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Introduction 
Considerations for Special Populations During Disasters was produced by Catholic Charities, USA.  
Catholic Charities USA is the official domestic relief Agency of the United States Catholic Church.   

Catholic Charities helps people, regardless of their faith, who struggle with 
poverty and other complex issues and also helps these vulnerable people 
when they have been affected by disasters. During disaster response and 
recovery efforts Catholic Charities USA supports its local Agencies in their 
efforts to provide resources and services to vulnerable survivors. 

 

Through training programs like this one, Catholic Charities USA also 
assists in building Agency capacity to serve disaster survivors.   

 

 

 

Considerations for Special Populations During Disasters focuses on helping those who may have 
additional needs before, during, and after a disaster in daily functional areas. These needs may include: 

• Maintaining independence 
• Communication  
• Comprehension  
• Mobility and transportation 
• Supervision   
• Medical care 

  

CCUSA Disaster Training Video Library 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLaD_V8asmqbgRJomEx7MfD4X9QlmJDFmW  

 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLaD_V8asmqbgRJomEx7MfD4X9QlmJDFmW
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Children, the elderly, and persons with a physical and/or intellectual disability; people who are homeless or 
precariously housed; are undocumented, or those with limited English proficiency, are all likely to need 
special assistance in disasters. Catholic Charities USA produced this video for local Catholic Charities 
agencies, Catholic parishes and other organizations that may provide disaster services for those with 
functional needs.   

Part 1: Your Special Populations 
If you answer ‘yes’ to any of the following questions, consider the needs of special populations in your 
disaster preparedness planning. Does your organization: 

• Have residential services or day services for people with functional needs? 
• Have pre-disaster clients and/or their family members that will require ongoing assistance in 

disaster circumstances? 
• Have employees with access and functional needs? 
• Anticipate that community members with special needs may reach out after a disaster to Catholic 

Charities or the Church even if they were not previous clients or members? 
If so, this training will help you prepare by: 

• Illustrating the higher risk and unique needs of special populations in disasters 
• Discussing how to assess an Agency’s readiness to assist their special populations in identified  

high risk hazard events 
• Providing examples and suggesting resources for addressing gaps in that readiness 

 
This Participant Guide includes a summary of the video content and links to helpful resources. 
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Part 2 - Disaster Risk for Special Populations 
In this training, “disaster” refers to a sudden, calamitous event that seriously disrupts the functioning of a 
community or society – an event causing human, material, and economic or environmental losses that 
exceed the community's or society's ability to cope using its own resources.   

 

FEMA Catholic Charities agencies determine what hazard events and vulnerabilities 
they must plan for by completing a Risk Assessment, a process described in the online 
training “Understanding Risk.”    

 

 

 

Some natural disasters affect us with little warning, like earthquakes, 
tornadoes, flash floods and wildfires. When a warning siren or a text 
message is the first indication of an impending event, or when the ground 
begins shaking or the wind is blowing, there is no time to develop a plan for 
protecting those with functional needs. Consider that the average age of 
those who died in the  2018 Paradise, California Camp Fire was 72, and 
many were disabled or in poor health. 

Other disasters like slow-rising river floods, hurricanes, heatwaves and blizzards develop slowly or are 
predictable.  They do provide more time to consider Agency options for assisting special populations during 
and after the event as long as a basic plan is in place. Still,  predictable events may become unpredictable, 
and any disaster event is more likely to negatively affect people in special populations.   

