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INTRODUCTION



We live in an unpredictable world. From natural disasters such as hurricanes, wildfires, and floods to active shooters and grid failures, the risk of disaster affects us all. Disaster Survival 101 will help you and your family make critical preparedness decisions before, during, and after a crisis. You will learn why, when, and how to effectively make decisions concerning sheltering in place, implementing evacuation procedures, and navigating dozens of specific disaster scenarios.

In this comprehensive guide, you will find both simple and actionable strategies not only to handle crisis situations but also to become more self-sufficient. You will learn how to make clearheaded and informed decisions about whether to stay or go in a disaster situation and what steps to take in either scenario to protect you, your family, and your home. This book will equip you with the essential tools, solutions, and decision-making mindset to safely and effectively navigate any disaster thrown at you. You will discover:


	The importance of risk assessment, especially before disaster strikes.

	The basic principles of disaster and survival preparedness.

	Strategies for making your home disaster ready.

	How to be prepared in critical shelter-in-place categories like food storage, water supply, heating, power generation, communication tools, essential first aid, and self and home defense.

	Clear decision-making tools for determining when and how to safely evacuate and how to build a 72-hour disaster survival kit (bug out bag) to provide essential survival necessities during evacuation.



This book also includes a part featuring twenty-three of the most likely disaster scenarios to happen and how to assess their immediate risks and threats. You’ll learn how to make critical survival decisions such as whether to stay (shelter in place) or go (evacuate to a safer destination)—and fast-action checklists for whichever option you choose.

Because preparing for disaster situations can be overwhelming at times, Disaster Survival 101 can work for you on several levels. First, you can use this book as a reference and checklist to identify small, manageable projects in your preparedness plan that you can methodically complete. Second, the book works as a day-to-day preparedness manual and is a great place to take notes on what areas of your disaster plan need work. Remember, this guide isn’t just a resource to help prepare in advance of disaster. It’s also a tool to help you make quick and informed decisions in the midst of a crisis. Keep it at the ready.

Disaster Survival 101 is designed to empower you to take action in crisis situations by the way it presents the material in a commonsense, nonsensationalized manner that reduces overwhelm, builds confidence, and encourages action. Remember, it’s not IF but WHEN!





PART 1 UNDERSTANDING DISASTER PREPAREDNESS

Disaster preparedness can be overwhelming. It encompasses dozens of topics, countless different scenarios, and infinite combinations of circumstances. Just figuring out where to start can be a hurdle that stops some people in their tracks.

The first part of this book is designed to help you build a foundation from which to work. You will start by defining the scope of disaster preparedness as it relates to protecting you and your family in uncertain times. From there you will conduct a thorough personal risk assessment to identify your weaknesses and vulnerabilities. These will be specific to your life, your circumstances, and the most likely disasters to happen in your area.

It is only after you have identified your vulnerabilities that you can begin to chip away at implementing solutions. This first part is your road map for action. By the end you’ll have a checklist of issues that you will need to address in order to be more resilient, prepared, and self-sufficient when disaster strikes.






CHAPTER 1 THE NEED FOR PREPAREDNESS AND SELF-RELIANCE

The only aspect of disasters that is predictable is that they are unpredictable. With very few exceptions, disasters have the reputation of catching you off guard and striking when you least expect. Over the last few decades, disasters have changed the world in ways we could have never imagined. Looking back, there was always one common theme: These disasters had profound impacts on unprepared communities versus those who were prepared.

The impact of being unprepared, either mentally or physically, can be severe. Not only is there a risk of personal injury and death, but you can also lose your home, personal belongings, job, business, savings, and even entire community. A sudden and unexpected disaster can rob your stability, security, sense of normalcy, and even dignity. Everything you love and have worked for can disappear in one fell swoop.

