Community Hurricane Preparedness

Are you ready for hurricane season? Or does the mere thought of it make you want to run for cover? The 2004 season left the entire state reeling, from the panhandle to the keys. This special section, compiled from information supplied by state government agencies, to see how you can best prepare your property for what meteorologists are predicting will be another active season.


A lack of hurricane awareness and preparation are common threads among all major hurricane disasters. By knowing your vulnerability and what actions you should take, you can reduce the effects of a hurricane disaster. Hurricane hazards come in many forms: high winds, storm surge and flooding. This means it is important for you to have a plan that includes all of these hazards. Look carefully at the safety actions associated with each type of hurricane hazard and prepare your disaster plan accordingly. But remember this is only a guide -- the first and most important thing anyone should do when facing a hurricane threat is to use common sense.

Meet with your staff and maintenance staff to discuss the type of hazards that could affect your property. Know your property’s vulnerability to storm surge, flooding and wind and prepare accordingly. Take steps now to make sure that your structures meet all current building code requirements for high-winds. Experts agree that structures built to meet or exceed current building code high-wind provisions have a much better chance of surviving violent windstorms. Take the time now to make sure that all hurricane shutters are in good working order and are clearly labeled. 
Before hurricane season, assess your property to ensure that landscaping and trees do not become a wind hazard. Call a SEFAA member landscaping company to trim dead wood and weak or overhanging branches from all trees. We all learned that certain trees (i.e. banyan trees) are more vulnerable to high winds and any dead tree near a building is a hazard. Consider removing any loose landscaping materials other than gravel/rock. When blown at extensive speeds, debris becomes a hazard, destined to do damage to your property, or your neighbors’.
When a hurricane warning is issued for your community, make sure residents secure or bring inside all patio furniture and other outside objects that could become a projectile in high winds. Likewise, secure or store all poolside items. Do an inspection of your property to spot elements potentially susceptible to winds, such as loose gutters, railings or roof shingles.
When it comes to hurricanes, wind speeds do not tell the whole story. Hurricanes produce storm surges, tornadoes, and often the most deadly of all -- inland flooding. Of course storm surges cause incrementally greater damage to those properties closer to the ocean or the intracoastal waterway. However, while storm surge is always a potential threat, more people have died from inland flooding in the last 30 years. Intense rainfall is not directly related to the wind speed of tropical cyclones. In fact, some of the greatest rainfall amounts occur from weaker storms that drift slowly or stall over an area. Inland flooding can be a major threat to communities far from the coast as intense rain falls from these huge tropical air masses.
So, the next time you hear hurricane -- think inland flooding! Be aware of streams, drainage channels and areas known to flood, so you or your evacuation routes are not cut off. Regularly inspect drainage areas on your property to avoid blockage. Advise your staff and residents to avoid driving into water of unknown depth. At least 23% of U.S. tropical cyclone deaths occur to people who drown in, or while attempting to abandon their cars. Moving water can quickly sweep your vehicle away. Restrict children from playing in flooded areas. 78% of children killed by tropical cyclones drowned in freshwater floods.

Know your flood risk level. Call your local emergency management office, building department or floodplain management office for information about flooding. Ask to see a flood map of your area. There may be a projected flood elevation for your neighborhood. This information will help you determine how much water is likely to come in.
If advised to evacuate, do so immediately and notify your residents. Keep abreast of road conditions through the news media. Move to a safe area before access is cut off by flood water. Do not attempt to cross flowing water. As little as six inches of water may cause you to lose control of your vehicle. 

Make sure you have flood insurance. Do not make assumptions.  Check your policy. The National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) is a pre-disaster flood mitigation and insurance protection program. NFIP makes federally backed flood insurance available to residents and business. Call 1-888-CALL-FLOOD ext. 445 for more information. It takes 30 days for a flood policy to take effect, which is why you need to purchase flood insurance before flooding occurs.

Develop a flood emergency action plan for your property, for your residents and for your staff. Provide your staff members with information on how to be better prepared at home, so they’ll be less stressed and able to help get your property up and running once the storm has passed. Understand that personal property damage is a very stressful situation for everyone, including your employees. 
Visit NOAA’s website for details including a list of items to include in your Disaster Supply Kit, including adequate water, food, first aid kits and medicines, flashlights, batteries, a battery operated and NOAA weather radio, cash and important documents. Use NOAA’s information to prepare a Hurricane Preparation checklist and share this with your residents. Do you know a vendor who may give you an adequate number of flashlights to supply one to each unit on your property? This is a nice gesture for residents, and may help avoid candle-related fires, too. Does your property have a barbeque area? If so, encourage residents to purchase an ample supply of charcoal and matches in advance. 
Lastly, make sure you meet periodically with your entire staff to review protocol and your expectations in the event of a hurricane in your area.  Find out where staff members plan to go if forced to evacuate. Make sure you have contact numbers for all staff members. It’s also a good idea to have one central out-of-area contact, so all co-workers have a single point of contact if some phone lines are down. Make a list of emergency telephone numbers, as well as phone numbers for all utility services, and visit the following helpful websites to learn more. 
http://www.nws.noaa.gov/stormready/ The National Weather Service has designed StormReady, a program aimed at arming America's communities with the communication and safety skills necessary to save lives and property.
http://www.ibhs.org/ Institute for Business and Home Safety – guidelines on retrofitting structures to make them less susceptible to wind damage.

http://www.esri.com/hazards/  FEMA and ESRI have formed a National Partnership in part aimed at providing multi-hazard maps and information to U.S. residents, business owners, schools, community groups, and local governments via the Internet. The information provided here is intended to assist in building disaster resistant communities across the country by sharing geographic knowledge about local hazards.

http://hurricanes.noaa.gov/  maintains a continuous watch on tropical cyclones over the Atlantic, Caribbean, Gulf of Mexico and the Eastern Pacific from May 15 through November 30. The Center prepares and distributes hurricane watches and warnings for the general public, and also prepares and distributes marine and military advisories for other users. During the "off-season" NOAA's Hurricane Center provides training for U.S. emergency managers and representatives from many other countries that are affected by tropical cyclones. The Center also conducts applied research to evaluate and improve hurricane forecasting techniques, and is involved in public awareness programs.  
