entire family through them. It’s not enough for you to know what to do; other members of the household need to know, too!
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Make a Family Plan

Many of us who were around on 9/11 realized (after the fact) just how vulnerable we were when it came to reaching out to family and friends in the middle of an emergency. Phone lines may be jammed, networks may be down, and confusion can quickly turn to panic.

With work, school, and a myriad of other activities, chances are that your family may not be together if a disaster strikes. That’s why it is so important to plan in advance. Get your family together and discuss your emergency plan:

How will you know if there is an emergency? State and local agencies may have alerts available that you can register for simply by providing your email address. Likewise, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) issues regular weather alerts.

What is your safe place? If your home is not an option due to storm or fire, agree to meet somewhere else that everyone in the family is familiar with.

How will you contact one another? Cell service may not be available, so what are your other options? Be sure every member of your family carries important phone numbers with them and has coins, or a prepaid phone card to call their emergency contacts.

In a local emergency, it is often easier to call out-of-state than it is to call across town. Identify a friend or relative who lives out-of-state and who everyone can notify that they are safe.

If you have a cell phone, program your emergency contact as “ICE” (In Case of Emergency) in your phone. If you are in an accident, emergency personnel will check for an ICE listing in your contacts folder in order to get a hold of someone you know. Make sure to tell your family and friends that you’ve listed them as emergency contacts. In addition, do the following:


	Teach children to call 911.

	Keep a collar, license, and I.D. on your dog at all times.

	Make sure everyone in the family knows how to use text messaging. Text messages can often get through when a phone call cannot.

	Include neighbors in your plan. Identify safe houses for your children that they can go to in case parents are unable to get home.

	Write down your plan and keep a copy of it in your safe or a fireproof box so you can access it in the event of a disaster. Adults should keep a copy in their wallets or handbags, and children can have a copy in a school pack or taped to the inside of a notebook.
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Organize

In this tech-friendly world, it is tempting to keep track of many of your most important accounts and policies online. But in the event of an emergency, life can quickly get frustrating without important contacts and policy numbers at the ready.

Buy a small home safe or fireproof box and create a comprehensive list of everything you might need to know in the event of an emergency. Your safe should include the following:


	Copies of each of your credit cards (front and back).

	All of your insurance policies, along with contact name and number of your agent.

	Copy of all driver’s licenses, car titles, and passports.

	Photo identification of children and birth certificates.

	Animal registration, vaccination records, and photo identification of your pet.

	List of doctors’ names, addresses, and telephone numbers.

	List of all family medical prescriptions, with strength of dosage.

	A list of any important valuables. Keep a video record of every room in your house, boats, and other vehicles so that you can refer to them for insurance purposes.

	Ready cash in small denominations, including coins.
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How much cash do I need?

Ask any expert about cash reserves and their advice will be about the same. Keep three to six months’ worth of expenses readily available. Put this money in a regular savings account, not locked up in a CD or other non-liquid account where withdraw-ing early will cost you a penalty. Calculate your total bills and other essential expenses such as food and gas and use that as your baseline. You can round up or down, based on your own comfort level. But remember, liquid assets don’t earn much inter-est, so don’t go overboard and keep all your assets liquid.

As to actual cash, we use the three-day rule. We try to keep enough cash in our home safe to get by for three days in case we have to leave the house suddenly due to a fire or other natu-ral disaster. The amount of money to keep handy is to cover food, gas, hotel rooms, or other emergency needs such as extra clothes or toiletries. For us, that figure is about $1,000. If that amount sounds like too much, calculate your own figure.

Keep an assortment of bills in your home stash. If the power is out and stores are unable to run their registers, a nice supply of one and five dollar bills will be very handy. Keep your money in a home safe or fireproof box along with your other important papers.
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Do a Home Inventory

Is your house ready for any emergency? Walk through your house and yard and ask yourself the following questions:


	Are smoke detectors installed on every level of the house and are batteries current?

	Do you have a working wired landline phone?

	Are battery-operated devices all in working order?

	Are mirrors and heavy pictures well-secured?

	Are hallways and other exits clear and uncluttered?

	Are bookshelves secured to the wall, with heavy items on the lowest shelves?

	Is there a fire extinguisher on each level and do you know how to use it?

	Are flammable or highly reactive chemicals such as bleach, ammonia, and paint thinners stored safely and out of the reach of children?

