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• Tornado 
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HOUSEHOLD CHEMICAL EMERGENCY 
 
Nearly every household uses products containing hazardous materials or chemicals.  Although 
the risk of a chemical accident is slight, knowing how to handle these products and how to react 
during an emergency can reduce the risk of injury. 
 
There are probably many hazardous materials throughout your home. Take a tour of your home 
to see where these materials are located. Use the list of common hazardous household items to 
guide you in your hunt. Once you have located a product, check the label and take the necessary 
steps to ensure that you are using, storing, and disposing of the material according to the 
manufacturer’s directions. 
 
It is critical to store household chemicals in places where children cannot access them. 
Remember that products such as aerosol cans of hair spray and deodorant, nail polish and nail 
polish remover, toilet bowl cleaners, and furniture polishes all fall into the category of hazardous 
materials. 
 
Before a Household Chemical Emergency 
 
Guidelines for buying and storing hazardous household chemicals safely: 
• Buy only as much of a chemical as you think you will use. Leftover material can be shared 

with neighbors or donated to a business, charity, or government agency. For example, excess 
pesticide could be offered to a greenhouse or garden center, and theater groups often need 
surplus paint. Some communities have organized waste exchanges where household 
hazardous chemicals and waste can be swapped or given away. 

• Keep products containing hazardous materials in their original containers and never remove 
the labels unless the container is corroding. Corroding containers should be repackaged and 
clearly labeled. 

• Never store hazardous products in food containers. 
• Never mix household hazardous chemicals or waste with other products. Incompatibles, such 

as chlorine bleach and ammonia, may react, ignite, or explode. 
  
Take precautions to prevent and respond to accidents: 
• Follow the manufacturer’s instructors for the proper use of the household chemical. 
• Never smoke while using household chemicals. 
• Never use hair spray, cleaning solutions, paint products, or pesticides near an open flame 

(e.g., pilot light, lighted candle, fireplace, wood burning stove, etc.) Although you may not be 
able to see or smell them, vapor particles in the air could catch fire or explode. 

• Clean up any chemical spill immediately. Use rags to clean up the spill. Wear gloves and eye 
protection. Allow the fumes in the rags to evaporate outdoors, then dispose of the rags by 
wrapping them in a newspaper and placing them in a sealed plastic bag in your trash can. 

• Dispose of hazardous materials correctly. Take household hazardous waste to a local 
collection program. Check with your county or state environmental or solid waste agency to 
learn if there is a household hazardous waste collection program in your area. 
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• Post the number of the emergency medical services and the poison control center by all 
telephones. In an emergency situation, you may not have time to look up critical phone 
numbers. The national poison control number is (800) 222-1222. 

  
During a Household Chemical Emergency 
 
If there is a danger of fire or explosion: 
• Get out of the residence immediately. Do not waste time collecting items or calling the fire 

department when you are in danger. Call the fire department from outside (a cellular phone or 
a neighbor’s phone) once you are safely away from danger. 

• Stay upwind and away from the residence to avoid breathing toxic fumes. 
  
Recognize and respond to symptoms of toxic poisoning: 
• Difficulty breathing.  
• Irritation of the eyes, skin, throat, or respiratory tract.  
• Changes in skin color.  
• Headache or blurred vision.  
• Dizziness.  
• Clumsiness or lack of coordination.  
• Cramps or diarrhea. 
  
If someone is experiencing toxic poisoning symptoms or has been exposed to a household 
chemical: 
• Find any containers of the substance that are readily available in order to provide requested 

information. Call the national poison control center at 1 (800) 222-1222. 
• Follow the emergency operator or dispatcher’s first aid instructions carefully. The first aid 

advice found on containers may be out of date or inappropriate. Do not give anything by 
mouth unless advised to do so by a medical professional.  

• Discard clothing that may have been contaminated. Some chemicals may not wash out 
completely. 
 



 

 4

FIRE 
 
Each year, more than 4,000 Americans die and more than 25,000 are injured in fires, many of 
which could be prevented. Direct property loss due to fires is estimated at $8.6 billion annually. 
 
To protect yourself, it is important to understand the basic characteristics of fire. Fire spreads 
quickly; there is no time to gather valuables or make a phone call. In just two minutes, a fire can 
become life-threatening. In five minutes, a residence can be engulfed in flames. 
 
Heat and smoke from fire can be more dangerous than the flames. Inhaling the super-hot air can 
sear your lungs. Fire produces poisonous gases that make you disoriented and drowsy. Instead of 
being awakened by a fire, you may fall into a deeper sleep. Asphyxiation is the leading cause of 
fire deaths, exceeding burns by a three-to-one ratio. 
 
