
Disasters, Earthquakes, Hurricanes, Snow 

Storms, Floods:  

What We’ve Learned about Emergency 

Preparedness for People with disabilities. 
 

 

 

A presentation by  Margi Trapani, Center for Independence of 

the Disabled, New York  
© CIDNY 2013 
 

1 



Questions & Answers 

 

 

 

 

       Type your questions or comments into the questions box  
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Emergency Planning Matters for  
People with Disabilities 

• “Disaster preparedness and emergency response systems are typically designed for people 

without disabilities, for whom escape or rescue involves walking, running, driving, seeing, 

hearing, and quickly responding to instructions, alerts, and evacuation announcements.” National 

Council on Disability 

 

• “Disasters are always inclusive. Response and recovery are not, unless we plan for it.” June 
Isaacson Kailes, MSW,  Harris Family Center for Disability and Health Policy at Western University 
of the Health Sciences  

 

• “When local governments fail to meaningfully and programmatically plan for people with 

disabilities in their programs and services for emergencies and disasters, people with disabilities 

are disproportionately and negatively affected. This failure results in ongoing and heightened risks 

for people with disabilities in this context.” Peter Blanck, Ph.D., JD, Burton Blatt Institute, 

Syracuse University 
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A Little History 

For CIDNY, September 11th 2001 was the start of 12 years of  advocacy for 

inclusion of people with disabilities in disaster planning. 

 

On September 11, 2001, CIDNY became the lead agency serving people with disabilities affected 

by 9/11. During the recovery, we delivered: case management; education and disability literacy and 

benefits training for disaster response agencies; information about disaster resources to the 

community or people with disabilities; technical assistance on disability-related resources to agency 

workers.  

 

In 2003, New York City experienced a massive power failure that trapped many with disabilities in 

high rises and at other sites and showed us that the City had no plan to meet our needs.  We 

learned again that the City did not include people with disabilities in its planning for such events. 

 

In 2004, CIDNY wrote and published Lessons Learned from the World Trade Center Disaster: 

Emergency Preparedness for People with Disabilities in New York (at www.cidny.org) to bear witness 

and explain the lessons of the disaster to policymakers.  
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A Little History (Cont’d) 

Throughout the next 10 year period, we worked with NYC’s Office of 

Emergency Management, FEMA,  and a coalition of disaster relief and 

service-providing agencies.  
 

• We delivered emergency preparedness messages to the disability community.  

• We recruited people with disabilities as part of the City’s volunteer corps 
responding to disasters.   

• We trained CERT and medical volunteers on disability literacy so they could 
help with accommodations at shelters and other emergency response venues. 

• We helped individuals with disabilities prepare “go-bags”  and ID packages. 

• We chaired City Office of Emergency Management’s Special Needs Group.  

• We argued for inclusion of people with disabilities in planning and creation of 
a emergency preparedness disability inclusive plan. 

 

 

 

 

 

5 



A Little History (Cont’d) 

A blizzard in 2010 again demonstrated a lack of planning for 

people with disabilities.  

 

 

 

 

Clearing snow in front of curb cuts and in front of residents where 

people with disabilities live wasn’t a priority, so people using 

wheelchairs couldn’t get to accessible buses, subways or paratransit. 

Some people with disabilities could not get to doctors’ appointments, 

get out to get food or for medicines for days and many didn’t have 

neighbors or family who could help them. 

 
 

6 



A Little History (Cont’d) 

In 2011,  the experiences from Hurricane Irene ratified our view that 

New York City was not ready. That year, we sued the New York City 

Office of Emergency Management for violating federal civil rights law.  

 

Then in 2012, Hurricane Sandy confirmed our judgment. 
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A Little History (cont’d) 

In other parts of the country during these 12 years: 

 

• Hurricanes Katrina, Rita, Wilma and Ike left areas of Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi 

 devastated.  Many people with disabilities were not evacuated to accessible shelters.  

 According to studies reported by the National Organization on Disability (NOD) 

 transportation arrangements came too late for those who needed accommodations;   

 

• Tornado outbreaks in the middle of the country have devastated many communities; 

 

• Earthquakes have disrupted the lives of many people with disabilities; 

 

• Lawsuits were  filed in Oakland, California and in Los Angeles County, California 
because disability advocates found that e-prep providers were not ready to 
accommodate people with disabilities and no people with disabilities were involved in 
planning.  Those lawsuits were won for people with disabilities. 
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Tell us about your experience  

• What kinds of major emergency/disaster 
events have happened in your region? 