Preparedness leads down a path of deeper self-reliance. Self-reliance is the idea of being able to provide for oneself and not relying on the powers or resources of other people or a government. This should not be confused, however, with establishing a network and community of trusted people with whom to share support and resources. More on the importance of community and network development will be discussed in detail later. When we think of being prepared for disaster, self-reliance is the goal, even if for a short period of time. In this chapter, you will learn the benefits of preparedness both physically and mentally and how being prepared can increase your self-reliance and chances of survival.


The Role of Preparedness in Mitigating Risks

While no level of preparedness can eliminate all risk associated with any given disaster, there is no doubt that preparedness efforts can help mitigate some risk. And, as has been proven time and time again, being prepared can make the difference between life and death. Sheer survival aside, there are countless other benefits to being prepared. Subscribing to the belief that “disaster only happens to other people” can have devastating consequences.

Fireproofing is a great example. For those who live in the wildfire zones of California, strategies such as replacing your roof with noncombustible materials, eliminating gaps in attic vents to prevent embers from getting inside, removing flammable vegetation from around the home, and cleaning debris from gutters can lessen the effects of a forest fire on and around the home. In many cases, these tactics can completely prevent a fire from spreading to the home altogether, and maybe even throughout an entire neighborhood.

For people who work in large office buildings, preparing an escape and evacuation plan in advance can prevent mass panic and keep people from being unnecessarily trapped in the event that a disaster leads to evacuation.

On a more basic level, water storage can prevent people from dying of thirst. Food storage can prevent starvation. A two-week backstock of critical medication can prevent death from chronic illness. The list of good reasons to prepare goes on and on.



Being Psychologically Prepared

Physical loss is only one aspect to consider. Disasters and their effects can cause fear, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder, especially in children. I can think of no better reason to be prepared than to lessen the emotional impact of disaster. Not only does having a plan reduce anxiety before a disaster, but it will reduce stress during one as well.

It is easy for people to fall into a trap of helplessness either before or during a disaster. This trap often prevents them from doing anything constructive, whether it’s preparing in advance or taking proper steps. While it’s true that no one can control a disaster, it is not true that you have no control at all. The actions you take before and during a disaster absolutely have an effect on the outcome for you and your loved ones. Controlling and managing emotions can help eliminate any counterproductive feelings of helplessness and replace them with purpose and a desire for self-reliance. Try using the following strategies to control and manage emotions:


A.I.M.

The Australian Psychological Society prescribes “Anticipate,” “Identify,” and “Manage” for psychological preparedness, which I have simplified into a memorable acronym that can be used to help you be psychologically prepared: A.I.M.


	A—Anticipate

	I—Identify

	M—Manage



Let’s discuss why each of these is important.



Anticipate

Trying to anticipate how you will feel when disaster strikes can be a useful strategy for managing and controlling your emotions during the actual disaster. Expecting a high level of stress can prepare you to react appropriately to that stress. Managing expectations is very effective in managing stress.



Identify

Stress and fear manifest in physical reactions such as nausea, shaking, panic, and a racing heart. These physical symptoms then worsen feelings of stress and fear, and it becomes a vicious cycle that only makes any situation worse. Understanding and identifying how you physically react to anxiety can help you better control your emotional reactions while under the stress of a disaster.



Manage

Managing your responses to emotional stress during a disaster is critical. Controlling your breathing and focusing on executing your preparedness plan are both tactics that can help.



COMBAT BREATHING

There is a very effective breathing tactic used by the military and first responders to help manage stress when under extreme pressure, called combat breathing. Here’s how to do it:


	1. Start by breathing in while counting 1, 2, 3, 4.

	2. Then, stop and hold your breath while counting 1, 2, 3, 4.

	3. Finally, exhale while counting 1, 2, 3, 4.



This series of controlled and focused breaths is then repeated until the desired result is achieved. A breathing exercise may sound like a waste of time, but controlling your reaction to extreme stress and regaining focus is a lifesaving skill in the midst of chaos.