What to do before a fire 
 
The following are things you can do to protect yourself, your family, and your property in the 
event of a fire: 
 
Smoke Alarms 
• Install smoke alarms. Properly working smoke alarms decrease your chances of dying in a 

fire by half. 
• Place smoke alarms on every level of your residence. Place them outside bedrooms on the 

ceiling or high on the wall (4 to 12 inches from ceiling), at the top of open stairways, or at the 
bottom of enclosed stairs and near (but not in) the kitchen. 

• Test and clean smoke alarms once a month and replace batteries at least once a year. Replace 
smoke alarms once every 10 years. 
 

Escaping the Fire 
• Review escape routes with your family. Practice escaping from each room. 
• Make sure windows are not nailed or painted shut. Make sure security gratings on windows 

have a fire safety opening feature so they can be easily opened from the inside. 
• Consider escape ladders if your residence has more than one level, and ensure that burglar 

bars and other antitheft mechanisms that block outside window entry are easily opened from 
the inside. 

• Teach family members to stay low to the floor (where the air is safer in a fire) when escaping 
from a fire. 

• Clean out storage areas. Do not let trash, such as old newspapers and magazines accumulate. 
 
Flammable Items 
• Never use gasoline, benzine, naptha, or similar flammable liquids indoors. 
• Store flammable liquids in approved containers in well-ventilated storage areas. 
• Never smoke near flammable liquids. 
• Discard all rags or materials that have been soaked in flammable liquids after you have used 

them. Safely discard them outdoors in a metal container. 
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• Insulate chimneys and place spark arresters on top. The chimney should be at least three feet 
higher than the roof. Remove branches hanging above and around the chimney. 

 
Heating Sources 
• Be careful when using alternative heating sources. 
• Check with your local fire department on the legality of using kerosene heaters in your 

community. Be sure to fill kerosene heaters outside, and be sure they have cooled. 
• Place heaters at least three feet away from flammable materials. Make sure the floor and 

nearby walls are properly insulated. 
• Use only the type of fuel designated for your unit and follow manufacturer’s instructions. 
• Store ashes in a metal container outside and away from your residence. 
• Keep open flames away from walls, furniture, drapery, and flammable items. 
• Keep a screen in front of the fireplace. 
• Have heating units inspected and cleaned annually by a certified specialist. 
 
Matches and Smoking 
• Keep matches and lighters up high, away from children, and, if possible, in a locked cabinet. 
• Never smoke in bed or when drowsy or medicated. Provide smokers with deep, sturdy 

ashtrays. Douse cigarette and cigar butts with water before disposal. 
 
Electrical Wiring 
• Have the electrical wiring in your residence checked by an electrician. 
• Inspect extension cords for frayed or exposed wires or loose plugs. 
• Make sure outlets have cover plates and no exposed wiring. 
• Make sure wiring does not run under rugs, over nails, or across high-traffic areas. 
• Do not overload extension cords or outlets. If you need to plug in two or three appliances, get 

a UL-approved unit with built-in circuit breakers to prevent sparks and short circuits. 
• Make sure insulation does not touch bare electrical wiring. 

 
Other 
• Sleep with your door closed. 
• Install A-B-C-type fire extinguishers in your residence and teach family members how to use 

them. 
• Consider installing an automatic fire sprinkler system in your residence. 
• Ask your local fire department to inspect your residence for fire safety and prevention. 
  
What to do during a fire 
 
If your clothes catch on fire, you should: 
• Stop, drop, and roll - until the fire is extinguished. Running only makes the fire burn faster. 

  
To escape a fire, you should: 
• Check closed doors for heat before you open them. If you are escaping through a closed door, 

use the back of your hand to feel the top of the door, the doorknob, and the crack between the 
door and door frame before you open it. Never use the palm of your hand or fingers to test for 
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heat - burning those areas could impair your ability to escape a fire (i.e., ladders and 
crawling).  

• Crawl low under any smoke to your exit - heavy smoke and poisonous gases collect first 
along the ceiling. 

• Close doors behind you as you escape to delay the spread of the fire. 
• Stay out once you are safely out. Do not reenter. Call 9-1-1. 

Hot Door Cool Door 

Do not open. Escape through a 
window. If you cannot escape, 
hang a white or light-colored 
sheet outside the window, 
alerting fire fighters to your 
presence. 

Open slowly and ensure fire and/or smoke is not blocking 
your escape route. If your escape route is blocked, shut the 
door immediately and use an alternate escape route, such 
as a window. If clear, leave immediately through the door 
and close it behind you. Be prepared to crawl. Smoke and 
heat rise. The air is clearer and cooler near the floor. 
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FLOOD 
 
Floods are one of the most common hazards in the United States. Flood effects can be local, 
impacting a neighborhood or community, or very large, affecting entire river basins and multiple 
states. 
 