 

 

• What are your concerns? 
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LAWS GOVERNING EMERGENCY 

RESPONSE FOR PEOPLE WITH 

DISABILITIES 
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What the law requires 

Emergency preparedness and disaster response planning is a public 

service or activity.  It is subject to federal civil rights law:  
 

• Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, 29 U.S.C. Section 794 et seq.  
 

• Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act, 42 U.S.C. Sections 12131, et 
seq.  
 

 and in New York City 
 

• New York City Human Rights Law, NYC Admin Code Section 8-101 et seq. 
 

The law requires: “No qualified individual with a disability shall, by reason of 

such disability, be excluded from participation in or be denied the benefits of  

the services, programs, or activities of a public entity, or be subjected to 

discrimination by any such entity.” 
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What the law requires (cont’d) 

People with disabilities have a right to meaningful access to government programs, 

activities. This means that reasonable accommodations must be added to ensure that 

seemingly neutral rules “do not in practice discriminate.” 

 

Right now, New York City provides an emergency preparedness and disaster 

response planning program for nondisabled individuals that does not address people with 

disabilities.  It does not provide for equal participation in emergency preparedness and 

disaster response. It places people with disabilities at risk. 

 

The Department of Justice weighed in on our court case and told the judge: 

“Unfortunately, despite the obvious importance of accounting for the unique needs of 

individuals with disabilities in planning for emergencies, New York City’s emergency 

plans, like many state and local emergency plans throughout the nation, fail to do so.” 
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Who’s Responsible for What 
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Emergency Communications 

• Communication in warnings, information and recovery 
– Mary Connor is blind and lives in an evacuation zone.  She received a piece of 

paper instructing her to evacuate as Hurricane Irene hit. She couldn’t read the 
paper.  She called the public information line, but couldn’t get through to an 
operator. 

 

– In Upstate New York during Hurricane Irene, a CIL director who is blind had to 
stay on the phone with colleagues to understand what the warnings were since 
the warnings were not accessible to her through her screen reader.   She only 
knew about road closings and evacuation directions because her staff told her. 

 

– During Hurricane Irene, the Mayor of NYC did not use an ASL interpreter when 
he addressed the public with important evacuation, status of the emergency and 
recovery information, leaving many who were Deaf to wonder what was 
happening and where they could go for help. 
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Emergency Communications 

© CIDNY 2013 
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Who is responsible? What are they required 
to do? 

What you can do 

Localities: 

Municipal governments,  

Fire departments,  

Emergency Responders 

Localities must make 

announcements in various 

forms, including news and 

media, sirens, and from 

service vehicles  to make 

the public aware.  

Contact your local city administration, prior to an emergency to find 

out whether announcements and information concerning emergencies 

and disasters are done in alternate formats.  

Local/State Offices of 

Emergency Management 

 

Find your local OEM at: 

http://www.fema.gov/regio

nal-operations/state-

offices-and-agencies-

emergency-management 

 

Local and State Agencies 

must inform you of their 

emergency plans and 

update you of current 

happenings by making 

announcements on various 

forms of media including 

radio, television, and social 

media.  

Ask your local TV and Radio stations whether they use close 

captioning and ASL interpretation when they are airing emergency 

messaging. 

 

Contact your state and/or local office of Emergency Management to 

find out what kinds of messaging they use and whether you can 

access their methods of communication.  
 

Talk with friends and family about the best ways of getting in touch 

during an emergency.  

 

FEMA 

 

Information on Emergency 

Alert Systems:  

FEMA uses an Emergency 

Alert System that is 

required to provide both 

audio and visual 

information.  

Talk with friends and family about how to get in contact and share 

information if either audio or visual is not available, or if there is a 

loss of power.  
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High Rise Evacuation 

NYC has more multi-story buildings than anywhere in the country. 

Melba Torres, who uses a power wheelchair, was trapped in her 8th floor 

apartment in public housing for 7 days with no power, water or heat.  Many 

other New Yorkers with and without disabilities were trapped in their high rise 

buildings when the power went out. 
 

