
Prepare for the Worst:  How CILs Can Assist INDIVIDUALS in Disaster 
Preparation 

 
As hurricane season again approaches, disaster preparation is very much on our minds—especially those of us who live and 
work near the coastal regions of our country. Disasters can take many forms—earthquakes, floods, fires, tornadoes, 
snowstorms, even terrorist attacks, so preparation is important no matter where we live. As time passed after the terrorist attacks 
of 2001, we slipped into complacency. Until hurricanes Katrina and Rita struck with such great force, few of us had devoted 
nearly enough attention to disaster preparation. National leaders are now beginning to speak of creating a “culture of 
preparedness.” We in the IL field can ensure through our advocacy efforts that the words of officials do become more than just 
rhetoric. We can also play important roles in creating a culture of preparedness within the disability community—individual, 
organizational, and community preparation. 

Since the hurricanes struck, we at ILRU have assisted over 3,000 people with disabilities affected by the storms. As we’ve 
provided help, we’ve also learned much about what to do and what not to do in preparing for disaster. We’ve also spoken and 
worked with directors and staff of affected centers. They’ve given us much good information on what worked and didn’t work for 
them. 

Based on what we’ve learned from those who have experienced disaster, along with good information we’ve gathered from a 
variety of sources, we have created three newsletters to help all of us prepare for the worst. This first newsletter focuses on how 
centers can assist individuals. Soon we’ll publish two more newsletters: one will address organizational preparation for centers; 
the other will describe advocacy efforts of centers to ensure governments at all levels, as well as service organizations, meet 
their obligation to people with disabilities in times of disaster. 

The good news is that many preparation steps are simple and they can make a big difference in how individuals and 
organizations survive major disruption. In these pages we trust you’ll find many good ideas that will help you help those in our 
community. 

--Richard Petty, IL NET Director  

  

Nine Points of Preparation 

This newsletter is written for any individual with a disability who may face a disaster. That could well be any of us. As we’ve 
spoken with thousands of people with disabilities, worked with CILs, and experienced a harrowing evacuation ourselves, we’ve 
come to believe that we must adopt a mindset of preparation. Others are urging a culture of preparation. Whatever name we give 
to it, we need to be better prepared. We’ve also learned that we as people with disabilities must plan even more aggressively. 
Few people fare well in a disaster; we fared more poorly than most in the recent disasters. From this perspective, we’ve 
developed the following key points about preparation and evacuation: 

• Set up a personal emergency fund to cover at least the first few days of your evacuation. Even if you have limited 
income, try to find a way to put even a few dollars aside each month. Ask friends, family, a church, or charitable 
organization to assist. Set the money aside somewhere—maybe in a savings account—where you can get to it 
quickly. By keeping it separate from your other money, you’ll be less tempted to spend it, so it can be available when 
you truly need it. Get an automated teller machine bank card so you can do banking from other places if you 
evacuate. Use direct deposit for benefit checks and paychecks whenever you can. You may not be able to get to your 
local bank yourself.  

• Prepare the best portable emergency kit you can. Many recommendations from FEMA and other organizations 
appear to assume most people have their own transportation and can haul lots of stuff in their vehicle. Many of us with 
disabilities don’t have that luxury, so our portable emergency kits can’t be nearly so extensive. Select the things you’ll 
need most. Try to put the kits in one or two small travel bags so you can grab them quickly. Include some water. Many 
people who survived the hurricanes reported extreme dehydration because they had no water. If you have a service 
animal, don’t forget their needs. Lists of emergency kit supplies are included in this newsletter.  

• Prepare an emergency kit for your home in case you have no warning of the disaster and must stay. This kit can be 
more extensive than your portable kit. Be sure to include water and food for you, your family, service animals, and 
pets.  

• Plan for where you can go to get away from the disaster. Ask a relative or friend in another town ahead of time if you 
can plan to go there to stay at least for a few days.  

• Plan for how you’ll evacuate. You might ask a friend or relative if you can leave with them. Make sure you get a clear, 
firm commitment from someone you can trust. Even create a backup arrangement in case your first option falls 
through. You could also consider buying a bus or train ticket ahead of time.  

