Emergency Action Plan – Staying Safe in the Face of Disaster
The best way to handle an emergency is to plan for it before it happens.

An emergency affects everyone in the workplace, so it is important to learn about your facility’s emergency action plan and what you are expected to do during an emergency.

We will be looking at:

What is an emergency?

How emergency action plans are developed.

How employees are to report emergencies.

How to recognize an alarm.

How to evacuate.

What critical plant operations need to be operated by certain employees during the emergency.

How employees are accounted for after an evacuation.

Who is responsible for rescue and medical duties.

Who employees can contact for more information about the plan.

To start with, one needs understanding as to how to identify an emergency situation.

A workplace emergency is a sudden or unexpected situation that threatens employees, customers, or the public; disrupts or shuts down your operations; or causes physical or environmental damage.

The emergency action plan is tailored to the worksite and includes information about all potential sources of emergencies.  Emergencies may be natural or manmade and can include the following:  Fires, floods, hurricanes, tornadoes, earthquakes, toxic gas releases, chemical spills, radiological accidents, explosions, civil disturbances, or workplace violence resulting in bodily harm and trauma.

If the company has suffered a disaster, some employees may be part of a disaster recovery team.  This team would be allowed to enter the building after it has been damaged. The team could be involved with the supervision of contractors, escorting officials who are investigating the incident, or salvaging company records.

During disaster recovery activities, the building’s electric, water, and natural gas services may be interrupted.  Fire suppression systems may not be functional.  Debris may block some exit routes.  The disaster may have caused hazardous chemical spills. 

Because of the unique hazards created by the damage to the building, this recovery team needs a specially modified emergency action plan to outline procedures for:  evacuation, employee alarms, and accounting for employees after evacuation.

Both management and employees should help in developing the facility’s emergency action plan.

Employees can offer suggestions about response efforts and volunteer to assist with evacuations.

After the plan is developed, the employer needs to review it with employees to make sure everyone knows what to do before, during, and after and emergency.

When there are other companies in the building, a good practice is to coordinate your efforts with their plans.  In addition, employers should coordinate with the fire department, local hazardous materials response teams, or other outside responders.
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A disorganized evacuation can result in confusion, injury, and property damage.  That is why it is important to determine the following when developing the emergency action plan:

· Emergency conditions under which an evacuation would be necessary;
· A clear chain of command and designation of the person authorized to order an evacuation or shutdown;

· Specific evacuation procedures, including routes and exits;

· Procedures for assisting people with disabilities or who may not speak English;

· Designation of what, if any, employees will continue or shut down critical operations during an evacuation.  These people must be capable of recognizing when to abandon the operation and evacuate themselves;

· A system for accounting for personnel following an evacuation; and

· Consideration of follow-up procedures including employees’ transportation needs following evacuations, and how to call employees back to work after a shut-down.

Knowing how to report fires and other emergencies to the appropriate emergency response agencies is just as important as knowing the evacuation procedures.

[image: image1]Many workplaces have pull fire alarms that both activate audible (and perhaps visual) alarms throughout the workplace and send an alarm directly to the local fire department.

Another way to report a fire is to call the fire department on the phone.  Most areas have 911 service that can be used to quickly contact fire, police, or ambulance services.

Employees must also know how to report an emergency situation within the facility.  For example, if you call 911 to report a dumpster fire to the fire department, you will still need to report the fire to your supervisors and coworkers if an automatic fire alarm is not sounding.  As another example, if you have used a portable fire extinguisher to put out a small fire, you still need to report the incident to your supervisor.

Employers also need to set up procedures for reporting incidents such as medical emergencies or hazardous chemical releases that would not set off an automatic fire alarm.

Often, procedures instruct employees to report emergencies to supervisors or to the safety officer.
When there is an alarm, evacuate or perform your assigned emergency actions.

Most companies use alarm systems to tell employees that they should evacuate an area or take a specific action.  You must be able to recognize these alarms.  (Do you know the alarm system in your area?)

If the alarms use more than one signal to indicate a specific type of emergency, be sure you can distinguish between signals and know what action each requires.

In areas where production noise could prevent an audible alarm from being heard, flashing lights are often installed as a second, visual alarm.  These alarm systems typically can operate from auxiliary power sources so that they operate even when the power goes out.

In addition to OSHA’s specific requirements for alarm systems, employers may also want to consider:

· Using tactile devices to alert employees who would not otherwise be able to recognize an audible or visual alarm.

· Providing local emergency response personnel with an up-to-date call-out list of key personnel that should be notified in the event of an emergency on the property during off-duty hours.
Main parts of the emergency action plan are emergency evacuation procedures and evacuation routes for the various locations in your facility.  [image: image3.png]



Floor plans or work-area maps clearly define emergency evacuation routes and are commonly used to convey this information.