A 2015 Health and Human Services report notes that during Hurricane 
Katrina, “Older adults and people with disabilities were among the hardest hit.”  
“… 71% of the people who died in the state of Louisiana during the storm 
were over the age of 60. “ 
 
 

The impact on special populations is worsened further when the services and supports normally provided to 
them also are interrupted.  It is important for community-based organizations like Catholic Charities 
agencies to be able to re-open as soon as possible after an emergency. 
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Risk Factors to Consider 

(From the US Department of Justice publication, “Making Community Emergency Preparedness and 
Response Programs Accessible to People with Disabilities”) 

• Notification 
• Evacuation 
• Emergency transportation 
• Sheltering 
• Access to medications, refrigeration, and back-up power 
• Access to their mobility devices or service animals  
• Access to information 

Notification 
People with hearing impairment may not hear audible warnings. Visual alerts 
will have limited to no effect on persons with low vision or blindness or on 
those who are poor or homeless, without access to tv, radio, or cell phone 
warnings.  Non-English speakers may not understand notifications and 
newcomers to the United States may not realize the potential for destruction 
of the disaster types referred to in the warnings. 

Evacuation 
Those with limited mobility or those who use aids such as canes, wheelchairs 
and walkers may not be able to physically evacuate without assistance. People 
with cognitive impairment may not understand what is happening or what is 
required for them to evacuate. 

 

Emergency Transportation 
People with physical disabilities and/or limited mobility may need others to transport them, and specialized 
vehicles may be required. Those without transportation may have no choice but to travel on foot. 

  

“Many of the dead in Camp Fire were disabled, elderly. Could they have been saved?” 
https://www.sacbee.com/news/california/fires/article222044970.html  

No One Left Behind: Including Older Adults and People with Disabilities in Emergency Planning 
https://acl.gov/news-and-events/acl-blog/no-one-left-behind-including-older-adults-and-people-
disabilities  

https://www.sacbee.com/news/california/fires/article222044970.html
https://acl.gov/news-and-events/acl-blog/no-one-left-behind-including-older-adults-and-people-disabilities
https://acl.gov/news-and-events/acl-blog/no-one-left-behind-including-older-adults-and-people-disabilities
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Sheltering 
Temporary facilities including shelters may not have accessible parking, 
entrances, or pathways to maneuver through the temporary facility; 
accessible rest rooms, or staff or volunteers trained to meet the needs of 
people with disabilities. 

Access to Medications, Refrigeration, and Back-Up Power 
People who are medically fragile may need access to electrical power to use life-sustaining medical 
equipment, to charge communication devices, or to refrigerate medication. 

Access to Mobility Devices or Service Animals  
When transportation space for evacuation is limited some mobility devices might be 
left behind.  For example,  a large electric wheelchair used daily and adapted for a 
person’s specific needs may not fit in the transport vehicle. Only folding wheelchairs 
may be available for transport and for mobility within the emergency facility. Some 
people with mobility issues may not be able to operate non-electric chairs without 
assistance.  Staff providing transportation or emergency shelter may not be prepared 
to accommodate service animals or understand that a “no pets” rule does not apply to 
trained service animals. 

Access to Information 
 In recovery centers or Points of Distribution, or other emergency facilities, people with vision impairment 
will often not be able to read informational brochures: those who are deaf will not hear announcements; 
people with limited English may not understand either written or broadcast information, and people with 
communication disorders or limited English may not be able to express their own needs.  

  

“Making Community Emergency Preparedness and Response Programs Accessible to People with 
Disabilities” 
https://www.ada.gov/emergencyprepguide.htmhttps://www.ada.gov/emergencyprepguide.htm  

 

https://www.ada.gov/emergencyprepguide.htmhttps:/www.ada.gov/emergencyprepguide.htm
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Activity: Assessing Special Needs Risk Factors  
• Refer to the checklist below  
• Identify which factors may affect your special needs clients in a disaster.  
 

 

Activity 1: Assessing Special Needs Risk Factors 

After identifying your hazard risks what specific factors will you need to address in disaster planning, to 
assist the special populations in your community?  

Factors Yes No Addressed in current plans? 

