
Preparing Emergencies for
the Special Needs Population

A checklist for People with Mobility Problems

Helping Children Cope With a Traumatic Event

For the millions of Americans with mobility problems, emergencies such as fires and floods 
present a special challenge. Protecting yourself and your family when disaster strikes requires 
planning ahead. This checklist will help you get started. Discuss these ideas with your family, 
friends, or a personal care attendant, and prepare an emergency plan Post the plan where 
everyone will see it. 

A fire, earthquake or car accident is a trauma for anyone.  It can be especially so for children.  
A child's view of his or her world as a safe and predictable place is temporary lost.  Most 
children have difficulty understanding the damage, injuries or death that can result from an 
unexpected or uncontrollable event.

 

Emergency Checklist
Ask Questions 
Call your local emergency management office or Red Cross chapter. 
a Ask what kind of disasters could occur in your area and how to prepare for each. 
a Ask how you would be warned of an emergency.
a Ask about special assistance that may be available to you in an emergency. Many communities ask 
    people with a disability to register, usually with the local fire department or emergency management 
    office, so needed help can be provided quickly in an emergency.
a Ask your supervisor about emergency plans at your workplace.
a Ask your childrens' teachers and caregivers about emergency plans for schools and day-care centers.
a If you currently use a personal care attendant obtained from an agency, check to see if the agency 
    has special provisions for emergencies (e.g., providing services at another location should an   
    evacuation be ordered).

Create a Plan 
a Meet with household members or your personal care attendant. Discuss the dangers of fire, severe 
    weather, earthquakes, and other emergencies that might occur in your community.
a Determine what you will need to do for each type of emergency. For example, most people head    
    for a basement when there is a tornado warning, but most basements are not wheelchair-accessible. 
    Determine in advance what your alternative shelter will be and how you will get there.
a Post emergency telephone numbers near  telephones and teach your children how and when to call 
    for help. 
a Learn what to do in case of power outages and personal injuries. Know how to connect or start a 
    back-up power supply for essential medical equipment. 
a If you or someone in your household uses a wheelchair, make more than one exit from your home 
    wheelchair-accessible in case the primary exit is blocked in a disaster. 
a Teach those who may need to assist you in an emergency how to operate necessary equipment.
a Arrange for a relative or neighbor to check on you in an emergency. 
a Learn how to turn off the water, gas, and electricity at main valves or switches. 
a Plan and practice how to escape from your home in an emergency. 
a Consider getting a medical alert system that will allow you to call for help if you are immobilized in 
    an emergency. 
a If you live in an apartment, ask the management to identify and mark accessible exits.
a Learn your community's evacuation routes. 
a Listen to a battery-operated radio for emergency information. 
a Pick one out-of-state and one local friend or relative for family member to call if separated by 
    disaster. 
a Pick two meeting places: 
          1) A place near your home in case of fire.
          2) A place outside your neighborhood in case you cannot return home after a disaster. 
a Keep family records in a watertight, fire-proof container. 

Prepare a Disaster Supplies Kit 
Assemble supplies you might need in an evacuation. Store them in an easy-to- carry container such as 
a backpack or duffel bag. 

Include: 
a A battery-powered radio, flashlight, and plenty of extra batteries for them.
a A first aid kit, prescription medicines, and an extra pair of glasses.
a A supply of water (one gallon per person per day). Store water in sealed, unbreakable containers. 
    Identify the storage date and replace every six months.
a A supply of non-perishable food and a non-electric can opener, plus any special foods you require. 
a If you have a baby, include extra diapers and other infant care items.
a Extra wheelchair batteries, oxygen, medication, catheters, food for guide or service dogs, or other 
    special equipment you might need. 
a A change of clothing, rain gear, and sturdy shoes. 
a Blankets or sleeping bags.
a A list of farnily physicians and the relative or friend who should be notified if you are injured. 
a A list of the style and serial numbers of medical devices such as pacemakers.
a An extra set of car keys. 

Also. . . 
a Store back-up equipment, such as a manual wheelchair, at a neighbor's home, school, or your 
    workplace. 

Home Hazard Hunt 
In ill a disaster, anything that can move, fall, break, or cause a fire is a potential hazard. 
a Repair defective electrical wiring. Smell for leaky gas connections. If you smell gas, turn the gas off 
    and call a professional to repair it.
a Keep the shut-off switch for oxygen equipment near your bed or chair, so you can get to it quickly 
    if there is a fire.
a Fasten shelves securely to the wall. Place large, heavy objects on lower shelves or the floor. 
a Hang pictures and mirrors away from beds. Bolt large pictures or mirrors to the wall. 
a Secure water heater by strapping it to a nearby wall. 
a Repair cracks in ceilings or foundations. Brace overhead light fixtures. 
a Store weed killers, pesticides, and flarnrnable products away from heat sources. 
a Have chimneys, flue pipes, vent connectors, and gas vents cleaned and repaired by a professional. 

If You Need to Evacuate 
a Listen to a battery-powered radio for location of emergency shelters. Know in advance the location 
    of wheelchair accessible shelters. Follow instructions of local officials.
a Wear appropriate clothing and sturdy shoes.
a Take your Disaster Supplies Kit.
a Lock your house.
a Use the travel routes specified or special assistance provided by local officials.