However, all floods are not alike. Some floods develop slowly, sometimes over a period of days. 
But flash floods can develop quickly, sometimes in just a few minutes and without any visible 
signs of rain. Flash floods often have a dangerous wall of roaring water that carries rocks, mud, 
and other debris and can sweep away most things in its path. Overland flooding occurs outside a 
defined river or stream, such as when a levee is breached, but still can be destructive. Flooding 
can also occur when a dam breaks, producing effects similar to flash floods. 
 
Be aware of flood hazards no matter where you live, but especially if you live in a low-lying 
area, near water or downstream from a dam. Even very small streams, gullies, creeks, culverts, 
dry streambeds, or low-lying ground that appears harmless in dry weather can flood. Every state 
is at risk from this hazard. 
 
Before a Flood 
 
To prepare for a flood, you should: 
• Avoid building in a floodplain unless you elevate and reinforce your home. 
• Elevate the furnace, water heater, and electric panel if susceptible to flooding. 
• Install "check valves" in sewer traps to prevent flood water from backing up into the drains of 

your home. 
• Construct barriers (levees, beams, floodwalls) to stop floodwater from entering the building. 
• Seal walls in basements with waterproofing compounds to avoid seepage. 

 
During a Flood 
 
If a flood is likely in your area, you should: 
• Listen to the radio or television for information.  
• Be aware that flash flooding can occur. If there is any possibility of a flash flood, move 

immediately to higher ground. Do not wait for instructions to move.  
• Be aware of streams, drainage channels, canyons, and other areas known to flood suddenly. 

Flash floods can occur in these areas with or without such typical warnings as rain clouds or 
heavy rain. 
  

If you must prepare to evacuate, you should do the following: 
• Secure your home. If you have time, bring in outdoor furniture. Move essential items to an 

upper floor.  
• Turn off utilities at the main switches or valves if instructed to do so. Disconnect electrical 

appliances. Do not touch electrical equipment if you are wet or standing in water. 
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If you have to leave your home, remember these evacuation tips: 
• Do not walk through moving water. Six inches of moving water can make you fall. If you 

have to walk in water, walk where the water is not moving. Use a stick to check the firmness 
of the ground in front of you.  

• Do not drive into flooded areas. If floodwaters rise around your car, abandon the car and 
move to higher ground if you can do so safely. You and the vehicle can be quickly swept 
away. 

  
Driving Flood Facts 
The following are important points to remember when driving in flood conditions: 
• Six inches of water will reach the bottom of most passenger cars causing loss of control and 

possible stalling.  
• A foot of water will float many vehicles.  
• Two feet of rushing water can carry away most vehicles including sport utility vehicles 

(SUV’s) and pick-ups. 
  

After a Flood 
 
The following are guidelines for the period following a flood: 
• Listen for news reports to learn whether the community’s water supply is safe to drink. 
• Avoid floodwaters; water may be contaminated by oil, gasoline, or raw sewage. Water may 

also be electrically charged from underground or downed power lines. 
• Avoid moving water. 
• Be aware of areas where floodwaters have receded. Roads may have weakened and could 

collapse under the weight of a car. 
• Stay away from downed power lines, and report them to the power company. 
• Return home only when authorities indicate it is safe. 
• Stay out of any building if it is surrounded by floodwaters. 
• Use extreme caution when entering buildings; there may be hidden damage, particularly in 

foundations. 
• Service damaged septic tanks, cesspools, pits, and leaching systems as soon as possible. 

Damaged sewage systems are serious health hazards. 
• Clean and disinfect everything that got wet. Mud left from floodwater can contain sewage 

and chemicals. 
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HAZARDOUS MATERIALS 
 
Chemicals are found everywhere. They purify drinking water, increase crop production, and 
simplify household chores. But chemicals also can be hazardous to humans or the environment if 
used or released improperly. Hazards can occur during production, storage, transportation, use, 
or disposal. You and your community are at risk if a chemical is used unsafely or released in 
harmful amounts into the environment where you live, work, or play. 
 
Hazardous materials in various forms can cause death, serious injury, long-lasting health effects, 
and damage to buildings, homes, and other property. Many products containing hazardous 
chemicals are used and stored in homes routinely. These products are also shipped daily on the 
nation's highways, railroads, waterways, and pipelines. 
 
