
A GUIDE FROM THE NEW YORK CITY 
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND MENTAL HYGIENE

PREPARING FOR A  PUBL IC
HEALTH EMERGENCY

Additional Information Resources 

NEW YORK CITY INFORMATION (NON-EMERGENCY): 311

New York City Department of Health & Mental Hygiene
(DOHMH) 
• 311; nyc.gov/health

NYC Office of Emergency Management (OEM) 
• 311; nyc.gov/oem

Personal Mental Health/Crisis Counseling
• 1-800-LIFENET (1-800-543-3638) or 311

U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
• 1-888-246-2675 (English); bt.cdc.gov

American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
For questions about disaster preparedness recommendations
especially for children:
• aap.org/terrorism

Pet Care
• New York City Animal Care & Control: nycacc.org
• ASPCA: 1-212-876-7700; aspca.org
• American Red Cross: (see last bullet) 

U.S. Department of Homeland Security
• ready.gov

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
• fema.gov/areyouready

American Red Cross 
• 1-212-787-1000 (NY Chapter);

redcross.org/services/disaster/beprepared
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New York City is Responding to the 
Threat of Terrorism 

The New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene
(DOHMH), along with other City agencies, is strengthening its
readiness to respond to public health emergencies that could
result from the use of biological, chemical, radiological, or
explosive materials.

DOHMH monitors health trends in the City on a daily basis and
exchanges information and expertise with area health professionals.
Our disease monitoring system tracks signs or symptoms that could
be linked to a substance that terrorists might use, and our laboratory
tests for a wide range of dangerous substances. Emergency response
plans are in place, such as procedures for providing medicine to the
entire City, if future acts of terrorism should occur.

“New York City AWARE” information and materials are available on
the DOHMH website at nyc.gov/health, or by calling 311. The City’s
Office of Emergency Management (OEM) hosts additional information
about emergency preparedness at nyc.gov/oem, including its “Ready
New York” brochure, available in eight languages.

New Yorkers can also take steps to prepare. Having plans in place
helps to ensure that you and your family will know where one
another are, hear important instructions from City officials, and
respond in a way that keeps you and our City safe.

Preparing Yourself and Your Family 

There are several key steps New Yorkers can take to help prepare
and protect themselves and their families.  Emergency management
officials use an “all-hazards” approach to emergency preparedness,
which means that one plan can be used for several kinds of
emergencies. Creating a household disaster plan, assembling an
emergency supply kit, and making a “go-bag” will provide you
with the tools you need for almost any emergency, including
storms, blackouts, industrial accidents, and terrorism.

P R E P A R I N G  F O R  A  P U B L I C
H E A L T H  E M E R G E N C Y

Since September 11, 2001, New Yorkers have become
more aware of the possibility of local terrorist acts and
the need to be prepared.  There are many steps that the
City is taking to be prepared, and many things you can
do to help keep yourself and your family safe. 
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Put Together an Emergency Supply Kit

An emergency supply kit is a stash of essential items to
keep in your home in the event that you have to take
shelter there for a few days. If you must stay indoors for
safety reasons, you should be able to meet your primary
needs. As a general rule, families should plan to have
enough supplies in their home for 3 days.  Here are some
items to include in your emergency supply kit:

• Portable radio and flashlight, with new batteries for each

• Supply of drinking water (1 gallon per day per person)

• Non-perishable foods (for example, granola and energy
bars, crackers, peanut butter, canned foods with a manual
can opener, and non-perishable pasteurized milk)

• First-aid kit (bandages, antibiotic ointment, sterile cloths,
pain reliever, alcohol pads, tweezers, scissors, latex or
other sterile gloves, and eyewash solution)

• Prescription medications (make sure to replace them
when they expire) 

• Personal hygiene items (such as moist towelettes,
toothbrush and toothpaste, feminine hygiene products,
and toilet paper)

• Sanitation supplies (such as soap, bleach, and plastic 
trash bags)

• Whistle (in case you need to draw attention to your location)

• Special need items for babies, the elderly, and family
members with disabilities

• Sturdy shoes, lightweight raingear, hat and gloves

• Copies of important personal documents (such as
insurance cards, birth certificates, marriage license, and
photo IDs) in a waterproof and portable container.

Create a Household Disaster Plan

Knowing what to do, who to contact, and how to take
care of your family are key elements of a disaster plan. 

• Make sure each member of your family has contact
information for other family members (see back inside
cover for a convenient emergency reference sheet).
Select an out-of-town relative or family friend who
everyone can contact in case of an emergency; if local
phone circuits are busy, long-distance calls may be
easier to make.

