
Examples of locations included in the study

YEAR REGION STATE COUNTY DISASTER FEMA
DECLARED

AT TIME OF DISASTER
SERVES CO./ CILTYPE

CURRENTLY
CIL IN CO. POPULATION AREA POPULATION

DENSITY PWD>5 MEDIAN
HH INCOME

% BELOW
POVERTY 

1999 9 Arizona Maricopa Severe Storms 15-Oct-99 yes, standard yes 3194718 9203 333.8 504992 $45,358 11.70%

2001 2 New York Nassau Terrorist Attack 11-Sep-01 yes, other/attend+coun.srv yes 1334648 287 4655 196086 $72,030 5.20%

2002 4 Alabama Baldwin Tropical Storm 9-Oct-02 yes, standard no 145799 1596 88 28693 $40,250 10.10%

Examples of locations included in the study

Maricopa
Severe Storm
High Winds
Flooding

Fresno
Winter Storm

Hawaii
Severe Storm
Flooding
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Denver
Wildfire
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Earthquake

Rosebud
Wildfire

Lincoln
Severe Storm
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Kimble
Tropical Storm

Rosewood
Flooding
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St. James
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Hurricane

Baldwin
Tropical Storm
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Winter Storm

Frederick
Winter Storm
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Severe Storm
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Flooding
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Terrorism
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Terrorism

Hampton
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Norton
Severe Storm
Flooding
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Severe Storm
Flooding

Matanuska
Winter Storm
Avalanche

How the Research & Training Center on 
Independent Living at the University of 

Kansas is researching this issue

The Research and Training Center on Independent Living, at the 
University of Kansas, under Glen W. White, PhD, as the Principal 
Investigator and Michael Fox, ScD, Co-Investigator, have been 
awarded a three year grant funded by the Center for Disease 
Control and Prevention through the Association of Teachers of 
Preventive Medicine. The mission of this research is to investigate 
a sample of counties across the United States that have recently 
experienced a natural or man-made disaster in order to: 

• Determine if disaster plans and emergency response systems 
include the health, safety, and survival needs for persons with 
mobility impairments

• Identify the morbidity and mortality of persons with mobility 
impairments in these disasters

• Assess if there were any post-disaster changes to address the 
needs of persons with mobility impairments

• Develop Best Practices models for counties that meet the 
needs of persons with mobility impairments in hopes of 
preventing injuries and saving lives

This research incorporates the Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) approach to social research, which is characterized by 
collaboration between consumers and researchers, resulting in 
an increase in the relevance of the research while maintaining 
scientifi c rigor. 

Currently the research team is in the beginning phases of the 
study, and are working on piloting survey questions for 30 
randomly selected counties on the issue of policies and practices 
emergency personnel use when assisting people with mobility 
impairments during an emergency.

Community-level preparedness for survival

This spring, a natural disaster occurred in the researchers’ own 
community. So, the Research and Training Center on Independent 
Living (RTC/IL) and Douglas County Emergency Management 
sponsored a local Town Hall meeting to hear the stories and 
concerns of persons with disabilities and their families who 
experienced the May 8 tornado. The meeting ended up being a 
roundtable discussion with participation from local emergency and 
service personnel.

Issues discussed in the town meeting forum included:

• Each person needs to take responsibility for themselves 
by planning for an emergency. For example, make lists of 
medications and be able to tell emergency personnel where 
your medications are located in case of an emergency.

• Communities need to explore emergency shelters that are 
accessible to everyone.

• Citizens should plan, prepare and practice an emergency 
routine. 

• Community planners need to involve disability agencies in pre-
planning for emergency situations.

30 Randomly Selected Locations That Have Recently Experienced a Natural or Man-made Disaster

Challenges ahead
Disaster preparedness is facing many new challenges with 
the advent of terrorism, and the changes to the environment 
and our national demographics. For instance, more older 
Americans and persons with disabilities are in the workplace 
and community, due to new laws, such as the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) and the New Freedom Initiative (NFI). 
Typically, disaster preparedness and emergency response 
systems are designed for non-disabled persons, using typical 
escape or rescue procedures, such as walking or running, 
that are not appropriate for assisting persons with mobility 
impairments. Nor have many of these plans specifi cally 
addressed the transition needs back to pre-disaster conditions 
that are required for persons with mobility impairments.

Tips to enhance survival in an emergency

• Don’t assume your needs are included in any disaster plan

• Get involved in the planning process by meeting with local 
emergency manager and fi rst responders 

• Get to know your environments and assess what barriers 
and obstacles are there for your safety 

• Make lists and carry them with you regarding:

▪ Medications

▪ Contact phone numbers for health care and family

▪ Other equipment or supplies needed if yours don’t 
make it through the disaster

▪ Insurance information

• Carry or have access to a three day supply of medications

• Explore what options will work best for you 

▪ Is it a personal support network or buddy system?

▪ Are there systems, devices, or procedures that 
need to be developed?

• Remove the barriers in your buildings, transportation 
services, ramps, and elevators.

Self assessment questions 

Physical mobility

• Can you operate a fi re extinguisher?
▪ Have you practiced?
▪ Will extended handles make them usable for you? 

• Do you know the location of all exits and your ability to navigate 
them? 

• Do you know where all evacuation chairs are stored? 
▪ Have you practiced using them? 

• Do you know where all available rescue areas are located?

• Will you be able to independently evacuate from the site?

▪ What will it take?

▪ How long will it take?