Chemical manufacturers are one source of hazardous materials, but there are many others, 
including service stations, hospitals, and hazardous materials waste sites. 
Varying quantities of hazardous materials are manufactured, used, or stored at an estimated 4.5 
million facilities in the United States--from major industrial plants to local dry cleaning 
establishments or gardening supply stores. 
 
Hazardous materials come in the form of explosives, flammable and combustible substances, 
poisons, and radioactive materials. These substances are most often released as a result of 
transportation accidents or because of chemical accidents in plants. 
 
What to do before a Hazardous Materials Incident 
 
Many communities have Local Emergency Planning Committees (LEPCs) whose responsibilities 
include collecting information about hazardous materials in the community and making this 
information available to the public upon request. The LEPCs also are tasked with developing an 
emergency plan to prepare for and respond to chemical emergencies in the community. Ways the 
public will be notified and actions the public must take in the event of a release are part of the 
plan. 
 
Contact the LEPCs to find out more about chemical hazards and what needs to be done to 
minimize the risk to individuals and the community from these materials. Your local emergency 
management office can provide contact information on the LEPCs. 
 
You should add the following supplies to your disaster kit: 

• Plastic sheeting  
• Duct tape  
• Scissors  

What to do during a Hazardous Materials Incident 
 
Listen to local radio or television stations for detailed information and instructions. Follow the 
instructions carefully. You should stay away from the area to minimize the risk of contamination. 
Remember that some toxic chemicals are odorless. 
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If you are: Then: 

Asked to 
evacuate 

*Do so immediately. 
*Stay tuned to a radio or television for information on evacuation routes, 
temporary shelters, and procedures. 
*Follow the routes recommended by the authorities--shortcuts may not be 
safe. Leave at once. 
*If you have time, minimize contamination in the house by closing all 
windows, shutting all vents, and turning off attic fans. 
*Take pre-assembled disaster supplies. 
*Remember to help your neighbors who may require special assistance--
infants, elderly people and people with disabilities. 

Caught 
Outside 

*Stay upstream, uphill, and upwind! In general, try to go at least one-half 
mile (usually 8-10 city blocks) from the danger area. Move away from the 
accident scene and help keep others away. 
*Do not walk into or touch any spilled liquids, airborne mists, or 
condensed solid chemical deposits. Try not to inhale gases, fumes and 
smoke. If possible, cover mouth with a cloth while leaving the area. 
*Stay away from accident victims until the hazardous material has been 
identified. 

In a motor 
vehicle 

*Stop and seek shelter in a permanent building. If you must remain in your 
car, keep car windows and vents closed and shut off the air conditioner and 
heater. 

Requested to 
stay indoors 

*Bring pets inside. 
*Close and lock all exterior doors and windows. Close vents, fireplace 
dampers, and as many interior doors as possible. 
*Turn off air conditioners and ventilation systems. In large buildings, set 
ventilation systems to 100 percent recirculation so that no outside air is 
drawn into the building. If this is not possible, ventilation systems should 
be turned off. 
*Go into the pre-selected shelter room. This room should be above ground 
and have the fewest openings to the outside. 
*Seal gaps under doorways and windows with wet towels or plastic 
sheeting and duct tape. 
*Seal gaps around window and air conditioning units, bathroom and 
kitchen exhaust fans, and stove and dryer vents with duct tape and plastic 
sheeting, wax paper or aluminum wrap. 
*Use material to fill cracks and holes in the room, such as those around 
pipes. 
*If gas or vapors could have entered the building, take shallow breaths 
through a cloth or a towel. Avoid eating or drinking any food or water that 
may be contaminated. 
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Shelter Safety for Sealed Rooms 
Ten square feet of floor space per person will provide sufficient air to prevent carbon dioxide 
build-up for up to five hours, assuming a normal breathing rate while resting. 
However, local officials are unlikely to recommend the public shelter in a sealed room for more 
than 2-3 hours because the effectiveness of such sheltering diminishes with time as the 
contaminated outside air gradually seeps into the shelter. At this point, evacuation from the area 
is the better protective action to take. 
 
Also you should ventilate the shelter when the emergency has passed to avoid breathing 
contaminated air still inside the shelter. 
 