• According to the FDNY testimony, there is no plan for high rise evacuation 
of people with disabilities.  There are no protocols, no devices, for people 
who cannot use the stairs.  Evacuation chairs are not carried on fire trucks.   
 

• There is no way to know how many people were stranded when the power 
went out in their buildings because there is no process for systematically 
following up to determine if people were left behind. 

 

• There is a system to recover stranded pets. 
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Evacuation 
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Who is responsible? What they are required to do? What you can do 

Localities collaborate with 
State Offices of 
Emergency Management 
for Evacuation 
 
Contact your local OEM to 
find out their evacuation 
plans and where to go 
once evacuated.  
 
Call 911 if other options 
are not available.  

Localities and the Office of Emergency 
Management are required to make the 
public aware of foreseeable 
emergencies, when it is necessary to 
evacuate and what areas must be 
evacuated, and their plans for 
evacuation.  

At work: check with your employer or HR representative to see if 
they have developed an emergency evacuation plan. Work with 
your employer to help design a plan that will meet your needs.  
 
At home: if you live in a residence with a building manager, discuss 
the plan for evacuation with building manager and how to best help 
you get out of the building safely in the event that elevators are not 
working, power goes out, or air quality declines.  
 
Talk with family, friends, and neighbors about how you plan to 
evacuate.  Discuss how you can get the assistance you need.  
 
Call your local government and ask who you should contact for 
assistance with evacuating. If you have mobility issues or require 
equipment, make sure first responders in your community as well 
as family or friends are aware of the best ways to help you move 
and what to bring when you evacuate.  

FEMA will assist local and 
state mass evacuations 

The Federal government must 
determine that assistance by FEMA is 
required. If FEMA assistance is required, 
FEMA must collaborate with the State 
government for planning of evacuation.  
FEMA staff are required to be trained in 
accommodating people with disabilities 
and people with disabilities must receive 
reasonable accommodations in event of 
mass evacuation.  

 
Explaining clearly what you need and how to accommodate you 
may help first responders and those helping with evacuation meet 
your needs.  Writing down a list of accommodation needs may also 
help.  Try to find out from your local representatives what the plans 
are and how they will accommodate you. 
 
 



Shelters   

• As Hurricane Irene bore down on the City, Tania Morales was turned away from the 
shelter. The gate to the ramp was locked. Shelter staff did not know that they should 
have opened it. They could not find the key.  

 

• During Hurricane Irene, Melba Torres, a power chair user, was forced to shelter at a 
school with no accessible toilet.  

 

• During Hurricanes Irene and Sandy many NYC shelters did not have  

 accessible ramps, accessible entrances or accessible bathrooms. 

 

• Studies indicate that people with disabilities tend not to evacuate if they  

 don’t believe that shelters can accommodate them, or if they do not have 
transportation that can accommodate them (NOD). 

 

• A woman with dementia was at a shelter during Hurricane Sandy. When her aide left, 
shelter staff did not know what to do. 
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Shelter 
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Who is 

responsible? 

What are they required to do? What you can do 

State/Local Office of 

Emergency 

Management 

 

Find the contact 

information for your 

office of Emergency 

Management:  

http://www.fema.gov/r

egional-

operations/state-

offices-and-agencies-

emergency-

management 

The State and Local Offices of Emergency 

Management are required to provide accessible 

shelters. Offices of Emergency Management must 

provide the public with resources to locate shelters 

and indicate which shelters are accessible. 

Accessible shelters are required to be accessible 

including providing communication options, access 

to medications, electricity for any equipment, 

honoring dietary restrictions, accessible restrooms 

and accessible cots.  

Contact your Office of Emergency management to discuss 

accessible shelter options before an emergency so that you 

know where you will be going. As much as you can, 

prepare to take medications and other needed supplies 

with you. 

 

Contact your local Independent Living Center, disabilities 

specific organizations, and organizations focused on the 

elderly and aging populations. Work together to find out 

how your state and local governments are planning to 

accommodate people with disabilities during emergencies 

and work to ensure they are meeting the disability 

community’s needs.  

 

If you have friends or family that have accessible homes, 

make a plan prior to an emergency so you could stay with 

them instead of going to a shelter during an emergency. 