• If you have warning of an impending disaster, get away and get away as early as you possibly can. This is especially 
true if you require accessible transportation (paratransit systems are quickly overloaded), or if you would have 
problems tolerating heat or long waits in traffic. In Katrina, most who tried to leave after the evacuation order were 



unable to. In the Rita evacuation from Houston, many people who left during the two days before the storm were 
stranded on freeways for hours.  

• If you can handle your own evacuation, remember many of your brothers and sisters with disabilities cannot. Offer 
whatever assistance you can.  

• If you don’t think you’ll be able to evacuate, find out ahead of time where you can go for shelter. Do try to evacuate; 
staying in a shelter should be a last alternative. The Red Cross and other service organizations continue to operate 
with an ill defined “special needs” approach to sheltering. Be specific about what needs you have and press for details 
about what shelters can and will meet them. Be aware that if you need personal assistance and are without your own 
PCA, you may be at risk of nursing home placement. Also, if you’re a ventilator user and know you’ll need emergency 
power, explain this carefully and make sure planners truly understand your needs. It’s also risky because local 
shelters may be poor alternatives; if you live in a coastal community and a level five hurricane strikes, local shelters, if 
available at all, are likely to be far less safe than evacuating.  

• Plan for your safety when evacuating or in a shelter, and when you return after a disaster. Try to protect yourself from 
assault or robbery. Always be with others you know and trust. Be alert. Try to avoid people and situations that could 
put you in harms way. Don’t go places alone and especially don’t return to your home if you can’t be certain the area 
is secure.  

• Advocate for better community planning. Work with others with disabilities to ensure that the needs of the disability 
community are met. Your life and the lives of others will depend on it.  

Preparing to Evacuate--A Way Out 

Whether you experience high wind, high waters, low temperatures, or any other natural disaster, your preparation steps can 
make a difference in how you survive and recover. You may or may not have much warning that a disaster is imminent so the 
time to prepare is now. 

Plan escape routes from your home, work, and other places you go often. For example, always check for emergency exits. 
Consider how you’ll get to exits if there is no power and you’re in the dark.  

If it helps you, make a diagram of the layout of your house or workplace and plan more than one escape route in the event of a 
sudden disaster. Place copies of the diagram in key places. Place them at the proper level for wheelchair users, smaller family 
members, and children. Make the diagram accessible, if needed, whether in large letters or as a tactile diagram. Consider how 
you’ll handle different kinds of disasters—rising water, wind, fire, earthquake, etc. Practice your escape every month or so. 

For some emergencies and/or evacuations, you might be instructed to turn off your utilities before you leave home. Find out how 
to turn off the water, gas, and electricity to your house before you’re in the middle of a disaster. And remember; do not turn the 
gas back on yourself. Someone from your local utility company must do that. Plan where to meet outside—perhaps a neighbor’s 
house or neighborhood business. 

A Point of Contact Away from Your City 

You will want to have a place to call where you can check to make sure that people are all right – and to assure others that 
you’re all right. Establish a point of contact outside your city. If your area experiences a natural disaster, you, your family, even 
friends, can plan ahead of time to check in with a friend or relative. If you are separated from family or friends, a distant contact 
like this may be the only way you’ll be able to know where others are and if they’re safe. Work groups, such as a CIL, can also 
do this. Make up small cards for family, friends, or coworkers. Have the friend’s or relative’s number and other emergency 
contact info on it for each family member (or friend or coworker). That way, you can call the contact to see if they have heard 
from other family members if you’ve lost touch in an evacuation. 

Important Papers 

Keep important papers in a safe location. That is pretty simple. The harder part may be deciding what to include in the category 
of “important papers.” During the hurricanes of 2005, particularly Katrina, one of the biggest obstacles to getting services for 
evacuees was the lack of documentation. FEMA wanted some form of identification, which some people did not have. To be 
eligible for some forms of assistance, a copy of a lease was required. Most people who thought to take important papers when 
evacuating did not include their lease agreements. Even insurance policies were often left behind. All insurance policies should 
be kept with the rest of your important papers.  

Birth certificates, marriage certificates, divorce papers, custody papers, guardianship papers, wills, powers of attorney, 
passports, deeds, immunization records, property records, and social security cards should also be included. Be sure to have the 
names and phone numbers of all treating physicians, your bank, your therapists, and your pharmacy. If you keep important 
records, especially financial information, on your computer, back up that information onto disks that you can take with you. 