If you are sure you have time... 
a Shut off water, gas and electricity if instructed to do so.
a Let others know when you left and where you are going. 
a Make arrangements for pets. Animals other than service animals may not be allowed in public 
    shelters. 

Prepare a Car Kit 
Include: 
a Battery-powered radio, flashlight, extra batteries, and maps. 
a Blanket and first aid kit.
a Shovel.
a Tire repair kit, booster cables, pump and flares.
a Fire extinguisher (5 lb., A-B-C type)
a Bottled water and non-perishable foods such as granola bars, raisins, and cookies.

Fire Safety
a Plan two escape routes out of each room.  If you cannot use the stairways, make special 
    arrangements for help in advance.  Never use the elevators.
a Install smoke detectors. Clean and test smoke detectors once a month. Change batteries at least 
    once a year.
a Consider installing home sprinklers. 
a If there is a fire, do not try to fight the fife. Get out fast. Do not stop for pets or possessions. Call the 
    fire department after you are outside. Never go back into a burning building. 
a Feel the bottom of the door with the palm of your hand. If it is hot, find another way out. 

How Might Children React?
Fear and anxiety
Children are afraid that the trauma will happen again, and that they or their family will be injured or 
killed.  A child's most central fear is that he or she will be left alone.  these fears are very real to a 
child, even if they seem exaggerated to adults.

"Childish" or regressive behavior
Children's fear and anxiety may cause them to act younger than their age.  They may begin behavior 
such as bed-wetting, thumb-sucking, and being very clingy or afraid of strangers.  An older child, who 
has been independent in has or her activities away from the family, may wish to spend more time at 
home.  A child does not want ot act immaturely, and may not even realize that he or she is, but the 
anxiety may temporarily disrupt his or her normal, more mature behavior.

Bedtime problems
Frequently children show their anxiey and fear through having nightmares or being afraid of sleeping 
alone.  They may develop fears of the dark or have difficulty falling or staying asleep at night.

Physical reactions
Some children have stomachaches, headaches, nausea, eating problems or other physical symptoms of 
distress.  These can be in response to fear, guilt, anger, or feeling vulnerable to future tragedies.

"Trigger" responses
Sometimes a child will associate a particular smell, sound, object, or activity with the trauma.  
Whenever he is exposed to that reminder, excessive anxiety, avoidance of the trigger, and sometimes 
physical reactions will follow.

Problems with thinking
Children of all ages can experience difficulties with concentration.  Many find that they are easily 
distracted and feel somewhat confused and disoriented.
 

What can I do to help a child? 
Keep family routines
Children benefit from the family routine of meals, activities, and bedtimes being kept as close to 
normal as possible.  This allows a child to feel more security and control.  As much as possible, 
children should stay with people whom they feel most familiar. 

Indulge special needs
Allow a traumatized child to be more dependent on you for a period of time following the trauma.  
This may involve more holding or hugs than usual, not sleeping alone, having the light left on, returnig 
to a favorite teddy bear or blanket, or permission to be clingy rather than socially outgoing.

Talk about what happened
Children express their feelings in different ways.  Some children will be numb, withdrawn, and unable 
to talk about the event.  Others will experience intense spurts of sadness or anger and recognition of 
what has happened, and other periods of denial when they act as if the event has not occured.
Children are often confused about the facts and their feelings; talking can help clarify what they 
understand and what they need to hear.

Here are some ideas for talking with the child in your home, classroom or 

neighborhood:
a Notice when your child has questions and wants to talk.
a Listen to your child's feelings and accept them, even if they are different from yours.
a Give honest, simple, brief answers to your child's questions.
a Make sure that your child understands your answers and the meaning that you intend.
a Use words or phrases that won't confuse your child ro make the world more frightening (e.g. using
    "sleep" for death can cause a child to be afraid of going to bed; associating the concept of 
    punishment with a disastrous event may cause a child to feel personally threatened).
a Create opportunities for your children to talk with each other about what happened and how they
    are feeling.
a Be especially loving and supportive; more than anyone else, your child needs you at this time.

When to Seek Professional Help
Children are incredibly resilient, even though they can be deeply affected by trauma or losses.  All of 
the reaction previously mentioned are viewed as normal by family counselors.  Sometimes a child can 
be helped by a councelor who can provide a safe and neutral place to talk about what happened and 
the associated feelings.  You, as a parent or caring adult in the child's life, may have done your best job 
of listening, being supportive, answering questions or trying to bring up discussing of feelings.
Getting professional help is a good idea if a child is experiencing any of the following changes for 
longer that three months following the trauma:
a behavioral or academic problems at school
a aggressive outbursts
a withdrawal from usual social activities or play with other children
a frequent nightmares or other sleep disturbances
a physical problems such as nausea, headaches, weight gain or loss
a intense anxiety or avoidance behavior that is triggered by reminders of the event
a depression or a sense of hopelessness about life or the future
a alcohol or drug use problem
a dangerous risk-taking behavior
a continued preoccupation with the event as a primary focus in life.

These information was reprinted with permission of the American Red Cross.  For additional information about how to 
prepare for hazards in your community, contact your local emergency management office, Red Cross chapter, or write the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency, Office of Emergency Management, Washington, D.C. 20472.