What to do after a Hazardous Materials Incident 
 
The following are guidelines for the period following a hazardous materials incident: 
• Return home only when authorities say it is safe. Open windows and vents and turn on fans 

to provide ventilation. 
• Act quickly if you have come in to contact with or have been exposed to hazardous 

chemicals. Do the following: 
o Follow decontamination instructions from local authorities. You may be advised to 

take a thorough shower, or you may be advised to stay away from water and follow 
another procedure. 

o Seek medical treatment for unusual symptoms as soon as possible. 
o Place exposed clothing and shoes in tightly sealed containers. Do not allow them to 

contact other materials. Call local authorities to find out about proper disposal. 
o Advise everyone who comes in to contact with you that you may have been exposed 

to a toxic substance. 
• Find out from local authorities how to clean up your land and property. 
• Report any lingering vapors or other hazards to your local emergency services office. 
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NUCLEAR POWER PLANT EMERGENCY 
 
Nuclear power plants use the heat generated from nuclear fission in a contained environment to 
convert water to steam, which powers generators to produce electricity. Nuclear power plants 
operate in most states in the country and produce about 20 percent of the nation’s power. Nearly 
3 million Americans live within 10 miles of an operating nuclear power plant. 
 
Although the construction and operation of these facilities are closely monitored and regulated 
by the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC), accidents are possible. An accident could result 
in dangerous levels of radiation that could affect the health and safety of the public living near 
the nuclear power plant. 
 
Local and state governments, federal agencies, and the electric utilities have emergency response 
plans in the event of a nuclear power plant incident. The plans define two “emergency planning 
zones.” One zone covers an area within a 10-mile radius of the plant, where it is possible that 
people could be harmed by direct radiation exposure. The second zone covers a broader area, 
usually up to a 50-mile radius from the plant, where radioactive materials could contaminate 
water supplies, food crops, and livestock. 
 
The potential danger from an accident at a nuclear power plant is exposure to radiation. This 
exposure could come from the release of radioactive material from the plant into the 
environment, usually characterized by a plume (cloud-like formation) of radioactive gases and 
particles. The major hazards to people in the vicinity of the plume are radiation exposure to the 
body from the cloud and particles deposited on the ground, inhalation of radioactive materials, 
and ingestion of radioactive materials. 
 
Radioactive materials are composed of atoms that are unstable. An unstable atom gives off its 
excess energy until it becomes stable. The energy emitted is radiation. Each of us is exposed to 
radiation daily from natural sources, including the Sun and the Earth. Small traces of radiation 
are present in food and water. Radiation also is released from man-made sources such as X-ray 
machines, television sets, and microwave ovens. Radiation has a cumulative effect. The longer a 
person is exposed to radiation, the greater the effect. A high exposure to radiation can cause 
serious illness or death. 
 
Although the risk of a chemical accident is slight, knowing how to handle these products and 
how to react during an emergency can reduce the risk of injury. 
 
 
 
Before a Nuclear Power Plant Emergency 
 
Obtain public emergency information materials from the power company that operates your local 
nuclear power plant or your local emergency services office. If you live within 10 miles of the 
power plant, you should receive these materials yearly from the power company or your state or 
local government. 
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Minimizing Exposure to Radiation 
 
Distance - The more distance between you and the source of the radiation, the better. This could 
be evacuation or remaining indoors to minimize exposure. 
Shielding - The more heavy, dense material between you and the source of the radiation, the 
better 
Time - Most radioactivity loses its strength fairly quickly. 
 
During a Nuclear Power Plant Emergency 
 
The following are guidelines for what you should do if a nuclear power plant emergency occurs. 
Keep a battery-powered radio with you at all times and listen to the radio for specific 
instructions. Close and lock doors and windows. 
 
If you are told to evacuate: 
• Keep car windows and vents closed; use re-circulating air.  
 
If you are advised to remain indoors: 
• Turn off the air conditioner, ventilation fans, furnace, and other air intakes.  
• Go to a basement or other underground area, if possible.  
• Do not use the telephone unless absolutely necessary. 
  
If you expect you have been exposed to nuclear radiation: 
• Change clothes and shoes.  
• Put exposed clothing in a plastic bag.  
• Seal the bag and place it out of the way.  
• Take a thorough shower. 
  
Keep food in covered containers or in the refrigerator. Food not previously covered should be 
washed before being put in to containers. 
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TORNADO 
 
Tornadoes are nature’s most violent storms. Spawned from powerful thunderstorms, tornadoes 
can cause fatalities and devastate a neighborhood in seconds. A tornado appears as a rotating, 
funnel-shaped cloud that extends from a thunderstorm to the ground with whirling winds that can 
reach 300 miles per hour. Damage paths can be in excess of one mile wide and 50 miles long. 
Every state is at some risk from this hazard. 
 
Some tornadoes are clearly visible, while rain or nearby low-hanging clouds obscure others. 
Occasionally, tornadoes develop so rapidly that little, if any, advance warning is possible. 
 
Before a tornado hits, the wind may die down and the air may become very still. A cloud of 
debris can mark the location of a tornado even if a funnel is not visible. Tornadoes generally 
occur near the trailing edge of a thunderstorm. It is not uncommon to see clear, sunlit skies 
behind a tornado. 
 
