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Damage caused by the Asian tsunami of December 2004.

Introduction



Disaster can strike anywhere, anytime, and in a multitude of ways. For anyone involved, as in the Asian tsunami of 2004, the consequences can be devastating. Survival can depend upon a combination of factors, or merely pure luck, but the key phrase has to be ‘preparation through information’.

Forewarned may be forearmed and, while such preparation cannot nullify damage, it can lessen the impact upon people and their environment. It may never happen, but it is better to be prepared. In 1965, when a ‘blackout’ hit the eastern seaboard of the United States and plunged 80,000 square miles of the richest, most powerful nation on the planet into 13 hours of chaos, how many of the 30 million people affected muttered the phrase ‘I wish I had a flashlight’?

Some disasters hit without warning, others, by the nature of their location, are a case of when, not if. Whatever the circumstances, there are a number of contingencies that should be in place to minimise impact.

Every home and workplace should have a comprehensive and fully functional survival kit and first aid kit, and everyone should be able to use the contents of both. First aid is taught in many educational establishments and all of us should be able to perform the basics. It could save a life - maybe yours.

Sometimes preparation may be enough, but everyone affected by a disaster will need to use common sense as well. It is difficult to quantify common sense – we all have it, in different measures. But how a person reacts to a disaster situation can determine their ability to call upon common sense – as detailed in ‘Psychological and emotional reactions to disaster’ in Chapter 5.

The people who are successful in surviving are usually those who have reason to live, obvious though that may seem. Survivors have spoken of the stimulation to overcome, provided by thoughts of family, duty, religion, and so on. Survivors also frequently attest to the ‘will to live’ syndrome and prayer, neither of which should be underestimated. Survival is undeniably a mental state as well as a physical one.

At this point in time, we need to be aware of possible disaster scenarios caused by climate change, nature, man (including terrorists), and disease. This book provides invaluable advice on how to prepare for and what to do if you find yourself in such a situation.
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Extreme weather and natural disasters



Blizzards



A blizzard is a storm that produces heavy, blinding snow, resulting in near-zero visibility, deep drifts and dangerous wind-chill. They can cause severe disruption to all means of transport and communication.
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PREPARATION

Stay indoors and out of the cold if possible. Weather statistics show that people often fail to heed this obvious advice.

If you must venture outdoors during a blizzard avoid heavy, physical exertion, e.g. shovelling snow, pushing vehicles or attempting to walk great distances through deep snow. The strain from such exertion, in the low temperatures that accompany blizzards, can cause a heart attack. Heavy perspiration can lead to chill and hypothermia.

If at home or work

PREPARATION

Your main concerns will be potential loss of heating, electrical power, telecommunications and a shortage of supplies (including food and safe drinking water).

• Store high-energy foods such as dried fruit, sweets and non-perishable foods (requiring no cooking).

• Fuel for fires - dry wood, coal - needs to be easily accessible.

• Matches for starting a fire should be kept in a convenient location.

• Ensure that your fire source is properly ventilated.

• Make sure that your fire extinguisher and smoke detectors function properly.

SURVIVAL

• If there is no heat, close off any rooms that are not needed.

• Stuff towels, rags or newspaper in gaps under the doors.

• Cover windows, especially at night.

• Keep your body supplied with food; this produces energy for heat.

• Maintain your fluid intake; this helps to prevent dehydration.

• Wear layers of loose-fitting, light, warm clothing - these can then be removed in stages if you begin to overheat.

• Sleep with a hat on and several thin blankets rather than one heavy one.

RESPONSE

• Monitor radio stations and other media sources for news of the storm and base your decision to stay put or venture out on the predicted duration of the severe weather conditions. Listen to the official instructions from the emergency services.

• Stay put unless it is dangerous to do so – i.e. if the building is in danger of collapse.

• Await rescue service response.
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Remain in your car until the blizzard passes.

If in a vehicle

PREPARATION

Keep an emergency survival kit (see pp 180-5).

RESPONSE

• If trapped, put on hazard warning lights.

• Attach cloth or rag to aerial/window/sunroof to help you to be seen by rescuers.

• Stay in the car unless safe shelter is visible and accessible or rescuers are in sight. Disorientation occurs rapidly in wind-driven snow and cold.

• If stranded in a remote area do not leave the car until the blizzard passes.

SURVIVAL

• Run the engine for 8-10 minutes each hour, for heating.

• Check that the exhaust is free from obstruction.

• Ensure that the window is slightly open to avoid carbon monoxide poisoning.

• If there is more than one person in the car, huddle together for warmth.

• Rotate sleep spells to ensure someone is awake at all times so rescuers can be alerted.

• If alone, use road maps, seat covers, floor mats, etc, to help generate warmth.

• Exercise occasionally by clapping hands and moving around.

• Do not remain in one position for too long.

• Do not burn anything for heat inside the car. Open fires burn oxygen and give off carbon dioxide, which can cause asphyxiation in a closed vehicle.