Yes No 

Notification  

 

    

Evacuation 

 

    

Emergency transportation 

 

    

Sheltering 

 

    

Access to medications, 
refrigeration, and back-up 
power 

 

    

Additional Concerns 
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Part 3: Planning to Meet the Needs of Special Populations in 
Disasters 

Catholic Charities USA offers tools to help  assess overall Agency disaster operations 
preparedness. The Pre-Disaster Assessment Tool includes a section on Vulnerable 
Populations where information about your Special Needs clients can be recorded. The 
CCUSA video, Developing a Disaster Response Strategy, provides scenario-based 
training on the use of the Pre-Disaster Assessment Tool.  These and other tools are  
available through the CCUSA member portal or by contacting Catholic Charities USA 

Disaster Operations. 

 

How Well Is Your Agency Prepared to Assist Your Special Populations in 
Disasters? 

 
The first step in the assessment and planning process is to find out what hazards 
might affect your Agency and the community it serves. If your vulnerable special 
populations may be affected by those hazard risks, there are some important 
questions to address before an event occurs. 

• Do you have staff or volunteers who can communicate through sign language or speak the 
languages of non-English speaking people in your community? 

• What type of equipment do you already have, or can you easily access (the answer will vary 
widely, depending on your outreach and existing programs)?  

• Are you coordinating and planning with community partners? 
• Do you have printed information sheets on local services?  
• Do you have partners with specific capabilities and resources related to the special populations in 

your community?  
• Are you coordinating as needed with local Parishes and Social Ministries? 

  

CCUSA Members Portal Log-in 
https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/members/?redirect_to=https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/for-
member-agencies/  

https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/members/?redirect_to=https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/for-member-agencies/
https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/members/?redirect_to=https://www.catholiccharitiesusa.org/for-member-agencies/
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Example of Disaster Preparedness for Special Populations 
 

One Agency that has addressed the special circumstances of 
disaster planning for their special needs populations is Catholic 
Charities of the Archdiocese of New York. This federation of more 
than 90 human service agencies provides help and creates hope for 
hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers in need – non-Catholic and 
Catholic alike. 

 

Its Beacon of Hope Division provides a continuum of housing opportunities to 
people struggling with serious mental illness.   The Agency’s evacuation plan for 
Beacon of Hope facilities includes four major elements: 

• Finding housing options 
• Confirming details and transportation 
• Deploying staff to evacuation sites 
• Returning clients to residences  

Details of the evacuation plan are included in the Resources section of this Participant Guide. At one time 
Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of New York also offered services for the blind.  Their disaster 
preparedness guidance for this population is also included in the resources section. 

 

Activity: Accommodating Individuals with Access or Functional Needs in a 
Disaster 

• Refer to the checklist on the next page. 
• Assess your current resources for assisting those with access or functional needs 
in a disaster. 
• Identify where gaps may exist. 
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Activity 2: Accommodating Individuals with Access or Functional Needs in a Disaster 

This checklist includes specialized equipment that not all Agencies would typically need or be readily 
able to access. Use the checklist to identify current resources and identify needs based on the 
community you serve.  

Temporary emergency facilities,  shelters or 
Points of Distribution (PODs) 

Yes No Can modify – note details 

Accessible parking spaces and/or drop-off areas    

Accessible entrance: Firm, slip resistant surface 
with no steps (or no more than two steps) or 
steep slopes, and wide enough for a person using 
a wheelchair or other mobility aid  

   

Accessible routes to all service and activity areas 
(e.g. to obtain supplies, to areas for sleeping or 
eating, to toilets)   

   

Accessibility within toilet rooms: adequate space 
within the toilet room for a person who uses a 
wheelchair or mobility device to turn around; 
ADA-compliant toilet 

   

Mobility Yes No Can obtain – note details 

Mobility devices – e.g. wheelchairs, walkers, 
scooters, canes 

Specify: 

 

 

 

 
  

Transportation Yes No Can obtain – note details 

Vehicles and drivers to assist those with no 
access to transportation 
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Vehicles able to accommodate wheelchairs or 
other essential equipment (e.g. oxygen tanks) 

   

Staff/volunteers to accompany drivers    

Communication Yes No Can obtain – note details 

Information sheets with:  