Self-Reliance in Emergencies

In a disaster, the first person you can rely on is yourself. Self-reliant individuals, versus those who are dependent on the resources of others, are better positioned to handle emergencies. Self-reliance is the ability to act on one’s own and to achieve certain goals without the help of someone else. Self-reliance requires planning, preparation, and an investment of time and resources. It also requires confidence, action, skills, and perseverance.

Self-reliance isn’t just about providing physical things such as food, water, electricity, shelter, and tools. It equally is reliance on one’s internal resources. Simply put, it is not enough to have “stuff.” The mentality of self-reliance is critical. The good news is that wherever you are on the scale of self-reliance right now, both physically and mentally, it is possible to become more self-reliant.



The Self-Reliant Mindset

A self-reliant-minded person is first and foremost a sharp problem-solver. The ability to pivot and solve one’s own problems is one of the most important skills to have in any survival or disaster scenario. It is said that people who grew up fast develop this skill set early on out of necessity. Those who are coddled or taken care of by others have an undeveloped problem-solving skill set. Luckily, just like with any other skill, problem-solving gets easier with practice. Here are some qualities of self-reliant people:


	Self-reliant people also understand the value of self-care. If your “self” isn’t well and ready to face a challenge, then your ability to be truly self-reliant suffers. Lack of self-care results in increased anxiety, increased stress, decreased motivation, chronic illness, and poor physical fitness.

	Self-reliant people can also handle pressure and responsibility. As the saying goes, “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.” You can measure the self-reliance of an individual by the number of excuses they give when faced with adversity. Do they complain, or dig in and act? Think about the people in your life you would call on when things get hard. These people are likely self-reliant.

	Self-reliant people also empower and help others to be self-reliant. Their “never give up” attitude is motivating and encouraging. If your goal is to be more self-reliant, identify the self-reliant people in your life and spend more time with them. Humans tend to become like people they spend time with. Self-reliant traits are contagious.





Self-Reliant Skill Sets

As important as mindset is in a disaster scenario, one must also have a set of skills. A self-reliant-minded person has both. While there are countless valuable disaster survival skill sets, some are absolute necessities. These include but are not limited to:


	Basic first aid and trauma skills

	Food preservation, storage, and preparation skills

	Water purification, treatment, and sourcing skills

	Radio communication skills



These skill sets all help meet basic human survival needs, and this guide will cover each of them and more in detail in later chapters. For each skill set you lack, your dependence on others increases. Any level of dependency opens potential pitfalls.

Bridging the gap between dependency and self-reliance requires an honest and thorough personal risk assessment. Understanding one’s vulnerabilities is not only a key aspect of self-reliance but also the first step in putting together a disaster-ready plan.





CHAPTER 2 RISK ASSESSMENT AND PERSONAL VULNERABILITIES

It is human nature to believe that disasters only happen to other people or in other geographic areas. When disasters strike, they always seem to be a complete surprise even though disasters of all shapes, sizes, and causes are happening every day on some part of the globe. If you have not already, it is time to come to grips with the notion that it’s not IF but WHEN some kind of disaster will strike and affect life as you know it. Once you realize this, the next step is to begin a thorough risk assessment. This process can help identify risks and vulnerabilities and provide an actionable foundation for putting together a preparedness plan that makes sense.


Risk Assessment

Simply put, a risk assessment is a process used to identify potential dangers with the intent of predicting and analyzing what could happen. Because there is more than one potential disaster, it is common to do multiple risk assessments. A risk assessment is essentially a process of gathering knowledge that can be used to create an actionable plan. Without a risk assessment that sheds light on the disaster itself, your level of exposure, your vulnerabilities, and your potential losses (physical, property, financial, emotional), any readiness plan is incomplete.


CONDUCTING A PERSONAL/FAMILY RISK ASSESSMENT

There are countless different versions of a personal disaster risk assessment. But any solid risk assessment includes at minimum the following basic considerations:


	Risk Identification: This includes identifying any potential hazards/disasters.

