[NOTE: This article won’t be appropriate in all climates and needs to be tailored to the locale.]
Preparing for Winter Storms


Some people love the winter’s crisp air and snow sports; others prefer a steady diet of moderate or even hot weather. Love it or hate it, winter can go overboard—the extreme cold and heavy snowfall that accompany winter storms can be debilitating and dangerous, especially in areas that usually experience mild winters. Winter storms can also bring high winds, sleet, freezing rain, frozen roads, power outages, and dangerously cold temperatures. Heavy snowfall can be blinding for drivers and dangerous for those it traps indoors.


You should be aware of the risk for severe winter weather where you live, know winter storm warning terminology, and stay aware of brewing conditions. Making sure your home is properly insulated and caulking and weather-stripping doors and windows make good economic sense year-round and will protect you better during extreme cold weather. Insulate pipes as necessary to prevent freezing, and keep your car’s gas tank full to keep the fuel line from freezing and for emergency use.


Think about the possibility of power outage ahead of time. Make sure you have adequate winter clothing and blankets for your family. If you have a fireplace or wood stove, keep an ample supply of wood. A portable space or kerosene heater or a small, well-vented camp stove with fuel might serve as a substitute, but check with your fire department first. The most destructive home fires happen during winter weather due to improperly used heating devices. Create a winter emergency kit that includes rock salt, sand, snow shovels and other snow-removal equipment, adequate winter clothing, and batteries for radio and flashlights. Take this kit with you if you must (and can!) drive to another refuge.
Caught in a Winter Storm?

If you are inside, stay put, and monitor the radio or TV for information and instructions. Practice fire safety, and if you are using a heat source that can produce hazardous smoke or fumes, maintain adequate ventilation. Dress in several layers of warm clothing, eat regularly, and drink plenty of fluids.

If you are outside, cover your mouth to protect your lungs from extremely cold air. Don’t overexert yourself shoveling snow or in any other physical activity. Keep dry, and change any wet clothing as soon as possible. Prolonged exposure to the cold can cause frostbite or hypothermia and become life-threatening. Infants and elderly people are most susceptible. The signs of frostbite are loss of feeling or pale appearance in extremities. Hypothermia is even more dangerous. If you detect the symptoms—uncontrollable shivering, memory loss, disorientation, slurred speech, and drowsiness—keep the victim warm by removing all wet clothing, warm the center of the body first, and seek medical attention immediately.


Travel only if you must, during the day, and on main roads. If you are trapped in your car by a blizzard, pull to the side of the road and put the hazard lights on. Remain in the vehicle, where rescuers are most likely to find you. The Red Cross advises, “Start the car and use the heater for about 10 minutes every hour. Keep the exhaust pipe clear so fumes won’t back up in the car.” Exercise to maintain body heat, but don’t overexert yourself. Drink fluids to avoid dehydration. If you are stranded in a remote area, stomp large block letters in an open area that spell “HELP” or “SOS.” Leave the car on foot only if absolutely necessary and the blizzard has passed.

Be “Always Prepared”

Get a kit. Make a plan. Be informed. You can find more tips on family emergency preparedness on the Coast Guard’s Work-Life website at www.uscg.mil/worklife/???.asp.
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