• Police, fire, and ambulance phone 
numbers 

• Shelter information 
• Other area-specific emergency 

information  

   

Information sheets for non-English speakers     

Staff/volunteers who can speak the language(s) 
of non-English speaking people in the community 

   

Staff/volunteers who can understand and use 
sign language  

   

Communication equipment such as text 
telephones (TTY) or amplification, communication 
software 

   

Staff/volunteers who are familiar with alternate 
communication devices for non-verbal individuals 

   

Partners in planning/coordination 

 

Partner name 

 

How are you coordinating? 
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Part 4: Next Steps 

Seek Guidance if Needed 
If your assessment reveals that the needs of your special populations cannot be 
adequately addressed in a disaster, Catholic Charities USA and several agencies in 
the US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) may be able to provide 
resources.  

Links are included in the Resources section of this participant guide. For example: 

 

“To Define, Locate, and Reach Special, Vulnerable, and At-risk Populations in an 
Emergency” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) provides information and 
materials for emergency preparedness planners to communicate health and 
emergency information to at-risk populations for all-hazard events. 

 

 

 “Planning for Access and Functional Needs,” (Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration), contains information about how to work effectively 
with community members with access and functional needs before and after a 
disaster. 

 

 “Ensuring Language Access and Effective Communication During Response 
and Recovery: A Checklist For Emergency Responders” (HHS) includes 
recommendations, actions, and practices to address the needs of persons with 
limited English proficiency and persons with disabilities affecting language 
access and effective communication.  

Help Others Help Themselves 
 

Your Agency’s case managers can help special needs clients identify their 
own requirements and those of their families. Ready.gov, a Federal 
Emergency Management Agency website, contains an array of resources 
to identify such needs and plan for emergencies. 

 



Catholic Charities USA Disaster Resource Library 
Considerations for Special Populations During Disasters 

 

12  Participant Guide 
 

If clients need additional help, Case Managers can assist clients with their emergency planning, helping 
them with items such as: 

   
• Compiling a list of emergency numbers of people who can act as a support network if a disaster 

occurs, as well as local fire and rescue, and hospitals 
• Working with local services, public transportation or paratransit to identify accessible transportation  
• Identifying items to include in emergency go-kits such as medications, special foods, and batteries 

for various devices for Individuals with Disabilities.  
Catholic Charities staff needs can also be documented  and kept on file to ensure that their special 
requirements can be met. 

 

Wrap Up 

 
Contact Catholic Charities USA for resources and training opportunities that will assist you in building your 
Agency’s ability to meet the needs of your special populations in disasters, and to improve overall capability 
to assist the poor and vulnerable to respond and recover. 

Email us at: DisasterOperations@CatholicCharitiesUSA.org  or call Catholic Charities USA at (703) 549-
1390.  

mailto:DisasterOperations@CatholicCharitiesUSA.org
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Resources 
Links to Online Resources 

Checklist: Assessing Special Needs Risk Factors  

Checklist: Accommodating Individuals with Access or Functional Needs in a Disaster 

Special Population Evacuation: Example #1 

Special Population Evacuation: Example #2 
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Links to Online Resources 
 

Department of Health and Human Services –(DHS) 

• Ensuring Language Access and Effective Communication During Response and Recovery: A 
Checklist For Emergency Responders  https://www.hsdl.org/?abstract&did=819320  

• To Define, Locate, and Reach Special, Vulnerable, and At-risk Populations in an 
Emergency(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) 
https://emergency.cdc.gov/workbook/pdf/ph_workbookFINAL.pdf  

• Planning for Access and Functional Needs (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration) https://www.samhsa.gov/dtac/special-populations  

• Ensuring Language Access and Effective Communication During Response and Recovery: A 
Checklist For Emergency Responders 

• https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/lang-access-and-effective-comm-checklist-for-emergency-
responders.pdf  