	Exposure Analysis and Vulnerability Evaluation: This step involves deciding who or what might be harmed by the potential risks. In addition, an effort should be made to determine the level of potential impact to each vulnerability.

	Risk Reduction: This stage involves identifying specific precautions that need to be taken to prevent, lessen, or mitigate damage to the vulnerabilities listed in the previous step.

	Preparedness Plan: Lastly, using the information gathered in the previous steps, it’s time to outline a formal Personal/Family Preparedness Plan and start acting.



Now that you have a thousand-foot view of a personal risk assessment, it’s time to break down each of the sections into more detailed actionable steps.




Risk Identification

The first step is to identify the disasters that are most likely to happen. Different areas of the world are prone to different disasters. If you live in Kansas, tornadoes should be at the top of your list. If you live in New Orleans, hurricanes should take the top spot. Residents of New York City may list a grid-down power outage as a potential disaster. History is a good teacher and often repeats itself. Risk identification is unique to you, your community, and your location.

The main goal of this step is to identify any possible hazard that may potentially cause harm to you, your home, your business, your family, your school, or anything else you value. Preparedness starts with thinking about the possibilities.

This is a great time to get your family involved. Even better would be to get your neighbors involved in the conversation. Then, collectively brainstorm what types of disasters have happened before in your area and what types are most likely to happen. You may be surprised at the list that comes out of this session. It will certainly include hazards you may have never considered. Furthermore, ask your local municipality to share their existing community emergency plans. It is likely that numerous sectors have weighed in on these plans. These could include firefighters, corporate emergency managers, engineers, government officials, geologists, floodplain managers, law enforcement, and other community groups. These resources can provide fresh and unique insights into what you should be planning for on a personal or family level. If your community doesn’t have an emergency manager or official plans in place, look to the next closest large community. Community emergency managers are often friendly and eager to share their knowledge.

The state where you live already has detailed documentation about potential hazards that may affect your community. To locate the emergency management website for your state, visit USA.gov/state-emergency-management. You may find that much of the work has already been done for you when it comes to brainstorming potential hazards.

In addition to your state’s online emergency management resources, become familiar with these common hazard data sources. Your tax dollars fund them.


	US Department of Homeland Security—Ready.gov. The Department of Homeland Security’s Ready.gov is a public service that provides education related to preparation and response to natural and man-made disasters. This website not only provides information on preparedness but also outlines many different types of hazards.

	Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). FEMA provides information related to identifying hazards and preparing a risk assessment: FEMA.gov/hazard-mitigation-planning-resources.

	National Centers for Environmental Information. This is a great online data source for weather information. It keeps historical data on a wide variety of storm events: NCDC.NOAA.gov/stormevents.

	National Weather Service (NWS). The NWS is the official provider of US weather, marine, fire, and aviation forecasts. It is an agency of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and lists a glossary of over two thousand phrases and terms used by the NWS: Forecast.Weather.gov/glossary.php.

	United States Geological Survey (USGS). If you live in an area where earthquakes or landslides are on the radar, the USGS is a resource you’ll want to visit. It hosts data pertaining to landslide and earthquake hazards: USGS.gov/natural_hazards.



Once a final list of disasters is created, it’s time to rank these threats. You should rank them in order of probability, with the most probable disaster ranking first. Next, you’ll analyze what areas of your life are most vulnerable to these threats and how serious is the potential harm.



Exposure Analysis and Vulnerability Evaluation

Once hazards are identified, it’s time to do two things: analyze exposure and evaluate vulnerability. This is essentially making a list of who or what might be harmed and how badly. This process will help you gauge how serious the previously established risks are to the assets in your life and will aid in prioritizing actions later. The terms exposure and vulnerability are often misunderstood. Simply put, exposure refers to people, property, buildings, finances, and even emotions. These are the things you care about that could be harmed by a disaster. Vulnerability is the likelihood that these exposures will be harmed or affected negatively by the disaster.