	Do you know how to turn off water and gas mains and shut down electricity?

	Are sump pumps working? Are generators or other emergency devices in good working order?

	Do all doors and windows have working locks?

	Is your house number visible from the street?

	Are there any trees, limbs, utility poles, or other objects that could cause safety issues?

	Are drainage outlets, eaves troughs, and gutters clear?

	Is there charcoal or extra propane for the outdoor grills?
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Create a Home Emergency Kit

Natural disasters can cause a lot of chaos, and even with the best possible plans in place, it may take emergency personnel a few days to reach everyone and make supplies available.

So what does your family need to get by? Your emergency kit should be designed to last for a minimum of three days and include the following:


	Water. You will need about one gallon of water per person per day for drinking and sanitation.

	Food. You will want at least a three-day supply of non-perishable food that requires minimal or no cooking. If you have babies, make sure formula and diapers are included.

	Manual can opener for opening canned items.

	One flashlight with batteries for every family member.

	One larger fluorescent lantern for illuminating a whole room.

	An LED headlamp, useful for hands-free damage assessment and repairs.

	Battery-operated radio and clock.

	Extra batteries.

	A cooler and ice for items you will need easy access to, like baby formula or refrigerated medicine.

	List of important phone numbers.

	First aid kit, along with important prescription medications. When I get new prescription glasses, I add my old ones to the kit.

	An extra set of car keys.

	Emergency shelter including plastic sheeting or tarps, and duct tape to repair walls or create shelter-in-place.

	Moist towelettes and garbage bags for personal sanitation.

	A basic tool kit, including hammer, screwdriver, wrench, and utility knife.

	Local maps.

	Cell phone with home and car charger or solar charger.

	Sleeping bag or warm blanket for each person.

	Complete change of clothing including a long sleeve shirt, long pants, and sturdy shoes.

	Household chlorine bleach and medicine dropper. When diluted, nine parts water to one part bleach, can be used as a disinfectant.

	Spare tank of propane for outdoor cooking.

	Fire extinguisher.

	Paper and pencil and a supply of books, games, playing cards, or puzzles.
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Choose a cool, dry location to store your emergency supplies. Label food items with the date you are placing them in storage. Keep food in tightly closed plastic containers to keep out rodents, insects, and excess moisture. Place sleeping bags and spare clothing in plastic garbage bags. Tools and other gear can be stored together in another large plastic container. We use five-gallon plastic buckets to store all our supplies.

Maintain your supplies by refreshing them every six months or so. Check dates and discard old items.

Label water containers and replace drinking water with fresh containers. Think about any new or different needs and add to your kit accordingly.
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Pets

Some of the most heartbreaking sights of Hurricane Katrina were the faces of lost and stranded animals. When disaster strikes, it may feel like all you can do is get yourself ready, but the animals in your life are counting on you for protection, so take a little time to get them ready, too.


	Place a rescue alert sticker on the window of your home so emergency workers know that animals may be inside the house.

	Make sure your pet’s collar has current address tags and updated immunization tags. Even better, have your vet insert a microchip. Most animal shelters can scan for microchips so pets can be identified even if they lose their collars.

	Have a bug-out pack ready for them, containing all the items they will need to survive away from home. This will include a leash and an extra collar, three to seven days worth of food and water, feeding bowl, blanket, and crate.

	Photocopy veterinary and immunization records; if you have to shelter the dog in a kennel, you will need to provide evidence of health. Include photographs of the pet in case it gets lost.

	Arrange for a safe shelter for your pet in the event that you have to leave them behind. Locate recommended kennels in other cities, arrange with a friend or family member who can take them, and know what hotels will accept pets.

	Keep a leash near the door at all times in case you need to make a hasty exit. If bad weather threatens, make sure to keep pets in the house. Bad weather can upset pets, and they may hide or even run off if they become disoriented.
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Create a Car Emergency Kit

Keep items in the car in case of an emergency. Never run your car on fumes. There should always be at least half a tank of gas in your car at all times. If you have an appropriate way to store it, consider keeping two weeks’ worth of fuel available for your car. This kit should include:


	Three-day supply of food items containing protein, such as nuts and energy bars

	Three-day supply of water

	Emergency blankets

	Warm clothes, gloves, hat, sturdy boots, jacket, and an extra change of clothes

	Flashlights and extra batteries

	Jumper cables

	Cell phone charger

	An LED headlamp

	First aid kit and necessary medication

	AM/FM radio

	Cat litter or sand for better tire traction

	Shovel and ice scraper

	Basic car tools, including jack, lug wrench, tow chain, and spare parts

	Flares

	Cash
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Pre-Built Emergency Kits

There are a number of good pre-built kits on the market today, designed specifically for emergency use. They generally hold water, purification tablets, and protein bars, along with flashlights, space blanket, basic tools, and first aid supplies.
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The Three-Day Food Plan

Whether you are interested in long-term emergency food storage or not, everyone should have an emergency plan that includes enough easy-to-cook food to last for three days. The good news is that three days’ worth of food can fit comfortably into a little-used cupboard, a closet, in bins under the bed, even in an alcove under the stairs. The location you choose should be cool and dry, without direct sunlight. Take note of appliances or pipes that can overheat small spaces.

Your plan should include the following for each person in your household. Caloric requirements vary, based on size and activity levels, but figure everyone needs between 1,600 and 2,800 calories per day.


	One gallon of potable water per person per day.

	Grains: A minimum of eighteen servings of grains, breads, rice, or pasta; at least six servings per day per person.

	Fruit: A minimum of six servings of any type of fruit, avocados, or tomatoes; at least two servings per day per person.

	Vegetables: A minimum of nine servings of any type of vegetable; at least three servings per day per person.

	Protein: A minimum of six servings of any type of meat, legumes, eggs, peanut butter, or nuts; at least two servings per day per person.

	Dairy: A minimum of six servings of milk, yogurt, or cheese; at least two servings per day per person.
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A three-day emergency menu might look something like this:

Day 1

Breakfast

Granola with milk and canned peaches

Lunch

Split pea soup

Cornbread

Dinner

Angel hair pasta with spaghetti sauce, white beans, and spinach

Day 2

Breakfast

Oatmeal with brown sugar, nuts, raisins, and milk

Lunch

Tuna salad with brown bread

Dinner

Rice

Refried black beans

Corn

Day 3

Breakfast

Pancakes with syrup

Stewed apples

Lunch

Tomato soup

Cheese and rye crackers

Dinner

Brown rice and lentils

Canned peas
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When the Power Goes Out

Refrigerated Food

Most refrigerated foods that are held above 40°F for more than two hours should be considered suspect. If a major power outage lasts more than about four hours, it is likely that most of your refrigerated food will have to be discarded. There are a few exceptions, like hard cheeses, some prepared foods, and most fresh produce. Inspect each item individually for signs of mold or staleness, and discard anything that doesn’t look or smell good.

See the chart below for USDA recommendations.








	REFRIGERATED FOODS: KEEP OR DISCARD?



	KEEP
	DISCARD



	MEATS AND PROTEINS
	MEATS AND PROTEINS



	
	Raw or leftover cooked meat, poultry, fish, or seafood



	
	Soy meat substitutes, tofu



	
	Thawing meat or poultry



	
	Meat, tuna, shrimp, chicken, or egg salads



	
	Gravy, stuffing, broth



	
	Lunchmeats, hot dogs, bacon, sausage, dried beef



	
	Canned hams labeled “Keep Refrigerated”



	
	Canned meats and fish, opened



	
	Casseroles, soups, stews



	DAIRY
	DAIRY



	Hard Cheeses: cheddar, Swiss, provolone
	Soft Cheeses



	Processed cheeses
	Shredded Cheeses



	Parmesan, Romano, whole or grated
	Low-fat cheeses



	Butter, margarine
	Milk and milk products



	
	Baby formula, opened



	
	Fresh eggs, hard-cooked in shell, egg dishes, egg products



	
	Custards and puddings, quiche



	FRUITS
	FRUITS



	Fresh fruit juices, opened
	Fresh fruits, cut



	Fresh canned fruits, opened
	



	Fresh fruits, coconut, raisins, dried fruits, candied fruits, dates
	



	SAUCES AND CONDIMENTS
	SAUCES AND CONDIMENTS



	Jelly, relish, taco sauce, mustard, catsup, olives, pickles
	Opened mayonnaise, tartar sauce, horseradish



	Worcestershire, soy, barbecue, hoisin sauces
	Opened cream-based dressings



	Opened vinegar-based dressings
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