Basic Shelter and Evacuation Planning

Oklahomans experience an average of between fifty and one hundred or more tornadoes each year.  According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA’s) Storm Prediction Center for the 18-year period from 1985 to 2002, 49% of the tornado fatalities in the United States were suffered by those who remain within or attempt to flee mobile homes.   Additional severe thunderstorm attributes such as high winds, hail and torrential rainfall threaten the lives of our citizens and cause millions of dollars in damages annually.  Because of these ever-present and frequently repeated natural threats, it is critically important that every citizen develop and practice a severe weather plan.

Citizens living in mobile homes or recreational vehicles (RV’s) are at greater risk due to construction methods and challenges with adequate anchoring devices or practices.  Because of these increased risk factors, it is important for all mobile home and RV occupants to have a severe weather plan for themselves, their families and anyone for whom they have responsibility. Occupants of mobile homes or recreational vehicles should not remain in those locations when threatened by high winds or potentially tornadic severe weather activity.   
It is imperative that everyone recognize and accept personal responsibility for developing and practicing a severe weather plan.  Although not intended to be all-inclusive, the points presented below will help guide individuals, families and other groups through the basic elements of a severe weather planning process.  Additional assistance is available from the local Emergency Management Office and/or the Oklahoma Office of Emergency Management. 
All emergency planning begins with identifying what type of threat or hazard could potentially cause danger, injury, or interruption of normal life activities.  In this case we are specifically targeting the natural threat of severe weather in the form of severe thunderstorms.  

Protection from a severe weather event begins with “awareness.”   Oklahomans are blessed with tremendous weather-related information sources, including multiple local media outlets (radio and television), the National Weather Service, Storm Prediction Center, Severe Storms Lab, Oklahoma Climate Survey and Mesonet and other organizations that exist to provide critical weather-related information.  We rarely experience severe thunderstorms without having first been pre-warned, often days in advance of significant weather patterns or developing severe weather systems.  We must take personal responsibility to maintain an overall “weather awareness,” particularly during the spring and fall severe weather seasons, and to develop a plan to be utilized prior to and during a severe weather event.  
When recognized weather information sources indicate the presence of, or potential for severe weather development, we must again accept personal responsibility for on-going monitoring and obtaining accurate, up-to-date information. 
The second critical aspect of severe weather planning involves receiving timely severe weather watches and warnings.   A severe weather WATCH (Flash Flood Watch, Severe Thunderstorm Watch, Tornado Watch, etc), indicates that conditions will likely develop that could cause the indicated type of severe weather.  A severe weather WARNING (Flash Flood Warning, Severe Thunderstorm Warning, Tornado Warning, etc.), indicates that the noted factor has developed and an imminent threat currently exists.  Knowing exactly what type of threat is present and the specific location of that threat are critical steps.  
Every home and business location should be equipped with at least one Programmable All-Hazard Alert Radio, located where it can easily be heard by occupants regardless of the time of day or the activities taking place.  These radios are available at local retailers such as Radio Shack, Wal-Mart, Target, Dollar General, etc., and can be purchased for approximately $30.  Portable Programmable All-Hazard Radios are also available and can be used while traveling, when away from home or when outdoors.  
Because thunderstorms often redevelop and follow the path of a previous storm cell, these radios should be equipped with a battery backup in case the previous event has caused power interruption.  They should additionally be capable of being programmed to receive watches and warnings specific to the area where they will be used.  When a Watch or Warning is issued by the National Weather Service, additional efforts should be made to obtain specific information from local media outlets (radio or television) and/or the Internet.  Local media sources should be monitored because with cable or satellite television or while on the Internet, information from a source that is not located in the area being affected will be of little or no value for specific local weather information. 
Properly maintained Programmable All-Hazard Radios provide the additional advantage of working twenty-four hours per day, every day, including during sleeping hours when television or Internet-based warnings may not be noticed.  Special accessories are also available to provide warning information for the deaf or hard of hearing.  Additional “awareness tools” include services provided by many commercial and free media sources that will provide alerts to cell phones, pagers, computers and other personal electronic devices.