To start, it’s important to create your list of exposures. To help with this phase, I’ve created a simple downloadable worksheet you can use. You can find the Exposure and Vulnerability Worksheet at the online resource link for this book: CreekStewart.com/disasterready. As mentioned, exposures are the things you care about. Look at it this way: If something was negatively affected by the disaster, would you miss it? If the answer is yes, it’s an exposure. For Personal/Family Preparedness Plans, most exposures will fall into three main categories: physical, social, and economic. Examples might include people, finances, structures, businesses, personal property, land, inventory, and more. Make a list or fill in the worksheet with as many exposures as you can think of. For reference, here is a short list with examples of how disaster can affect the three areas:

Physical


	Structural damage

	Access to structures

	Property loss/damage

	Vehicle damage



Social


	Death

	Injury

	Emotional damage

	Loss of pets



Economic


	Loss of business

	Interruption of business

	Loss of employment

	Loss of financial assets

	Loss of employees



Next, you should evaluate how vulnerable the important exposures (people and things) previously identified are to each disaster risk you identified earlier. Ultimately, you’ll have a dedicated worksheet for each disaster. There are many ways to measure vulnerability, and some of them can get quite complicated. I recommend keeping it simple with a 0–10 rating, 0 meaning the exposure is not vulnerable (not likely to be affected) and 10 meaning the exposure is at a very high risk of being harmed.

Many factors influence vulnerability. Some are obvious and some aren’t. Following is a list of factors to consider when rating vulnerability for several common exposures. There are several blank spaces for you to fill in, in case I’ve missed factors that are personal to you.

Exposure: Physical


	Age of structure

	Construction style

	Existing structural issues or weaknesses

	Location of property or structures (e.g., in a floodplain)

	Applicable insurance policies

	Inherent threats located nearby (e.g., a nuclear power plant)

	 

	 

	 



Exposure: Social


	Age (being young or an older person increases vulnerability)

	Physical fitness

	Handicaps/disabilities

	Medical conditions

	Gender

	Income

	Location (living in a high-density area such as New York City increases vulnerability)

	Dependency on medicine

	 

	 

	 



Exposure: Economic


	Is a disaster emergency fund in place?

	Are disaster supplies in place (e.g., food storage, water storage)?

	Is yours a one- or two-income family?

	Are additional income sources available?

	Are savings assets at risk?

	Is job loss a risk?

	What if transportation is interrupted and a commute isn’t possible?

	 

	 

	 



Once you complete the Exposure and Vulnerability Worksheet for each of your top disaster threats, you’ll have a picture of what exposures (people and things) are most vulnerable. Thus begins the process of addressing vulnerabilities. The entire purpose of this exercise is to help you quickly and effectively identify holes in your preparedness plan that need to be dealt with. We call these holes needs.

My friend Nat Sellers is a professional emergency manager and has a master’s degree in emergency and disaster management. Nat has created a fantastic Hazards Assessment Worksheet that helps outline and organize your needs and priorities in this process. He has given me permission to offer this worksheet to you as a free download and you can find it at the online resource page for this book: CreekStewart.com/disasterready. Nat also has some excellent resources at his website, PreparednessGuy.com.

This process takes you from the thousand-foot view to a specific list of needs that should be addressed for each and every disaster at the top of your list. With an idea of vulnerabilities, you’ll be able to quickly complete a needs assessment for categories such as food, water, cooking, housing, power, and more. The Exposure and Vulnerability Worksheet will help you break down your most important needs into immediate, short-term, mid-term, and long-term needs. Take some time to download and complete this worksheet.



Risk Reduction

The combination of awareness and actions of preparedness will result in risk reduction. Without getting too complicated, the more you understand your vulnerabilities and the more action steps you take to resolve them, the less overall risk you will have. Limited risk is an overarching goal of preparedness.