The following are facts about tornadoes: 
• They may strike quickly, with little or no warning.  
• They may appear nearly transparent until dust and debris are picked up or a cloud forms in 

the funnel.  
• The average tornado moves Southwest to Northeast, but tornadoes have been known to move 

in any direction.  
• The average forward speed of a tornado is 30 MPH, but may vary from stationary to 70 

MPH.  
• Tornadoes can accompany tropical storms and hurricanes as they move onto land.  
• Waterspouts are tornadoes that form over water.  
• Tornadoes are most frequently reported east of the Rocky Mountains during spring and 

summer months.  
• Peak tornado season in the southern states is March through May; in the northern states, it is 

late spring through early summer.  
• Tornadoes are most likely to occur between 3 p.m. and 9 p.m., but can occur at any time. 
 
What to do before a Tornado 
 
Be alert to changing weather conditions. 
• Listen to NOAA Weather Radio or to commercial radio or television newscasts for the latest 

information.  
• Look for approaching storms  
• Look for the following danger signs:  

o Dark, often greenish sky  
o Large hail  
o A large, dark, low-lying cloud (particularly if rotating)  
o Loud roar, similar to a freight train. 
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If you see approaching storms or any of the danger signs, be prepared to take shelter 
immediately. 
 
What to do during a Tornado 
 
If you are under a tornado WARNING, seek shelter immediately! 
 
If you are in: Then: 

A structure (e.g. residence, 
small building, school, 
nursing home, hospital, 
factory, shopping center, 
high-rise building) 

*Go to a pre-designated shelter area such as a safe room, 
basement, storm cellar, or the lowest building level. If there is 
no basement, go to the center of an interior room on the lowest 
level (closet, interior hallway) away from corners, windows, 
doors, and outside walls. Put as many walls as possible 
between you and the outside. Get under a sturdy table and use 
your arms to protect your head and neck. Do not open 
windows.  

A vehicle, trailer, or 
mobile home 

*Get out immediately and go to the lowest floor of a sturdy, 
nearby building or a storm shelter. Mobile homes, even if tied 
down, offer little protection from tornadoes. 

The outside with no shelter 

*Lie flat in a nearby ditch or depression and cover your head 
with your hands. Be aware of the potential for flooding. 
*Do not get under an overpass or bridge. You are safer in a 
low, flat location. 
*Never try to outrun a tornado in urban or congested areas in a 
car or truck. Instead, leave the vehicle immediately for safe 
shelter. 
*Watch out for flying debris. Flying debris from tornadoes 
causes most fatalities and injuries.  
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WILDFIRE 
 
The threat of wildland fires for people living near wildland areas or using recreational facilities 
in wilderness areas is real. Dry conditions at various times of the year and in various parts of the 
United States greatly increase the potential for wildland fires. 
 
Advance planning and knowing how to protect buildings in these areas can lessen the devastation 
of a wildland fire.  There are several safety precautions that you can take to reduce the risk of fire 
losses. Protecting your home from wildfire is your responsibility. To reduce the risk, you'll need 
to consider the fire resistance of your home, the topography of your property and the nature of 
the vegetation close by. 
 
What to do before a wildfire 
 
If you see a wildfire, call 9-1-1. Don't assume that someone else has already called. Describe the 
location of the fire, speak slowly and clearly, and answer any questions asked by the dispatcher. 
 
Before the Fire Approaches Your House 
• Evacuate. Evacuate your pets and all family members who are not essential to preparing the 

home. Anyone with medical or physical limitations and the young and the elderly should be 
evacuated immediately. 

• Wear Protective Clothing. 
• Remove Combustibles. Clear items that will burn from around the house, including wood 

piles, lawn furniture, barbecue grills, tarp coverings, etc. Move them outside of your 
defensible space. 

• Close/Protect Openings. Close outside attic, eaves and basement vents, windows, doors, pet 
doors, etc. Remove flammable drapes and curtains. Close all shutters, blinds or heavy non-
combustible window coverings to reduce radiant heat. 

• Close Inside Doors/Open Damper. Close alt doors inside the house to prevent draft. Open the 
damper on your fireplace, but close the fireplace screen. 

• Shut Off Gas. Shut off any natural gas, propane or fuel oil supplies at the source. 
• Water. Connect garden hoses. Fill any pools, hot tubs, garbage cans, tubs or other large 

containers with water. 
• Pumps. If you have gas-powered pumps for water, make sure they are fueled and ready. 
• Ladder. Place a ladder against the house in clear view. 
• Car. Back your car into the driveway and roll up the windows. 
• Garage Doors. Disconnect any automatic garage door openers so that doors can still be 

opened by hand if the power goes out. Close all garage doors. 
• Valuables. Place valuable papers, mementos and anything "you can't live without" inside the 

car in the garage, ready for quick departure. Any pets still with you should also be put in the 
car. 