An additional form of Tornado Warning notification utilized in many communities is that of Outdoor Warning Devices, often known as “storm sirens.”  As the name implies, these devices are primarily designed and intended to provide warning for persons who are outdoors, although in many areas they can also be heard while within a structure.  Outdoor Warning Devices should not be the only form of warning as their activation is intended to indicate the presence of an imminent, immediate threat and adequate relocation time to an off-site location may not be available!  Additionally, due to storm noise, high winds or other factors these devices may not be heard and in some communities they may not operate if normal power has been interrupted!  If adequate “awareness” activities and practices as described above have been implemented, Outdoor Warning Devices should never be the first warning or form of severe weather threat notification received.
When Outdoor Warning Devices are activated, with the exception of during normally scheduled testing (contact local emergency management officials for testing schedules), all persons should seek immediate shelter in the pre-identified shelter location (see below).  Upon Outdoor Warning activation, there typically is not adequate time to travel to an off-site shelter location. 

The next aspect of severe weather planning involves the identification of an appropriate shelter location.  For homes or locations equipped with underground storm shelters or an engineered above-ground “safe room,” built to FEMA 320 specifications (FEMA 361 for Community Shelters), this is a relatively simple process.  However, if no approved storm shelter or safe room is available within a very close proximity, early relocation or evacuation to a substantial, well-constructed structure or approved shelter is critical.  Once at the pre-identified shelter location, if not an actual underground shelter or safe room, occupants should move to smaller interior rooms or spaces on the lowest floor level, away from exterior openings such as doors or windows.  To eliminate dangerous travel delays, occupants of mobile homes and RV’s should relocate near their pre-identified shelter location when a severe weather-related WATCH is issued.  Waiting for a severe weather WARNING could easily increase the risk of injury or death due to the decreased amount of time available for relocation.  Automobiles and vehicles do not provide adequate severe weather shelter!
A significant point to be emphasized in the selection of a shelter location is that of travel distance or the amount of time it will take to reach the identified shelter.  We have a very dangerous tendency to wait until the last minute to move to our selected shelter location and these valuable minutes or seconds may mean the difference between life and death.  Additional verification must be made to insure that the identified site will be available (open) when needed, and that it will safely accommodate the number of people who could potentially be there.  Due to a variety of reasons, including security, cost, monitoring, etc., many communities do not provide “public shelters.”  Therefore, available options must be identified and arrangements made for access at appropriate shelter sites.  Be sure to consider access for the elderly, children or those who experience mobility difficulties.
As with all emergency plans, all aspects of a personal severe weather plan should be well-communicated to all family members, friends, or group members who will be affected.  Explaining in advance the actions to be taken and why they are important will greatly reduce stress levels during an actual event and will help identify any potential weaknesses or gaps in the plan.  Emergency management and other public safety professionals strongly recommend taking an “All-Hazards” approach to planning, meaning that in addition to severe weather planning, any potential threat or risk, manmade or natural, should be considered and applicable plans developed.
As previously stated, additional information related to emergency planning can be obtained by contacting the local Emergency Management Office or the Oklahoma Office of Emergency Management.   A sample planning document is attached for your convenience.

Helpful websites:
FEMA 320 Shelter Construction Standard
http://www.fema.gov/plan/prevent/saferoom/fema320.shtm
Emergency Planning Information
http://www.ready.gov/
Oklahoma Emergency Management
http://www.ok.gov/OEM/
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________________________________ 
(SITE/FACILITY/BUSINESS NAME)

Tornado/Severe Weather

Evacuation & Shelter Plan

1)
Awareness  

List available local media (radio and television) sources/stations

List recommended websites or other information sources

2)
Warning Information Sources (check all applicable)

__________
Programmable All-Hazard Radio

List Programmable Weather Radio Frequency for this area _________________

(Select closest transmitter frequency from list at NWS Website, http://www.nws.noaa.gov/nwr/nwrbro.htm )

Specific Area Message Encoding (S.A.M.E.) code to be determined by user based on location
__________
Outdoor Warning Devices or Systems (storm sirens) in the area

__________
Other Emergency Radio Systems or Units

__________
Personal Electronic Devices (computers, cell phones, pagers, etc)

3)
Sheltering
List available shelter locations, either on-site or in close proximity, being certain to consider handicap access or accommodations for those with medical or other needs and assurance that the site will be open and available when needed

4)
Evacuation/Relocation
Provide specific directions to at least two shelter locations including street names, distances and shelter description(s)

dkb/1-24-11
PAGE  
1