There’s no doubt that this process can take some time. But I’ve learned, through years of teaching and practicing these lessons, that the more knowledge you can gather up front, the better you can plan. I’ll be digging into many of the top needs categories in detail later. But before we do that, I want to share an outline for a solid Personal/Family Preparedness Plan. This is the absolute bare minimum that every family should have in place. It includes essential information to know and steps to take that are critical in the event of a sudden and unexpected emergency.



Personal/Family Preparedness Plan

A Personal/Family Preparedness Plan is a set of documents in place that everyone in your household is familiar with and knows where to access in the event of an emergency. Ideally this plan is kept as a PDF on family devices such as phones and tablets. Physical copies can be posted on the refrigerator or another easy-to-remember spot in the home. This document set is essentially your road map for what everyone in your family does in the event of an emergency. It takes the guesswork out of many critical decisions and actions and makes decisions easier and quicker.

It is very unlikely that everyone will be together in the same spot when disaster strikes. A Personal/Family Preparedness Plan helps mitigate the inevitable chaos and prevent unnecessary stress and mistakes. Some of these steps may seem basic and obvious, but make sure to complete all of them.


PART 1: FAMILY COMMUNICATIONS PLAN

A Family Communications Plan is an outline of directives and information for how to get in touch with each other if you’re at work, school, or away from the home. It also contains a list of important contacts with phone numbers. This information helps family members communicate if normal methods of communication aren’t working. Refer to Chapter 8 for a full outline of a Family Communications Plan.



PART 2: EVACUATION PLAN

Many disasters force people to leave their homes. It’s important to have a plan in place for safely and efficiently evacuating your family if this happens. Every evacuation plan should include the following elements:


	Make sure everyone knows where to locate your 72-hour emergency kit (bug out bag). This kit will include everything you need for independent survival during an evacuation: tools, food, water, first aid, hygiene items, and more. (Details of building this kit will be covered in Chapter 13.) Don’t forget supplies for your pets.

	Establish three evacuation destinations outside your general area. One should be 1–2 hours away, one should be 3–5 hours away, and one should be several states away. These can be a relative’s or friend’s house. Have paper maps to each of these locations for you and your family members to use.

	Review all possible exits from the home during an emergency. For two-story homes, include the use of emergency window ladders.

	Map all possible routes to your in-town and out-of-town evacuation destinations.

	Always try to keep at least a half tank of gas in the car. Consider keeping a couple of containers of gas at home as a backup supply. You can use an additive called STA-BIL to keep the gas good for long periods of time. Gas stations will be clogged during evacuations.

	Consider a backup method of transportation such as an electric bicycle (more on this topic in Chapter 14).

	Turn off all utilities including gas, water, and electricity. Drain water pipes if you have time, especially in cold weather.

	Lock all doors, windows, and entrances to the home. Utilize the home security tips offered in Chapter 10.





PART 3: EMERGENCY SKILLS TO KNOW AND PRACTICE

While not an exhaustive list, here are some key emergency skills that each capable member of your family should know and practice. The time to familiarize oneself with these is before a disaster strikes.


	Make sure every family member knows where the fire extinguishers are in the house and how to use them.

	Be sure every household member knows where and how to shut off the following utilities: water, gas, electricity.

	Understand how to use all electronics including handheld radios and NOAA-capable radios (detailed in Chapter 8).

	Make sure everyone is trained in basic first aid and CPR (cardiopulmonary resuscitation).





PART 4: BASIC CHECKLIST OF THINGS TO DO

Following is a checklist of several key actions to take to become better prepared for virtually any disaster scenario. By the end


	Obtain homeowners insurance and add additional coverage for disasters on your priority list that aren’t covered under your policy.

	Get your family a General Mobile Radio Service (GMRS) license (detailed in Chapter 8).

	Build a 72-hour emergency kit or bug out bag (detailed in Chapter 13).

	Prepare your home to shelter in place for an extended period in case you have to “hunker down.” (Details will be covered in subsequent chapters.)
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