American Red Cross 

Find your closest 

shelter: 

http://www.redcross.or

g/find-help/shelter 

American Red Cross staff must be trained in 

accommodating the needs of people with 

disabilities.  

 

Determine your best way to communicate with staff at 

shelters to express your needs.  If your Independent Living 

Center or other organization does disability awareness 

training, ask them to offer to train organizations involved 

in response in your community. 
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Transportation 
 

In New York City, which has a large carless population, public 

transportation is critical when disaster strikes. Sixty percent of New 

York City households do not have private vehicle access.  Public 

transportation plays a huge role for non-wheelchair users.   For wheel 

chair users who cannot use the subway, public transportation didn’t 

work during Irene and Sandy. 
 

• Jean Ryan uses a power wheelchair.  She relies on paratransit.  This means 
she has to give 24 hour notice.  As Hurricane Sandy approached an 
evacuation order was issued at 11:30 a.m. and paratransit was shut down 
at 12:00.  
 

• Kenneth Martinez , a wheel chair user, tried to evacuate by bus—it was too 
crowded for him to get on. 

 

 
20 



Transportation 
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Who is responsible? What are they required to do? What you can do 

State and local government work 

together to provide 

transportation. 

The Office of Emergency Management in 

conjunction with the local government is  

required to provide information about  

public transportation options and the 

current state of public transportation. 

If you need accessible transportation, 

contact your local government and/or 

emergency management office to find out 

about the plans for transportation during 

evacuation and for returning home.  Make 

it clear that you will need an 

accommodation. 

Department of Transportation will 

operate through FEMA 

In cases of emergency the Department of 

Transportation will charter private buses, 

railroads, etc. as means to help transport 

people if necessary and directed by the 

Federal government. These forms of 

transportation must be accessible for 

people with disabilities.  

If the Department of Transportation does 

not provide accessible transportation, 

work with your local independent living 

center, disability specific organizations, 

and organizations focused on the elderly 

and aging population to make the 

government aware and to involve people 

with disabilities in their emergency 

planning.  



What Gaps in Planning and Response  
Did You Experience?   

What gaps did you experience in: 

• Communications 

• Evacuation 

• Sheltering 

• Transportation 

• Housing 

• Recovery information and services 
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GAPS IDENTIFIED AFTER THE STORMS 

• Joyce Delarosa uses a power wheelchair. She notified the City and the utility 
company that she uses an oxygen machine and needs electricity to survive 
in an emergency. She was told that there is no plan for emergency 
generators, battery packs , or other supplies.   

 

 During Hurricane Sandy,  Joyce called the City info line to get oxygen or a 
generator but got no response. She was trapped in a high rise with no 
oxygen for 3 days when she was finally found and evacuated for emergency 
medical attention. 

 

 

 

• Melba Torres, who uses a power wheelchair, was trapped in her  8th floor 
apartment in public housing for 7 days with no power, water or heat.   
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GAPS IDENTIFIED AFTER THE STORMS 

CIDNY conducted outreach to 900 people affected by Sandy.  They 

presented the following needs: 

 

 Replacement of food spoiled due to power shutdown; 

 Blankets; 

 Health services (e.g. dialysis, oxygen, medication, doctor visits; 
aides); 

 Power source for chairs, CPAP, other equipment; 

 Lack of accessible transportation; 

 People trapped in homes—elevators not working; 
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GAPS IDENTIFIED AFTER THE STORMS 

 Cleanup and removal of debris blocking pathways; 

 Replacement of damaged durable medical equipment; 

 Replacement of ramps; 

 Mold remediation; 

 Temporary housing; 

 Replace accessible van and modification equipment (e.g. 
ramp, controls, etc.) 

 Interpreter assistance.  
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GAPS IDENTIFIED AFTER THE STORMS 

Longer-term Needs presented to CIDNY Disaster Case Managers: 

Jennie is blind and has breathing problems. Her roof was damaged in the storm and her 

house has mold in the attic. Flooding also damaged the main floor and she lost all 

appliances and personal belongings. Her insurance is not sufficient to make repairs and 

replace lost belongings. 