Emergency evacuation procedures may also indicate shelter areas, such as locker rooms or other areas that are structurally sound, and the best routes to these areas.

The designation of refuge or safe areas for evacuations should be determined and identified in the plan.  In a building divided into fire zones by fire walls, the refuge area may still be within the same building but in a different zone from where the emergency occurs.

Exterior refuge or safe areas may include parking lots, open fields, or streets which are located away from the site of the emergency and which provide sufficient space to accommodate the employees.  Move away from the exit discharge doors of the building and avoid congregating close to the building where you may hamper emergency operations.
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There must be an adequate number of trained, designated employees available at all times during working hours to act as evacuation sweepers.

These sweepers help employees move swiftly from the danger area to the safe locations.  Generally, one warden for each twenty employees in the workplace should be able to provide adequate guidance and instruction at the time of an emergency.  The employees selected or who volunteer to serve as sweepers should be trained in the complete workplace layout and the various alternative escape routes from the workplace.

The evacuation sweepers are aware of disabled employees who may need extra assistance and of hazardous areas to be avoided during emergencies.  Before leaving, sweepers should check rooms and other enclosed spaces in the workplace for employees who may be trapped or otherwise unable to evacuate the area.

In some situations, total and immediate evacuation of all employees is necessary.

In other emergencies, a partial evacuation of non-essential employees with a delayed evacuation of others may be necessary for continued plan operation.  In some cases, only those employees in the immediate area of a chemical release, for example, may be expected to evacuate or move to a safe area.

At the time of an emergency, you should know what type of evacuation is necessary, and what your role is in carrying out the plan.

In case of an evacuation, certain workers may be designated and trained to remain behind to shut down critical plant operations, such as gas and electrical power, before evacuating the work area.
Critical plant operations may include the monitoring of plant power supplies, water supplies, and other utilities.  Essential plant operations may include varies items depending on your company.  Certain employees may need to be present to assure that safe shut-down procedures are completed.

These employees are trained to recognize unsafe situations when they are to abandon the operation and evacuate themselves.

The emergency action plan must include procedures for taking a roll call of all workers after an evacuation.  This information is used to inform emergency responders of any missing personnel.

In general, as soon as employees evacuate, they report to a pre-determined roll-call location to report in.  At the roll-call locations, supervisor or evacuation sweepers take attendance and report 
[image: image2]the results to the official in charge of emergency operations.  (Do you know where you are to report at your facility?)

You may be in another department when an emergency occurs.  If that happens, evacuate with the people in that area, but report in to your designated roll-call location as soon as you can after you evacuate.  If you don’t check in for roll call, your supervisor or the evacuation warden may assume that you are still inside the building and send rescue personnel in to look for you.
It’s primarily for this reason that many companies have set up a system that requires employees to always tell their supervisors or other designated persons where they are going when they are away from their workstations.  In an emergency, the official in charge should know the names and last known locations of anyone not accounted for.

Emergency action plans must consider the need for rescues and medical assistance.

It takes more than just willing hands to save lives.  Untrained individuals may endanger themselves and those they are trying to rescue.  For this reason, it is wise to leave rescue work to designated persons who are trained and equipped to conduct rescues.  
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Rescue situations often involve medical emergencies in combination with limited access to the victim.  A good example is the need to rescue an employee who has encountered a hazardous atmosphere in a permit-required confined space or a fire.  Employee rescues typically require the use of specialized equipment, and they are best left to properly trained and equipped emergency responders.

All employees can help with rescues by promptly following emergency evacuation orders and reporting to their roll-call locations.  The sooner emergency responders have information on potential victims, the sooner they can begin rescue operations.

Having written emergency medical procedures as part of the emergency action plan minimizes confusion during an emergency.

Often, medical facilities are available near the worksite, and the employer has made arrangements for them to handle emergency cases.

If medical facilities are not close to the workplace, designated on-site people must have adequate first aid training.  The American Red Cross, some insurance providers, local safety councils, fire departments, or other resources may be able to provide this training.  Treatment of a serious injury should begin within 3 to 4 minutes of the accident.

A physician should be consulted to identify appropriate first-aid supplies for emergencies.  Medical personnel must be accessible to provide advice and consultation in resolving health problems that occur in the workplace.

All employees should know how to get more information on the emergency action plan.
The employer should designate a responsible individual to lead and coordinate the emergency action plan and evacuation.  It is critical that employees know who the coordinator is and understand that person has the authority to make decisions during emergencies.  The coordinator should be responsible for:

· Assessing the situation;

· Supervising all response efforts, including evacuations;

· Coordinating outside emergency services, such as medical aid and the fire department, and ensuring that they are available and notified; and

· Directing the shut-down of plant operations when required.
Employees also need to know who they can contact for more information about the plan and their assigned duties under the plan.  The written emergency action plan is available in the workplace, for your review.

Now take the Emergency Action Quiz!
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