If on foot

SURVIVAL

If at all possible, stay in your car or building, but if you have to venture out or are caught on foot:

• Find shelter and attempt to stay dry.

• Cover all exposed body parts.

• If you have no shelter, construct a windbreak or snow cave for protection from the wind.

• Build a fire for heat and to attract attention.

• Place rocks, bricks or any non-flammable material around the fire to absorb and reflect heat.

• Do not eat snow - it will lower body temperature. Melt it first, then drink the water.
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Construct a snow cave for shelter.

Cold



When low temperatures persist below the seasonal norm, it can cause problems for people and their environment - with subsequent health consequences. Much can be done to combat the extreme cold in terms of preparation, given the potential disruption of transport and communications, which can affect food supplies.

Many countries are used to low temperatures and freezing conditions but other areas, whilst having experience of low thermometer readings, may not have the necessary procedures in place.

PREPARATION

• Have your central heating serviced regularly.

• You should have adequate home insulation. Water pipe insulation is crucial (on cold water pipes to prevent freezing; on hot water pipes to prevent heat loss).

• Do not insulate under a cold water tank - a small amount of heat flow will help prevent freezing.

• Check for drafts around doors and windows, and fill gaps.

• Fix plastic sheeting to windows if there is no double glazing.
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Place aluminium foil behind radiators to reflect heat.

• A hall door curtain will reduce heat loss.

• Fixing cooking foil behind radiators (shiny side facing the room) will reflect heat into the room.

• Unused chimneys should be swept - a good standby if the central heating fails.

• Extreme cold can affect domestic fuel supplies -a camping stove is a good emergency substitute.
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Always keep food in stock, but do not stockpile.

• Ensure that you have at least three days’ food supply in the house, but do not stockpile - this can cause panic.

• Check that you have adequate winter clothing.

RESPONSE

• Stay indoors if at all possible.

• Monitor all media outlets for weather and emergency procedure information.

• Check on any neighbours who live alone, especially the elderly.

• Ensure emergency supplies are easily accessible - no power means no electricity.

• Use only one room - an internal room or passage will be easier to heat.

• Regular hot drinks will maintain body heat to fight the cold.

• If freezing pipes are likely, drain water from system and keep as emergency supply; turn off water main and turn taps on to empty pipes.

• If electricity fails, freezers will preserve food for up to 48 hours if the door is kept shut.



IF TRAVEL IS ESSENTIAL

• Ensure that adequate clothing is worn - many light layers are better than one thick layer.

• Mittens are better than gloves as your fingers can share body heat.

• Hats help to prevent heat loss.

• Do not drink alcohol - it will reduce your body temperature.
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Droughts



Droughts occur when a long period passes without substantial rainfall, resulting in insufficient water for daily life. A prolonged drought can have a significant economic impact on a community. Increased demand for water may lead to a lack of resources, and a food shortage may occur if agricultural production is damaged or destroyed.

PREPARATION

• Familiarise yourself and your family with official recommendations for voluntary water conservation. This may help to prevent mandatory measures.

• Repair dripping taps - one drop per second equates to 12,274 l (2,700 gal) of wasted water in a year.

• Consider a toilet with a low-volume cistern which uses half the water of older toilets (mandatory in some parts of the USA).

• Store drinking water in the fridge - this will save you having to run the tap until the water gets cold.

• Put a water butt in the garden to collect rain water.

RESPONSE

• Do not waste water - shower instead of bathing.

• Place a bucket in the shower to catch any excess water.

• In the shower conserve water by turning it on to get wet, off to lather, then back on to wash.

• Do not waste water waiting for it to get hot -capture the initial flow for alternative use.

• Do not run the tap continually when cleaning your teeth.

• Do not drink tap water if directed not to by the local authorities; decreasing water levels can result in contamination or pollution from dead animals in the water supply.
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Turn off dripping taps or replace washers, if necessary.
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A large stone in the cistern will reduce the volume of water.

• Boil, purify, or buy bottled water if instructed not to drink water directly from the tap.

• Don’t flush toilet but ensure that you leave enough water to act as a barrier against smells and possible disease spreading from sewers up the pipes.

• Putting a brick in a cistern is not a good method for reducing the volume of water in your toilet (they can disintegrate and the pieces can clog pipes and cause damage to internal parts). Instead, place a 1 l (2 pint) bottle of water in the cistern to displace the water, or use a large stone (see opposite).

RECOVERY

A significant factor in recovery for a drought region is its location in the world. The primary concern is for the authorities to restore or provide normal access to safe water for household consumption. People can help by practising sensible water conservation:

• Do not pour water down the drain - find another use for it.

• Check for leaks, and remedy if found.

• Take short showers.

• Do not run the water continually when brushing teeth, washing or shaving.

• Dispose of tissues etc, normally flushed away, by another method.

• When hand-washing dishes, fill two bowls: one with washing up liquid, one for rinsing.

• Heat water in the microwave rather than evaporating via boiling.

• Minimise or eliminate car washing.

• Make sure
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