Make a record of your residence and personal property for insurance purposes. One easy way is to take photographs of your 
home – both outside and inside. Be sure to include your personal belongings, especially those that have value. And don’t forget 
your medical equipment. There is a free Household and Personal Property Inventory that you can download from the University 



of Illinois at www.ag.uiuc.edu/~vista/abstracts/ahouseinv.html. 

Emergency and First Aid Kits 

Your own first aid kit should include the usual items in a first aid kit plus any prescription medications you take. Below are 
checklists from FEMA you can use to make sure that your emergency kits have everything you will need. FEMA recommends 
having separate kits at home, at work, and even in your car. Of course, if you don’t have a car and you use public transportation, 
put together a smaller kit with things most essential for you. 

Early Training 

Before you are in the midst of a disaster, consider taking a Red Cross first aid course, CPR training, and learning how to properly 
operate a fire extinguisher. 

To Leave or Not To Leave 

You may, at some point before or during a disaster, make a decision about whether to leave. Your decision will likely be based 
on whether there is time to leave, road conditions, and what emergency management officials are advising. 

If you have a disability, there are additional considerations. If you are hearing impaired, you might need to make special 
arrangements to receive the audible warnings that others will hear. If you have a mobility impairment, you may need to make 
special arrangements for transportation and check on the accessibility of a shelter in advance. If you have life-sustaining medical 
equipment, you will need to make arrangements for that to be evacuated with you. If you have special dietary needs, you need to 
be sure that you have an adequate emergency food supply.   

If evacuation is even mentioned as a possibility, start gathering what you will need to take with you and don’t forget extra 
wheelchair batteries, oxygen, catheters, medication, and food for service animals. 

Registration 

Your community’s emergency management office may offer the opportunity for individuals with disabilities to register in a 
database if they will need special assistance during a disaster because of their disability. If you think you might want to register, 
be sure to ask what services are promised to people who register and what the consequence is of not registering. 

Service Animals 

First, remember you have a right for your service animal to accompany you wherever you go. There are persistent rumors of 
people who were forced to leave service animals behind in the Katrina evacuation. Make sure your service animal is wearing 
identification, ideally identification that shows the animal is a service animal. There is no legal requirement for this, but it might 
help in the chaos of an evacuation. This could make a difference in how the animal is treated if you should become separated. 

If you evacuate, be sure to take your service animal’s medications and medical records, along with a sturdy harness. Take 
enough pet food and water to last three days. Taking some of your service animal’s familiar items may help reduce stress for 
your animal. Take a description and a photo of your service animal with you in case you become separated. 

Pets 

Plan in advance for what you will do with your pets (not service animals) by keeping extra pet supplies, keeping up-to-date 
veterinary records, making sure your pet is wearing identification, and getting a pet carrier. Contact animal shelters in your area 
in advance to find out about services they may offer during an evacuation. If you have an idea about where you will go if your 
area is evacuated, call ahead to find out which hotels will accept pets and/or where local animal boarding facilities are located in 
the place where you plan to go. 

Pets are generally not permitted in shelters. Service animals must be permitted in shelters. 

After the Disaster 

If you take refuge in a neighborhood shelter, or if you shelter in your home, you still need to plan ahead. Following a natural 
disaster, you may not be able to get any help for several days. You need to have your own food and fresh water and other 
supplies to last for at least three days. It is likely that you will be without one or more basic services like electricity, gas, water, or 
telephones for days or weeks.  



 

WHAT TO TAKE WITH YOU IF YOU HAVE WARNING OF AN IMPENDING 

DISASTER AND DECIDE TO EVACUATE  

You may, at some point before or during a disaster, make a decision about whether to leave. Your decision will likely be based 
on whether there is time to leave, road conditions, and what emergency management officials are advising.  

If evacuation is even mentioned as a possibility, start gathering what you will need to take with you and don’t forget extra 
wheelchair batteries, oxygen, catheters, medication, and food for service animals. 

Complete a personal assessment. Decide what you will be able to do for yourself and what assistance you may need before, 
during, and after a disaster. 

Create a card with important information on it.  