Federal Emergency Management Agency – FEMA 
• Ready.gov https://www.ready.gov/  

− Individuals with Disabilities https://www.ready.gov/disability  

  

https://www.hsdl.org/?abstract&did=819320
https://emergency.cdc.gov/workbook/pdf/ph_workbookFINAL.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/dtac/special-populations
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/lang-access-and-effective-comm-checklist-for-emergency-responders.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/lang-access-and-effective-comm-checklist-for-emergency-responders.pdf
https://www.ready.gov/
https://www.ready.gov/disability


Catholic Charities USA Disaster Resource Library 
Considerations for Special Populations During Disasters 

 

15  Participant Guide 
 

Checklist: Assessing Special Needs Risk Factors 
After identifying your hazard risks what specific factors will you need to address in disaster planning, to 
assist the special populations in your community?  

Factors Yes No Addressed in current plans? 

Yes No 

Notification  

 
    

Evacuation 

 
    

Emergency transportation 

 
    

Sheltering 

 
    

Access to medications, 
refrigeration, and back-up 
power 

 

    

Additional Concerns 
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Checklist: Accommodating Individuals with Access or Functional Needs 
in a Disaster 

This checklist includes specialized equipment that not all Agencies would typically need or be readily 
able to access. Use the checklist to identify current resources and identify needs based on the 
community you serve.  

Temporary emergency facilities,  shelters or 
Points of Distribution (PODs) 

Yes No Can modify – note details 

Accessible parking spaces and/or drop-off areas    

Accessible entrance: Firm, slip resistant surface 
with no steps (or no more than two steps) or 
steep slopes, and wide enough for a person 
using a wheelchair or other mobility aid  

   

Accessible routes to all service and activity areas 
(e.g. to obtain supplies, to areas for sleeping or 
eating, to toilets)   

   

Accessibility within toilet rooms: adequate 
space within the toilet room for a person who 
uses a wheelchair or mobility device to turn 
around; ADA-compliant toilet 

   

Mobility Yes No Can obtain – note details 

Mobility devices – e.g. wheelchairs, walkers, 
scooters, canes 

Specify: 

 

 

 

 

  

Transportation Yes No Can obtain – note details 

Vehicles and drivers to assist those with no 
access to transportation 

   

Vehicles able to accommodate wheelchairs or 
other essential equipment (e.g. oxygen tanks) 
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Staff/volunteers to accompany drivers    

Communication Yes No Can obtain – note details 

Information sheets with:  

Police, fire, and ambulance phone numbers 

Shelter information 

Other area-specific emergency information  

   

Information sheets for non-English speakers     

Staff/volunteers who can speak the language(s) 
of non-English speaking people in the 
community 

   

Staff/volunteers who can understand and use 
sign language  

   

Communication equipment such as text 
telephones (TTY) or amplification, 
communication software 

   

Staff/volunteers who are familiar with alternate 
communication devices for non-verbal 
individuals 

   

Partners in planning/coordination 

 

Partner name 

 

How are you coordinating? 
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Special Population Evacuation - Example #1 
This example was adapted from information provided by Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of New 
York.  Its Beacon of Hope program includes residential programs for mentally ill residents. 

 Finding housing options 

• Find additional options to house residents during an event where there is advanced notice (e.g. 
with family; city’s evacuation site).   

• Finalize any necessary Memoranda of Understanding (MOU’s) or contracts. 
• Confirm food is provided. 
• Confirm staff coverage. 
• Assist residents with packaging of their medications, assuring ample supply. 
• Assist residents with packing necessary clothing and toiletries.   

Confirming evacuation details and transportation.   

• The evacuation will be implemented ___ beginning at 9 am. All clients are expected to be re-
located to the ____  by 12:00 pm that day. Clients will be transported by staff via agency mini 
vans. Agency management staff will assist and supervise this process. 

Deploying staff to evacuation sites 

• Agency staff will be deployed to the ___ during the period of re-location to provide support, 
assistance and supervision. Staffing levels will be maintained in keeping with regulatory 
requirements during the period of re-location. 

