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It seems that we’ve been inundated in recent years with disaster after disaster. From terrorists to hurricanes, wildfires to house fires, floods to ice storms, there’s hardly a day goes by that doesn’t bring news of a city’s plight or a family’s heartache. But with a little forethought and some simple planning, families can weather the unpleasant surprises life may throw at them.


When creating a disaster plan for your family, the first step is to think about the most likely emergencies in your area. Are you in a flood plain? Are you in an area prone to earthquakes? You may not be in an area that’s susceptible to wildfires, but a house fire is always possible. In Kentucky, everyone is at risk from winter storms, thunderstorms or even the occasional tornado. Prepare for those emergencies you think are most likely.


Adults should first make evacuation plans, discuss them with the children, and then practice with them. Drills benefit the parents as well as the children. Repetition will lend a sense of familiarity to an unfamiliar situation and make it easier for everyone to remain calm during a stressful time.


When you devise your emergency plan, it is always a good idea to have two meeting places for your family. One should be right outside your home, so if your smoke alarms went off in the middle of the night and you evacuated the house, everyone would know where to meet. This could be a tree or a neighbor’s house. The other meeting place should be outside your immediate area or neighborhood. If there were a flood or a wildfire and you couldn’t make it back home, your family would have a place to go to know that everybody’s safe. You will also want to plan how family members who may not have access to a car will get there.

Plan for two points of contact by phone. Also, it’s recommended that those folks be out of your immediate area, preferably out of your area code if not out of state. Often, in large emergencies, local phone lines are overburdened and you may only be able to make long distance calls. Everyone in your family should know to call these numbers to let the contact person know where they are and that they’re okay.


Finally, involve everyone in putting together an emergency supply kit. This kit should be useful in a number of different situations. Even if your power goes off in a storm, you may have things in that supply kit that can help you get through that short-term situation. Or if you had to evacuate, you could pick your kit up and take it with you and you’d know that you’d have food that your family actually likes to eat. Include basic toiletries and necessities, as well as comfort items that the children may have picked out. And of course, don’t forget water, flashlights, and batteries.


Include all the members of your household in your emergency plans. This will not only prepare everyone, but knowing that all family members understand their roles will create a sense of security and confidence in all who are involved.


When you include children in your planning, consider their ages and their ability to understand the circumstances. Be aware that even young babies feel basic emotions, such as anger, sadness, fear, or contentment. Because they are so dependent on adults to supply all of their needs, they are attuned to moods and tension that adults may convey not only in words, but also through facial expressions, voice tones, and body language.  A bad experience associated with adult panic could very well embed itself in their brains, only to resurface at an older age.


Children can understand language before they can actually talk. This is important to keep in mind. Children from ages 1 to 3 may very well become anxious if they hear a parent talking to another adult using worried or angry language. Very young children may not have the ability to tell a parent that they are upset about what they have heard. Conversely, if an adult is calm and shows that he or she is under control, children will gain confidence and strength. Mentally preparing your reaction in a particular circumstance will help create that essential calm.


Knowing the temperament of your children will go a long way in deciding how much information you should share with them and the manner in which to do it. Children feel more secure when they know what to do in case of a situation where they need to get out of the house quickly.

It is possible, however, for parents to overdo disaster preparation with their children. Becoming obsessive about planning for an emergency can easily make the child anxious and frightened. Making preparation into a game is sometimes helpful, but be careful about making it too light-hearted.

Admittedly, there is a fine line between treating it too lightly and taking it so seriously that you scare your children. However, if you keep the individual personalities and developmental levels of your children in mind it will help you take the right tone.  Saying something such as, “We don’t think any of this will ever happen, but it’s always a good idea to be prepared,” can help to avoid creating feelings of anxiety.

Generally, being a calm, supportive adult with a matter-of-fact explanation about why things happen and how some things can be prevented will go a long way in insuring that your children are prepared, but not scared.


Wise parenting is preparing, in a very important sense. Helping children to feel safe, secure and loved will go a long way in helping them, and you, through turbulent times.


Contact your (COUNTY NAME) Extension office for more information on family emergency planning.


Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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