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Disaster Preparedness 

 

  

We live in an age when watching our fellow Americans 
suffer catastrophic loss is an almost daily occurrence. 
From the wildfires in California, the tornadoes in the 
mid-west, hurricanes along the eastern seaboard and 
the gulf coast, floods everywhere, and unprecedented 
snowfalls, the evening news is a parade of images of 
people suffering the loss of everything to these 
disastrous events. 

When faced with such tragedies people’s first 
concern is that their loved ones, including their 
pets, are safe and accounted for. 

Their second concern is not for their houses, their cars 
or their clothing. Once victims have determined that 
everyone made it out alive, their next thought is to 
their memories. If they realize they’ve lost everything, 
it’s absolutely heart-wrenching to watch their shock and 
grief. 
 

We all know that we could be the next victims of Mother Nature. 

The work to secure our family archive can be extensive and arduous, and yet, faced with the uncertainty 
of our age and the global crisis we face, we and our future forbears will be very grateful that all was not 
loss in the natural disaster your family faced during the Age of 
Global Warming. Whether you believe the root cause of the 
changes in our atmosphere is a result of earth’s natural cycles, or 
you think it’s based on an overload of methane, nitrous oxide and 
carbon dioxide being pumped into the air through human activity, 
it isn’t going to make a whole lot of difference when your standing 
in the shell of the building you once called home with not one 
picture of your grandparents left anywhere. 
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The disaster doesn’t need to be global or far-reaching for everything to be lost. A fire in your home, 
a burst pipe flooding your basement, a natural gas explosion in your neighborhood, a 
tree falling in your yard, a roof collapsing from too much snow, the boiler dying in the 
middle of winter, or a leaky roof are all 

personal tragedies that can be just as devastating to our memorabilia as a 
county-wide disaster. 

Beyond a digitization project, you probably have 
family heirlooms and collectibles that you will want 
to make sure survive a disaster. I’m not sure 

everything can be saved, but we should do our best to save as much 
as we can for as long as we can. Some weather events like hurricane 
provide us with days of preparation, while others are sudden and 
unpredictable like earthquakes, tornados and wildfires. In the event of 
an emergency, we may be lucky to get out with our lives, in which case 
all our material objects, including our archives, becomes secondary. However, when prioritizing our tasks 
in the event of an impending disaster, knowing what to do before we are panic-stricken, will help to calm 
our nerves and focus our attention on what we CAN do in the moment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is a list of items and actions that should be included in everyone’s disaster plan: 

● Emergency Telephone List 

✓ Fire/Rescue/Police 

✓ All family members  

✓ Insurance agents and insurance policy numbers. If you have valuable antiques and artwork, 

special collections, or rare books, you may need a special rider on your insurance policy to 

protect against thieves, natural disasters, or home mishaps. Make sure your homeowners policy 

covers any valuables in your collection. Do this now before disaster strikes.  

✓ Utility Companies—Electric, Gas, Water, Sewer. All family members should know how to shut 

off the utilities in the event of a disaster or personal emergency. 

● Document Your Valuables 
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✓ Photograph and record measurements of valued materials and family heirlooms. 

✓ Keep purchase receipts of antiques, fine art purchases, and other valuables. 

✓ Keep historical records of conservation work, special framing materials, archival materials, and 

other additions to a particular piece. 

✓ Store copies of documentation in your home and at another location, maybe a safety deposit box. 

Your insurance broker may also keep a copy of records of important valuables and documents. 

Digitizing important records and storing them in the cloud will provide easy retrieval after an 

emergency when internet and electricity is available. 

 

● Incorporate Preservation Planning 

✓ Assess and reduce risks. Repair faulty wiring, install storm shutters, fix a leaky roof, trim or 

remove trees. 

✓ Know your area. What types of disasters are you most at risk for? Do you live in a flood zone? 

What disasters have occurred in the past that your area may be vulnerable to in the future? Think 

of what you can do to prepare for similar emergencies. 

✓ Analyze and prioritize risks. Consider the frequency and probability of reoccurrence of certain 

disasters in your area and take measures accordingly.  

✓ Treat risks. Take steps that can reduce or minimize your exposure to damage in the event a 

disaster or personal emergency occurs. If you live in a hurricane zone, fit shutters to windows; if 

you are at risk of dust storms, seal cracks and purchase heavy curtains; for flood zones, have 

sandbags ready and make sure nothing is on the floor. 

 

● Identify Items Most at Risk in Different Emergencies 

If you processed your collection as outlined earlier in this book, your Finding Aid should contain all the 

information you need. It will have a list of all the materials in your collection and where they are located.  

✓ All photo albums 

✓ All boxes with important documents 

✓ All boxes with genealogical information  

✓ A list of antiques and/or family heirlooms and where they are located 

✓ A list of valuable artwork 

✓ A list of valuable jewelry 

✓ A list of important books to grab in an emergency 

✓ Where journals are stored 

✓ What special collectibles you have and where they are located 

✓ A list of heirloom items that may not have monetary value but are important to the family history 

✓ Business documents  

✓ Family financial documents  

 

If you have not processed your collection yet, do the survey as recommended. This will at least identify 

everything you have, even if it is not organized, rehoused, and cataloged. A survey may take only a few 

hours and will provide the most important information needed in an emergency or after a disaster. 
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● Supplies Before the Disaster 

  Have support materials ready before an emergency strikes: 

 

✓ Large plastic storage bins  

✓ Blankets and sheets to cover furniture or wrap delicate ceramic, glass, or metal 

✓ Rope to secure furniture 

✓ Masking tape for windows  

✓ Duct tape 

✓ Plastic sheeting to cover materials and to possibly cover doorways and windows 

 

● Supplies After the Disaster 

Think ahead of time what you may need after the disaster to clean up your property. These items may be 

in short supply after the emergency, so planning ahead may make the difference between being able to 

cleanup on day one and having to wait until day three or day ten. 

✓ A few gallons of distilled water will be needed for cleaning photographs, antiques, textiles, and 

other items. Preparing this ahead of time will be helpful, but in all cases, any water is better than 

no water. 

✓ A box of disposable nitrile gloves to use when handling archival materials  

✓ Heavy-duty rubber gloves needed for general cleanup 

✓ Trash bags (large and small) 

✓ Tape—paper, masking, duct, and gorilla 

✓ Plastic sheeting to cover materials and possibly cover doorways and windows; if mold growth 

begins, certain rooms may need to be cordoned off. 

✓ Rolls of clean paper to line surfaces during recovery 

✓ Paper towels  

✓ Cloth towels (soft, clean) 

✓ Soft microfiber cleaning cloths or other lint-free cloths 

✓ Flashlights, lanterns, headlamps, and batteries (Remember you might not have electricity for 

days and certain rooms or areas may be dark all the time.) 

✓ Isopropyl alcohol 

✓ First aid kit 

✓ Buckets and mops 

✓ Tyvek plastic suits that will be necessary in the event of flood or exposure to other toxic 

materials; you can find these at many hardware stores. 

✓ A good set of goggles to protect your eyes 

✓ Face mask (N95 or N100) 

✓ Respirator with an organic cartridge if a face mask is not providing enough protection or if you 

have any kind of respiratory issues; (Remember, mold can grow quickly and profusely after a 

water-soaked disaster, especially if the weather afterward continues to be damp or tropical.) 

✓ A good pair of rubber boots; hiking boots are a good secondary alternative. 
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