Below is a sample published by FEMA: a text version of the FEMA card is located here 

 

  

Prepare your vehicle for what could be a very long ride. Stock your vehicle with necessities such as water, food, pillows and 
blankets, toilet paper, current maps, baby supplies, pet supplies, and prescription medicines. Make sure your gas tank is full—
service stations may become inoperable.  Bring personal identification and proof of residency—your driver’s license, a utility bill 
or rent receipt—in case you will need Red Cross or FEMA assistance.  Create an emergency communication list in case you are 
separated from family and friends. Include all your home, work, and cell numbers and exchange lists with family, friends, and 
neighbors. Keep the lists at home, at work and in your cars. In addition, designate a contact person who lives outside the area 
for everyone to reach in case of evacuations.  Charge up or check camera batteries. You may need to take photos of damage 
after a storm.  Take inventory of your valuables and your home.  Make a videotape, take photos or keep a written log.   

EVACUATION CHECKLIST  

ITEM 

Cash or travelers’ checks and coins  
(banks may close and ATMs may be inoperable) 



Credit cards: also make a copy of the back of your credit cards (the 
back has contact numbers you may need—especially if you lose 
them) 

Extra set of house keys and car keys 

Personal identification (Driver’s license/Passport) 

Social Security cards 

  

 
PERSONAL ITEMS 

Deodorants, sunscreen 

Light blanket and small pillow for traveling 

Lip balm, insect repellent 

Outerwear appropriate to the climate 

Razor, shaving cream 

Shampoo, comb, and brush 

Tooth paste, toothbrushes 

Towelettes, soap, hand sanitizer 

Vitamins 

Washcloth and towel 

Water, snacks, etc.  

  

 
COPIES OF THE FOLLOWING  

(keep these items in a portable container): 

Bank account numbers 

Birth certificate 

Deeds 

Emergency contact list and phone numbers 

Immunization records 

Insurance papers 

Inventory of household goods 

Map of the area and phone numbers of places you could go 

Marriage certificate/Divorce papers/Custody orders 

Medical information, doctor/pharmacy contact info 

School report cards/ IEPs, if child is in school 

Stocks and bonds 

Wills, powers of attorney 

  

 
PET SUPPLIES 

Medications, medical records and a first-aid kit in a waterproof container 

Sturdy leashes, harnesses and/or carriers (Even gentle pets may bite or try to run away under stress.) 

Secure collars with up-to-date information 

Current photos in case pets are lost 

Food, water, bowls, cat litter pan and manual can opener 

Information on feeding schedules, medical conditions, behavior in case you have to foster or board your 
pets 

  

 



WHAT TO KEEP AT HOME IF YOU DECIDE NOT TO EVACUATE 

Move valuables, personal papers, family photos and important computer disks that you  may not be able to take with you to a 
water proof container on the highest level of your home  

 
CLOTHES AND BEDDING SUPPLIES 

Blankets/sleeping bags and pillows 

Complete change of clothes 

Extra socks 

Extra underwear 

Hat and gloves 

Rain gear 

Sturdy shoes or boots 

Sunglasses 

Thermal underwear 

  

 
SANITATION AND HYGIENE SUPPLIES 

A small shovel for digging a latrine 

Contact lens solutions 

Deodorants, sunscreen 

Disinfectant and household chlorine bleach 

Feminine supplies 

Heavy-duty plastic garbage bags and ties for personal sanitation 
uses 

Lip balm, insect repellent 

Medium-sized plastic bucket with tight lid 

Mirror 

Razor, shaving cream 

Shampoo, comb, and brush 

Toilet paper 

Tooth paste, toothbrushes 

Towelettes, soap, hand sanitizer 

Washcloth and towel 

  

 
EQUIPMENT AND TOOLS 

Assorted nails, wood screws, and rope 

Battery-operated travel alarm clock 

Chain saw and extra gas 

Compass 

Duct tape, masking tape, and scissors  

Flashlight and extra batteries 

Matches in a waterproof container (or waterproof matches) 

NOAA Weather Radio, if appropriate for your area 

Work gloves 

Plastic sheeting 

Pliers, screwdriver, hammer, crowbar 

Portable, battery-powered radio or television and extra 
batteries 



Shut-off wrench, shovel, and other tools 

Signal flare 

Tube tent 

Whistle 

  