  
Preparing to Leave 
• Lights. Turn on outside lights and leave a light on in every room to make the house more 

visible in heavy smoke. 
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• Don't Lock Up. Leave doors and windows closed but unlocked. It may be necessary for 
firefighters to gain quick entry into your home to fight fire. The entire area will be isolated 
and patrolled by sheriff's deputies or police. 
 

What to do during a wildfire 
 
Survival in a Vehicle 
• This is dangerous and should only be done in an emergency, but you can survive the 

firestorm if you stay in your car. It is much less dangerous than trying to run from a fire on 
foot. 

• Roll up windows and close air vents. Drive slowly with headlights on. Watch for other 
vehicles and pedestrians. Do not drive through heavy smoke. 

• If you have to stop, park away from the heaviest trees and brush. Turn headlights on and 
ignition off. Roll up windows and close air vents. 

• Get on the floor and cover up with a blanket or coat. 
• Stay in the vehicle until the main fire passes. 
• Stay in the car. Do not run! Engine may stall and not restart. Air currents may rock the car. 

Some smoke and sparks may enter the vehicle. Temperature inside will increase. Metal gas 
tanks and containers rarely explode. 
  

If You Are Trapped at Home 
• Stay calm. As the fire front approaches, go inside the house. You can survive inside. The fire 

will pass before your house burns down. 
  

If Caught in the Open 
• The best temporary shelter is in a sparse fuel area. On a steep mountainside, the back side is 

safer. Avoid canyons, natural "chimneys" and saddles. 
• If a road is nearby, lie face down along the road cut or in the ditch on the uphill side. Cover 

yourself with anything that will shield you from the fire's heat. 
• If hiking in the back country, seek a depression with sparse fuel. Clear fuel away from the 

area while the fire is approaching and then lie face down in the depression and cover 
yourself. Stay down until after the fire passes! 
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WINTER STORMS AND EXTREME COLD 
 
Heavy snowfall and extreme cold can immobilize an entire region. Even areas that normally 
experience mild winters can be hit with a major snowstorm or extreme cold. Winter storms can 
result in flooding, storm surge, closed highways, blocked roads, downed power lines and 
hypothermia. 
 
Before Winter Storms and Extreme Cold 
 
Add the following supplies to your disaster supplies kit: 
 
• Rock salt to melt ice on walkways  
• Sand to improve traction  
• Snow shovels and other snow removal equipment. 
  
Prepare your home and family 
 
• Prepare for possible isolation in your home by having sufficient heating fuel; regular fuel 

sources may be cut off. For example, store a good supply of dry, seasoned wood for your 
fireplace or wood-burning stove. 

• Winterize your home to extend the life of your fuel supply by insulating walls and attics, 
caulking and weather-stripping doors and windows, and installing storm windows or 
covering windows with plastic. 

• Winterize your house, barn, shed or any other structure that may provide shelter for 
your family, neighbors, livestock or equipment. Clear rain gutters; repair roof leaks and cut 
away tree branches that could fall on a house or other structure during a storm. 

• Insulate pipes with insulation or newspapers and plastic and allow faucets to drip a little 
during cold weather to avoid freezing. 

• Keep fire extinguishers on hand, and make sure everyone in your house knows how to use 
them. House fires pose an additional risk, as more people turn to alternate heating sources 
without taking the necessary safety precautions. 

• Learn how to shut off water valves (in case a pipe bursts). 
• Know ahead of time what you should do to help elderly or disabled friends, neighbors 

or employees. 
• Hire a contractor to check the structural ability of the roof to sustain unusually heavy 

weight from the accumulation of snow - or water, if drains on flat roofs do not work. 
  
Prepare your car 
 
• Check or have a mechanic check the following items on your car:  

o Antifreeze levels - ensure they are sufficient to avoid freezing. 
o Battery and ignition system - should be in top condition and battery terminals should 

be clean. 
o Brakes - check for wear and fluid levels. 
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o Exhaust system - check for leaks and crimped pipes andrepair or replace as 
necessary. Carbon monoxide is deadly and usually gives no warning. 

o Fuel and air filters - replace and keep water out of the system by using additives and 
maintaining a full tank of gas. 

o Heater and defroster - ensure they work properly. 
o Lights and flashing hazard lights - check for serviceability. 
o Oil - check for level and weight. Heavier oils congeal more at low temperatures and 

do not lubricate as well. 
o Thermostat - ensure it works properly. 
o Windshield wiper equipment - repair any problems and maintain proper washer 

fluid level. 
• Install good winter tires. Make sure the tires have adequate tread. All-weather radials are 

usually adequate for most winter conditions. However, some jurisdictions require that to 
drive on their roads, vehicles must be equipped with chains or snow tires with studs. 

