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Winter Storm Preparedness
By Henry Cervantes, Emergency Plans Specialist, DPTMS, USAG West Point, NY
A major winter storm can last for several days and be accompanied by high winds, freezing rain or sleet, heavy snowfall, and cold temperatures. People can become trapped at home, without utilities or other services. Heavy snowfall and blizzards can trap motorists in their cars. Even small accumulations of ice can cause a significant hazard.
House fires occur more frequently in the winter due to lack of proper safety precautions when using alternate heating sources (unattended fires, disposal of ashes too soon, improperly placed space heaters, etc.) Fire during winter storms presents a great danger because water supplies may freeze and it may be difficult for firefighting equipment to get to the fire.

Winter storm risks in our area include sleet, freezing rain and ice storms. Sleet is raindrops that freeze into ice pellets before reaching the ground. Freezing rain is rain that falls onto a surface with a temperature below freezing; this causes it to freeze to surfaces, such as trees, cars, and roads forming a glaze of ice.  An ice storm occurs when freezing rain falls and freezes immediately on impact.
Everyone should have a NOAA Weather Radio with a tone-alert feature to keep informed of weather watches and warnings issued in your area. A National Weather Service (NWS) WATCH is a message indicating that conditions favor the occurrence of a certain type of hazardous weather. For example a Winter Storm WATCH means a winter storm is possible in your area within 12 to 36 hours.
An NWS WARNING indicates that a hazardous event is occurring or is imminent in about 30 minutes to an hour. Local NWS forecast offices issue warnings on a county-by-county basis. A winter storm WARNING means a winter storm is occurring, or will soon occur, in your area.

A blizzard WARNING means sustained winds or frequent gusts to 35 miles per hour or greater and considerable falling or blowing snow (reducing visibility to less than a quarter mile) are expected to prevail for a period of three hours or longer.
Plan for Winter Storms. Develop or update your family disaster plan. Discuss with your family what to do if a winter storm WATCH or WARNING is issued. Everyone should know what to do in case all family members are not together. Snow removal equipment should be on hand and in good working order. Keep your car’s gas tank full for emergency use and to keep the fuel line from freezing.
Make sure everyone understands the hazards of wind chill, which combines the cooling effect of wind and cold temperatures on exposed skin. As the wind increases, heat is carried away from a person’s body at an accelerated rate, driving down the body temperature. 
Low body temperature is called hypothermia. Warning signs are uncontrollable shivering, memory loss, disorientation, incoherence, slurred speech, drowsiness, and apparent exhaustion. If detected, immediately seek medical care. If none is available, begin warming the person slowly. Warm the body first, not the arms and legs. Warming the extremities first drives the cold blood toward the heart and can lead to heart failure.

Get the person into dry clothing and wrap them in a warm blanket covering the head and neck. If necessary, use your own body heat to help. Do not give the person alcohol, drugs, coffee, or any hot beverage or food; warm broth is better.
Frostbite is damage to body tissue caused by that tissue being frozen. Frostbite causes a loss of feeling and a white or pale appearance in extremities, such as fingers, toes, ear lobes, or the tip of the nose. If symptoms are detected, get medical help immediately. If you must wait for help, slowly rewarm affected areas.

During a Winter Storm. Stay indoors and dress warmly during the storm. Wearing layers of loose-fitting, lightweight, warm clothing will keep you warmer than one bulky sweater. Eat regularly, food provides the body with energy for producing its own heat. Drink liquids such as warm broth or juices to prevent dehydration. Avoid caffeine and alcohol which causes dehydration.
Conserve fuel. Winter storms can last for several days. Great demand may be placed on electric, gas, and other fuel distribution systems (fuel oil, propane, etc.). Supplies may be temporarily disrupted when many people demand large amounts at the same time. Lower the thermostat to 65 degrees Fahrenheit during the day and 55 degrees at night. Close off unused rooms, and stuff towels or rags in cracks under doors. Cover the windows at night.

If you must go outside during a winter storm wear layered clothing, mittens or gloves, and a hat. Cover your mouth to protect your lungs from extremely cold air. Keep dry, change wet clothing frequently to prevent a loss of body heat. If you go out to shovel snow, do a few stretching exercises to warm up your body. Avoid overexertion, such as shoveling heavy snow, pushing a car or walking in deep snow. Walk carefully on snowy, icy sidewalks. Watch for signs of hypothermia and frostbite.

 Winter Driving Tips. Have your car(s) winterized before the winter storm season. Keep a windshield scraper and small broom in your car for ice and snow removal. Have a disaster supplies kit for each car used by members of your family. The kit should include the following: Blanket or sleeping bag; rain gear and extra sets of dry clothing, mittens, socks and a wool cap; canned fruit, nuts, and high energy “munchies”; bottles of water; a small shovel, pocket knife and small tools, such as pliers, a wrench and screwdriver; a flashlight with extra batteries; a first aid kit and necessary medications; jumper cables; a small sack of sand for generating traction under wheels; plastic bags for sanitation; cards, games and puzzles for your children.
Traveling during winter weather can be hazardous. Plan long trips carefully. Plan to travel during daylight and, if possible, take at least one other person. Let someone know your destination, your route, and when you expect to arrive. If your car gets stuck along the way, help can be sent along your predetermined route. Avoid driving during sleet, freezing rain, frizzing drizzle, and dense fog---these serious conditions are often underestimated.
If you do get stuck stay with your vehicle. Do not leave the vehicle to search for assistance unless help is visible within 100 yards. Disorientation  and confusion come very quickly in blowing snow. Display a trouble sign to indicate you need help. Hang a brightly colored cloth (preferably red) on the radio antenna and raise the hood (after snow stops falling). Do minor exercises to keep up circulation, try not to stay in one position for too long. If more than one person is in the car, take turns sleeping. If you are not awakened periodically to increase body temperature and circulation, you can freeze to death.
Occasionally run the engine to keep warm. Carbon monoxide can build up inside a standing vehicle while the engine is running, even if the exhaust pipe is clear. Experience has shown that running the heater for 10 minutes every hour (or 5 minutes every half hour) is enough to keep occupants warm and will reduce the risk of carbon monoxide poisoning and conserves fuel. Use the heater while the engine is running, keep the exhaust pipe clear of snow, and slightly open a downwind window for ventilation.
Winter storms can make driving and walking extremely hazardous. The aftermath of a winter storm can have an impact on a community or region for days, weeks, or even months. Contact your local National Weather Service office or American Red Cross chapter for more information. You can also visit the FEMA website at www. Fema.gov.
