Natural weather disasters and general emergency preparedness

In the past few months Massachusetts residents have experienced multiple natural disasters including a tornado, hurricane, earthquake, wind, flooding, and the October snow storm.  During each of these events, the loss of electricity, heat and/or hot water resulted in many homes evacuating to other locations.  

Some emergencies require immediate relocation, e.g. fire, explosion, or flood causing extensive damage, and most Safety Plans state that individuals will relocate to local hotels for temporary resettlement in an emergency.

When to relocate
However, it is often unclear when to relocate such as when there has been a disruption resulting in loss of electricity and/or heat due to a damaged power line, or extensive storm damage.  In these situations, the home should consult with supervisory staff to determine the plan for your particular home.  Providers, in consultation with Area Office personnel, make a decision based on the level of risk and the comfort of the people whose homes are affected.  For example, the decision as to whether to stay in place and for how long should be made on a case by case basis.  For some people the temporary loss of heat might be nothing more than an inconvenience.  For others who are medically compromised and fragile, even a temporary loss of heat might pose significant risk, prompting the need for more immediate action.  The same is true for an electrical outage, where individuals reliant on electrical devices and equipment might be considered at greater risk.  
Another factor that needs to be considered is where the individuals will be relocated to, and for how long.  For example, while the safety plan may outline the nearest hotel, during this most recent storm, the relocation process was complicated by the fact that loss of electricity was so widespread that finding nearby hotels with electricity was problematic.  Relocating to a more distant place would likely involve greater preparation and forethought.   

Considerations if staying at home
In the event that your agency’s emergency preparedness plan calls for staying at home in specific situations, certain measures should be taken to ensure the care and comfort of all during the period of electrical and/or heat outages.  For example, the safe use of blankets, flashlights, outdoor grills, and cell phones should occur. In addition, prior to emergencies, the home should compile an emergency preparedness kit, equipped with necessary items, that can then be utilized in these difficult situations. 
Use of Generators
 If seeking alternative sources of heat and power through use of a generator, please exercise caution as the operation of gasoline, oil, or other combustible fuel generators produces carbon monoxide which poses a potential hazard and therefore should never be used indoors.  The exhaust from them is the same as the exhaust from your running car. The following information provides guidance for the use of generators:

· A generator previously purchased should be tested periodically to ensure that it remains functional.

· Follow the instructions that come with your generator. Locate the unit outdoors and far from doors, windows, and vents that could allow CO to come indoors. 
· NEVER use a generator inside homes, garages, crawlspaces, sheds, or similar areas. 
· Connect appliances to the generator using heavy-duty extension cords that are specifically designed for outdoor use. Make sure the wattage rating for each cord exceeds the total wattage of all appliances connected to it. Use extension cords that are long enough to allow the generator to be placed outdoors and far away from windows, doors and vents to the home or to other structures that could be occupied. Check that the entire length of each cord is free of cuts or tears and that the plug has all three prongs. Protect the cord from getting pinched or crushed if it passes through a window or doorway. 
· If you or anyone you are with, starts to feel sick, dizzy, or weak while using a generator, get to fresh air RIGHT AWAY. DO NOT DELAY. The CO from generators can rapidly kill you.  
· Generators also pose a risk of shock and electrocution, especially if they are operated in wet conditions. If you must use a generator when it is wet outside, protect the generator from moisture to help avoid the shock/electrocution hazard, such as by operating the generator under an open, canopy-like structure on a dry surface where water cannot reach it or puddle or drain under it. If your hands are wet, dry them before touching the generator.   Again, never use a generator inside.

Additional Considerations

· Do not use gas and charcoal grills indoors either.  

· Be sure that your home’s battery-operated CO alarms or plug-in CO alarms with battery back-up are present and are certified to the latest safety standards