▪ Will you need someone to help with your balance and 
help you to walk down steps more quickly?

▪ Would it be faster if you used an evacuation chair or were 
carried?

▪ If you absolutely had to, could you bump down the stairs 
on your seat, crawl, etc?  Will you need something to 
strap on to protect your seat or gloves to protect your 
hands?

• Can you transfer in and out of evacuation devices independently, 
or with assistance?

• Can you give quick instructions for transportation if you need to be 
carried?

▪ Have you included any areas of vulnerability regarding 
how to safely remove you from your chair?

▪ If you want to be lifted in your chair make sure this is 
realistic (How much does your chair weigh with you in it)?

▪ Do you know if your site has “evacuation elevators” and 
where they are located? 

Assistive device users

• Have you informed your personal support network how to operate 
and safely move your equipment if necessary?

• Have you labeled equipment, added simple instruction cards 
(laminate instruction cards for added durability) and attached them 
to equipment regarding how to operate and safely move?

• Do you keep a copy of these instructions with you and have you 
shared copies with your personal support network?

• If you are a manual wheelchair user, do you use gloves to protect 
your hands from debris while pushing?

* From National Organization on Disabibility, “Guide on the Special Needs of People with 
Disabilities For Emergency Managers, Planners and Responders,” 2002; June Kailes, 
“Guide At A Glance” www.cdihp.org/guide.html; Paula Phillips, “Disaster Planning: A 
Workshop for Business and Industry,” 2003; Robin Jones, “Emergency Preparedness 
and Evacuation for People with Disabilities” 2003.

Special thanks to Jonathan Andrews and Nicole Denney 
for providing some of the information used in this poster.

Scope of the problem
According to Glen W. White, PhD, Director of the 
Research and Training Center on Independent 
Living at the University of Kansas, “A common 
theme emerging from 9/11 is there are virtually no 
empirical data on the safe and effi cient evacuation 
of persons with disabilities in disaster planning.” 
The media heightened our awareness of this 
problem from the reports of many individuals 
with disabilities trapped in the World Trade Center 
Towers during the 9/11 disasters. While such acts 
of terrorism are rare, other catastrophic events, 
such as fl oods, tornados, hurricanes, and fi res are 
more frequently experienced across this nation and 
can lead to tragic results. 

This defi cit in the literature refl ects a deeper chasm 
of emergency services agencies that are under-
prepared to assist people with physical disabilities 
during the potentially devastating natural and 
technological disasters that regularly occur in 
this nation. According to the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA), over the past 5 years 
there have been disasters declared in over 3,000 
counties across the United States. These disasters 
include fl ooding, storms, tornadoes, tropical 
storms, hurricanes, winter storms, thunderstorms, 
fi res, landslides, drought, ice storms, and 
earthquakes.

Why is this important?
The scope of the problem and the potential impact 
on the welfare of people with physical disabilities 
is signifi cant. In referring to the September 
2001 terrorist attack on the World Trade Center, 
an article in ILRU Network, the newsletter of 
Independent Living Research Utilization, reported 
that some people with disabilities were not 
evacuated from buildings because rescue agencies 
and relief workers did not understand why the 
public transportation shutdown prevented people 
from accessing emergency assistance. Emergency 
housing and shelters were also not adequately 
equipped for people who needed access to lodging 
(Independent Living Resource Utilization [ILRU], 
2002). According to a recent Harris Interactive 
Survey as reported by the National Organization on 
Disability, 58% of people with disabilities say they 
do not know whom to contact about emergency 
plans for their community in the event of a terrorist 
attack or other crisis. Sixty-one percent say that 
they have not made plans to quickly and safely 
evacuate their homes. Among those who are 
employed full or part time, 50% say no plans have 
been made to safely evacuate their workplace 
(National Organization on Disability [NOD], 2001).

Enhancing survival of persons 
with SCI and other physical 

disabilities 

Prevention
Important points to consider:

• Have your needs been included in the 
emergency plans at work, home, etc?

• Is disaster preparedness an integrated part of 
your life?

• Do you understand what threats are possible 
and ways you can ensure your safety?

• Does the building that you spend time in daily 
have safe rooms or evacuation chairs?

Rescue/Escape 
Important points to consider:

• What will it take to get your wheelchair or other 
important assistive devices out of the building?

• Have you considered all of your options if you 
are not able to be evacuated in your chair or 
with another assistive device?

• Does your workplace regularly drill for escape 
and safe places?

• Once outside the building can you get to a safe 
place?

• Will an evacuation chair work for you and have 
you practiced using them?

Re-Entry
Important points to consider:

• Do you carry contact and health information 
with you? How about a few days worth of 
medications?

• What equipment and devices, or public systems 
need to be in operation for you to continue your 
daily routine?

• What social and psychological supports would 
assure a quick and calm re-entry after a 
disaster? 

• Do you have an alternate plan for transportation 
if public transportation is not available?

Long-Term Planning 
Important points to consider:

• Have you received training in what actions you 
should take to prepare yourself for a disaster? 

• Have you educated your boss or the local 
emergency manager on how to assist you in 
case of an emergency?

Disaster Planning and Preparation for
People with Spinal Cord Injuries
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Products on the market that 
may help people with spinal cord 
injuries evacuate a building

Evacu-Trac CD7
from Garaventa Accessibility

The LifeSlider
from LifeSlider, Inc.

The resources listed here are only for 
reference purposes and are not being 
endorsed by The Research & Training Center 
on Independent Living or grant funders.