• Maintain at least a half tank of gas during the winter season. 
• Place a winter emergency kit in each car that includes:  

o a shovel  
o windshield scraper and small broom  
o flashlight  
o battery powered radio  
o extra batteries  
o water  
o snack food  
o matches  
o extra hats, socks and mittens  
o First aid kit with pocket knife  
o Necessary medications  
o blanket(s)  
o tow chain or rope  
o road salt and sand  
o booster cables  
o emergency flares  
o fluorescent distress flag  

 
Dress for the Weather 
 
• Wear several layers of loose fitting, lightweight, warm clothing rather than one layer of 

heavy clothing. The outer garments should be tightly woven and water repellent. 
• Wear mittens, which are warmer than gloves. 
• Wear a hat. 
• Cover your mouth with a scarf to protect your lungs. 
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During a Winter Storm 
 
Guidelines 
• Listen to your radio, television, or NOAA Weather Radio for weather reports and 

emergency information. 
• Eat regularly and drink ample fluids, but avoid caffeine and alcohol. 
• Conserve fuel, if necessary, by keeping your residence cooler than normal. Temporarily 

close off heat to some rooms. 
• If the pipes freeze, remove any insulation or layers of newspapers and wrap pipes in rags. 

Completely open all faucets and pour hot water over the pipes, starting where they were most 
exposed to the cold (or where the cold was most likely to penetrate). 

• Maintain ventilation when using kerosene heaters to avoid build-up of toxic fumes. Refuel 
kerosene heaters outside and keep them at least three feet from flammable objects.  
 

If you are outdoors 
• Avoid overexertion when shoveling snow. Overexertion can bring on a heart attack—a 

major cause of death in the winter. If you must shovel snow, stretch before going outside. 
• Cover your mouth. Protect your lungs from extremely cold air by covering your mouth 

when outdoors. Try not to speak unless absolutely necessary. 
• Keep dry. Change wet clothing frequently to prevent a loss of body heat. Wet clothing loses 

all of its insulating value and transmits heat rapidly. 
• Watch for signs of frostbite. These include loss of feeling and white or pale appearance in 

extremities such as fingers, toes, ear lobes, and the tip of the nose. If symptoms are detected, 
get medical help immediately. 

• Watch for signs of hypothermia. These include uncontrollable shivering, memory loss, 
disorientation, incoherence, slurred speech, drowsiness, and apparent exhaustion. 

• If symptoms of hypothermia are detected:  
o get the victim to a warm location  
o remove wet clothing  
o put the person in dry clothing and wrap their entire body in a blanket  
o warm the center of the body first  
o give warm, non-alcoholic or non-caffeinated beverages if the victim is conscious  
o get medical help as soon as possible. 

  
If you are driving 

• Drive only if it is absolutely necessary. If you must drive, consider the following: 
o Travel in the day, don’t travel alone, and keep others informed of your schedule. 
o Stay on main roads; avoid back road shortcuts. 

• If a blizzard traps you in the car: 
o Pull off the highway. Turn on hazard lights and hang a distress flag from the radio 

antenna or window. 
o Remain in your vehicle where rescuers are most likely to find you. Do not set out 

on foot unless you can see a building close by where you know you can take shelter. 
Be careful; distances are distorted by blowing snow. A building may seem close, but 
be too far to walk to in deep snow. 
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o Run the engine and heater about 10 minutes each hour to keep warm. When the 
engine is running, open a downwind window slightly for ventilation and periodically 
clear snow from the exhaust pipe. This will protect you from possible carbon 
monoxide poisoning. 

o Exercise to maintain body heat, but avoid overexertion. In extreme cold, use road 
maps, seat covers, and floor mats for insulation. Huddle with passengers and use your 
coat for a blanket. 

o Take turns sleeping. One person should be awake at all times to look for rescue 
crews. 

o Drink fluids to avoid dehydration. 
o Be careful not to waste battery power. Balance electrical energy needs - the use of 

lights, heat, and radio - with supply. 
o Turn on the inside light at night so work crews or rescuers can see you. 
o If stranded in a remote area, stomp large block letters in an open area spelling out 

HELP or SOS and line with rocks or tree limbs to attract the attention of rescue 
personnel who may be surveying the area by airplane. 

o Leave the car and proceed on foot - if necessary - once the blizzard passes. 
 