 

 Home repair including elevation and ramps, replacement of appliances, furniture; 

 Temporary housing and permanent housing for those whose homes were destroyed; 

 Access to the buy-out program for those who will not be able to return home; 

 Contractor fraud issues; 

 Landlord/tenant issues; 

 Vermin infestation; Mold remediation; 

 Foreclosure; Insurance advocacy; Mortgage arrears;  

 Replacement of identification and important documents. 
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 CHANGING HOW EMERGENCY RESPONSE WORKS  OR 
DOESN’T WORK FOR PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES 
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What has worked for you? 

• What are your best tips for preparing for 
emergencies? 

 

• What networks or groups have you reached out 
to for help? 

 

• Have you got involved in emergency planning at 
your local, state, federal level?  How? 
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What can we do?   
Individually and together? 

• There are things we can all do as individuals to make sure that we are as 
prepared as we can be.  Many guides exist that can help everyone think about 
preparing for their needs in all kinds of emergencies (see attached resources 
list).   

 

• June Isaacson Kailes, a disability consultant who has worked on emergency 
preparedness in California, tells us that the most important thing one can do is 
develop a network of friends, family, and neighbors who you can call on and 
who can call on you in an emergency.   

 

• She also says that she probably moves around with more equipment in her 
scooter than most people have in their homes.   Learn what you’ll need to keep 
you going for a week and begin to compile it.  Little by little, you can ensure 
you have the materials you need until someone can get to you. 
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Things we can do together 

Things we can’t affect as individuals are issues like:  

accessible transportation, accessibility of communication before, during 

and after an emergency; accessibility at shelters; access to medications 

and services; access to recovery services;  accommodations at all 

points of contact before, during and after emergencies and disasters.   

 

For these issues, we can work together to insist that the agencies 

responsible plan for people with disabilities, with  people with 

disabilities. 
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Working with Responders 

We talked with David Whalen who trains first responders in New York State  

under a grant from The New York State Developmental Disabilities Planning 

Council (DDPC).  We asked Dave to talk about some of the issues he has seen.  

Here are some of the things he told us: 

 

• “Emergency response starts at the local level, hence the significance of 
connecting with your municipality. Local organizations (including those 
representing people with disabilities) should be at the table representing their 
people. 

• “Local emergency management needs to have a sound connection with the state 
offices. I don’t always see the outreach to New York State from local in regards 
to using their resources and seeking out advice and information relative to the 
disability community. 

• “I have seen far too many lessons learned after the fact. This lack of outreach 
has led to serious challenges in coordination and outreach during recovery. We 
have a reactive approach at the worst possible time.” 
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Proactive Individual Planning 

Use your resources:  
• Read the local, state, and federal guides and use the information to 

help your prepare your supplies, your means of communication, and 
your plan; 

• Know your rights;  

• If you don’t have a network of friends and family that you can count 
on during emergencies, begin to connect to community organizations 
who can help (independent living centers, disability organizations, 
etc.); 

• Discuss with friends, neighbors, and family how you can help each 
other in an emergency and identify your unique needs; 

• Create a personal plan before emergencies and share it with friends 
and family. 
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What we can do together 

• Contact your independent living center, disability-specific organizations, 
organizations serving the elderly and aging, any organization working on 
similar issues to collectively address concerns about emergency 
preparedness plans with your local and state government agencies.   
 

• Recognize that planning for an emergency is a difficult and long process, 
especially for people with disabilities. 
 

• Work with your friends, family, colleagues, neighbors and community (your 
community could be your building, street, or neighborhood) to discuss 
emergency planning and educate yourself on the issues. 
 

• Ask questions at your local community boards, town hall meetings and 
other public venues. 
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Questions & Answers 

 

 

 

 

       Type your questions or comments into the questions box  
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CIDNY 

The Center for Independence of the Disabled, New York’s (CIDNY) goal is to 

ensure full integration, independence and equal opportunity for all people with 

disabilities by removing barriers to the social, economic, cultural and civic life 

of the community. 

 

CIDNY       CIDNY – Queens 

841 Broadway      80-02 Kew Gardens Road 

Suite 301        Suite 107 

New York, NY 10003     Kew Gardens, NY 11415 

212-674-2300 (Voice)     (646) 442-1520 (Voice)   

646-350-2681 (VP)      (347) 561-4883 (Fax) 

www.cidny.org      www.cidny.org  
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