• An agency cell phone will be issued to staff at the evacuation site for emergency 
communications. Agency staff will have emergency contact numbers for agency management. 

• Various games and books will be available for clients to provide a recreational outlet during this 
period. 

• Agency has requested that the ___ Safety Department periodically patrol the building area 
during the period it will be vacated as a security precaution. 

Returning clients to residences  

• All clients will be returned to the residences at the time when local reports indicate it is safe 
to do so. 
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Special Population Evacuation - Example #2 
 
This example was adapted from information provided by Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of New 
York, which previously offered services for the blind or visually impaired. 
 
1. WHO needs help: All consumers and staff who are visually impaired will need guidance 

and help on exiting the floor. Some will have low vision, total blindness, and/or other 
mobility issues.   

2. WHERE to go: In the event of a fire, both J and K staircases are used.  In a more 
controlled situation such as an evacuation, the J-staircase (near HR/ladies’ room) should 
be used.  

3. HOW to assist: Tell the person your name and ask for his/hers. Ask how you can assist 
and what level of impairment s/he has (low vision, blindness, etc.). Those with low vision 
should leave the floor first, followed by those who are blind and then those with multiple 
handicaps.  

• For those with low vision: You may be able to help up to 3 persons.  
i. Tell them you will lead them to the stairwell. Have them firmly hold your 

arm while you guide them (form a chain if you are helping 2+ persons).  
ii. When you reach the stairs, guide them to the banister and tell them hold it 

firmly with the right hand while holding their mobility cane with the left 
hand. 

iii. Position yourself in front of the group. Hold the banister firmly so that if 
anyone falls, you can prevent them from falling further.  

iv. Walk at the same pace as the group. Let them know when they are 
approaching the stairway landing. If people are running down the 
stairwell, tell your group to stay on the landing and press their backs 
against the wall to avoid injury.  

v. Be reassuring and calm. If anyone needs more time, ask him/her to stop 
on the landing and allow others in your group to pass him/her. You should 
position yourself in front of this person (i.e., the person who needs more 
time). 

vi. If anyone falls, tell the person to protect his/her head with his/her arms 
and press his/her body against the wall. 

vii. If the person is injured, help him/her down the stairs, holding the banister 
for support.  If you can’t support him/her or if s/he is seriously injured and 
can’t continue, ask for help – a fire safety member should be available.  

• For those with total blindness: You should provide 1 to 1 help.  
i. Tell the person you will lead them to the stairwell. Have him/her firmly 

hold your arm while you guide him/her.  
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ii. When you reach the stairs, guide him/her to the banister and tell him/her 
to hold it firmly with the right hand while holding his/her cane with the 
left hand. Some people will find it easier to descend the stairs backwards, 
or with both hands on the banister. Ask the person how they prefer to 
descend. 

iii. Position yourself in front of the person. Hold the banister firmly so that if 
s/he falls, you can prevent him/her from falling further.  

iv. Walk at his/her pace. Communicate when s/he is approaching the stairway 
landing. If people are running down the stairwell, tell him/her to stay on 
the landing and press his/her backs against the wall to avoid injury.  

v. Be reassuring and calm. Tell him/her not to go too fast to avoid falling. 
vi. If s/he falls, tell him/her to protect his/her head with his/her arms and 

press his/her body against the wall. 
vii. If the person is injured, help him/her down the stairs, holding the banister 

for support.  If you can’t support him/her or if s/he is seriously injured and 
can’t continue, ask for help – a fire safety member should be available.  

• For those with multiple handicaps: Two-three volunteers should assist. The 
person should put his/her arms around the shoulders of 2 volunteers.  Then, they 
should go down the stairs slowly. The 3rd person should take down the walker, 
cane, and/or other items. 

Please be sure to communicate with the person(s) you are guiding so that they understand 
their surroundings and what to expect.  
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