 
KITCHEN ITEMS 

All-purpose knife 

Aluminum foil and plastic wrap 

Household liquid bleach to treat drinking water 

Manual can opener 

Mess kits or paper cups, plates, and plastic utensils 

Needles and thread 

Paper, pens, and pencils 

Resealable plastic bags 

Small canister, ABC-type fire extinguisher 

Small cooking stove and a can of cooking fuel 

Soap and liquid detergent 

Sugar, salt, pepper 

  

 

Food and Water That You Need With You  

SUPPLIES HOME VEHICLE WORK 

3-day supply of non-perishable foods       

Canned or boxed juices, milk, and soup       

Cereals       

Cookies, hard candy       

High-energy foods such as peanut butter, jelly, low-sodium crackers, granola bars, and 
trail mix 

      

Instant coffee       

Powdered milk       

Ready-to-eat meats, fruits, and vegetables       

Special foods for infants or persons on special diets       

Water (3 gallons per person) in any clean containers—bathtubs, bottles, pots, etc. as 
the water supply may become contaminated 

      

 
Emergency and First Aid Kit Locations 

Since you do not know where you will be when an emergency occurs, prepare supplies for home, work, and vehicles.  A disaster 
supply kit is a collection of basic items that members of a household may need in the event of a disaster.  Your disaster supplies 
kit should contain essential food, water, and supplies for at least three days. 

 
HOME  

WORK CAR 

Keep your disaster supply kit and a 
completely stocked first aid kit in a 
designated place and have it ready in 
case you have to leave your home 
quickly. Make sure all family members 

This kit should be in one container, and ready 
to “grab and go” in case you are evacuated 
from your home or workplace. 

In case you are stranded, keep a 
kit of emergency supplies in your 
car. 



know where the kits are kept. 

Additionally, you may want to consider 
having supplies for sheltering for up to 
two weeks. 

Make sure you have food and water in the kit. 
Also, be sure to have comfortable walking 
shoes at your workplace in case an 
evacuation requires walking long distances. 

This kit should contain food, water, first aid 
supplies, flares, jumper cables, and seasonal 
supplies. 

This kit should contain food, 
water, first aid supplies, flares, 
jumper cables, and seasonal 
supplies. 

 
Maintaining Emergency Food Kits 

Once you put your disaster kits together, it is important that you maintain them. You want them to be safe to use by the 
time you need them. FEMA has tips to keep your supplies ready and in good condition: 

• Keep canned foods in a dry place where the temperature is cool.  

• Store boxed food in tightly closed plastic or metal containers to protect from pests and to extend its shelf life.  

• Throw out any canned good that becomes swollen, dented, or corroded.  

• Use foods before they go bad, and replace them with fresh supplies.  

• Place new items at the back of the storage area and older ones in the front.  

• Change stored food and water supplies every six months. Be sure to write the date you store it on all 
containers.  

• Keep items in airtight plastic bags and put your entire disaster supplies kit in one or two easy-to-carry 
containers, such as an unused trashcan, camping backpack, or duffel bag.  

  

  

For more information, contact:  

Independent Living Research Utilization  
2323 S. Shepherd, Suite 1000 
Houston, Texas  77019 
Voice: 713-520-0232 Ext. 130 
TTY: 713-520-5136 
Fax: 713-520-5785 
IL NET or ILRU 
 
This document may be reproduced for noncommercial use without prior permission if the author and ILRU are cited.  

The mission of the IL NET is to provide training and technical assistance on a variety of issues central to independent living 
today--understanding the Rehab Act, what the statewide independent living council is and how it can operate most effectively, 
management issues for centers for independent living, systems advocacy, computer networking, and others. Training activities 
are conducted conference-style, via long-distance communication, webcasts, through widely disseminated print and audio 
materials, and through the promotion of a strong national network of centers and individuals in the independent living field.  

ILRU is a program of The Institute for Rehabilitation and Research (TIRR), a nationally recognized, free-standing medical 
rehabilitation facility for persons with physical and cognitive disabilities. TIRR is part of TIRR Systems, which is a not-for-profit 
corporation dedicated to providing a continuum of services to individuals with disabilities. 

Substantial support for development of this publication was provided by the Rehabilitation Services Administration, U.S. 
Department of Education. The content is the responsibility of ILRU and no official endorsement of the Department of Education 
should be inferred. 

 


