DISASTER PLANNING WITH CHILDREN

For years we have been urged to “get ready” and to prepare for emergencies…from natural disasters to terrorist attacks. As a result of recent severe winter weather and the possibility of spring flooding, we have incentive and opportunity to assess our family preparedness and identify gaps where more work needs to be done…especially with our children.
Parents and caregivers can play a vital role in helping children prepare for and respond to disasters. Children rely on adults to tell them what to do and how best to address their fears. The reaction of the adult will affect the reaction of the child. It is important to include children with disaster planning in the home. The following are tips to help children prepare for and respond to disasters.

· Include children in the family disaster planning process. Doing so will help build confidence and allow children to feel as though they are valued members of the disaster planning home team.
· Explain why it is important to prepare a family response plan that includes an evacuation plan, and a shelter-in-place plan. Children should know the difference between the two and why they are necessary. If evacuation becomes necessary, children should know the identified meeting place outside of the home. Practice the evacuation plan at least twice a year.
· Explain the importance of identifying an emergency contact outside of the home (relative, friend, etc). Make sure children know where to find the emergency contact information. Make sure children know when and how to call 9-1-1.
· Allow children to help build the family disaster kit (radio, flashlight, water, batteries, first aid supplies, snacks, games, etc). Explaining the need for each item placed in the disaster kit will help children understand why the kit is necessary, and will help them build a sense of confidence for disaster response.
· Allow children to share their feelings and concerns. Doing so will prevent feelings of disconnect and fear. It is important that children know it is OK to talk about their feelings. Doing so will help the child understand and cope with what is happening.
· Listen to credible sources for disaster response information. Relay age appropriate information to children. Refrain from allowing children to watch repeated television footage of disaster events. Some children will not able to identify the footage as repeated information, but instead will think the disaster is happening all over again. 
· Talk about school disaster response plans with school age children. Doing so will help children feel safe if they are required to shelter-in-place at school during a disaster.  

Allowing children to help take steps to better prepare for disasters will not only improve family readiness, it will help children understand and cope with disaster response activities.  