• Select two predetermined locations where your family
can meet if your home is affected by the emergency:
one near your home, and one farther away in case your
immediate area is affected. Know the quickest routes
ahead of time. 

• Check the safety plan for your child’s school.  Know the
school phone number and procedures for picking your
child up in an emergency. Make sure the school has all
of your current contact information.

• Arrange for the needs of elderly, disabled, or ill 
family members, who may need special assistance 
in emergencies.

• Plan for pet safety and care, and make sure pets have
clear contact and identification information on their
collars. If you have a dog, make sure it is licensed and
has a microchip. For more information, visit nycacc.org.

• Practice your plan with all members of your household.
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Questions and Answers about
Terrorism and Emergency Preparedness  

WHAT IS TERRORISM?

Terrorism is an intentional act of violence for political, religious, or
other reasons. Terrorists want to harm people, create a climate of
fear, and destroy a community’s emotional and economic fabric.
Four types of terrorism are of special concern to health officials:

• Biological: A biological attack is the release of germs or other
substances that would have to be breathed in; absorbed
through the skin or linings of the eyes, nose or mouth; or eaten
in food to make people sick. Examples include the use of
anthrax, smallpox, and the toxin that causes botulism.

• Chemical: A chemical attack is the deliberate release of a toxic
substance that can poison people, animals, and the environment.
Chemical substances often affect the skin or nervous system most
severely. They can either be inhaled, absorbed by the skin, or
ingested in food or water. Examples include sarin, ricin, and cyanide.

• Radiological: A radiological attack results in radiation levels that
can cause injury, illness, or death. An example of a possible use of
radiation by terrorists is a “dirty bomb,” which combines
explosives with a small amount of radioactive material. Radioactive
particles resulting from a dirty bomb can either be inhaled or get
on the skin and/or clothing. The force of the explosion from a
dirty bomb and the degree of radioactive contamination are far
less than that caused by a nuclear bomb.

• Explosive: Explosives can be used to hurt people, damage
buildings and other structures, start fires, or to scatter biological,
chemical, or radiological materials. The immediate blast can
cause casualties and injuries.  There may be additional
environmental hazards from airborne dust and surface
contamination from the blast.

Make a Go-Bag

Emergency management officials also recommend packing certain
supplies in an easy-to-carry backpack or duffel bag — a “go-
bag” of items that you can grab if you have to leave your home
in a hurry.  Most of these items are listed on page 4 as part of
your emergency supply kit.

• Battery-operated radio and flashlight, with new batteries
• Contact and meeting place information for your household
• Cash (at least $50–$100 in small bills and ATM cards)
• Extra set of car and house keys
• Copies of important personal documents in a 

waterproof container
• Bottled water and non-perishable food (such as granola and

energy bars)
• Sturdy shoes, lightweight raingear, hat and gloves
• First-aid kit
• Prescription medications (for about a week)
• Personal hygiene supplies
• Child care supplies or other special care items.

Check and update your household disaster plan,
emergency supply kit, and go-bag when you change
your clocks during daylight savings times.
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HOW CAN I FIND OUT SPECIFIC 
INFORMATION ABOUT THE HEALTH 
EFFECTS OF BIOLOGICAL, CHEMICAL,
RADIOLOGICAL, AND EXPLOSION TERRORISM?

An electronic version of this brochure and fact sheets describing
various potential terrorist events are available on the DOHMH
website at nyc.gov/health.  You can also get printed copies of
fact sheets on diseases such as anthrax or smallpox by calling
311. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
website, cdc.gov, is another good resource. You will find a list of
additional information resources at the end of this booklet.

WHAT CAN NYC RESIDENTS DO TO PREPARE
FOR TERRORISM OR OTHER EMERGENCIES?

Emergency management officials recommend developing a
household disaster plan, creating an emergency supply kit, and
putting together a go-bag (see pages 3-5). Knowing what to
have in your head, hand, and home is the most effective, simple,
and inexpensive approach to preparing yourself and your family.
For additional information about emergency preparedness, 
visit nyc.gov/oem.

If a terrorist event were to occur, City officials would use
television, radio, and the internet (nyc.gov) to provide
information about what people can do to protect themselves. 

If you think you may have come into contact with any dangerous
substances, one thing you can do is to remove any potentially
contaminated clothing and shower as quickly as possible. It is best
to leave shoes and any external clothing outside your apartment
or home so that you do not track in dangerous materials.
Clothing should be put in plastic bags and labeled, as it may need
to be tested. If you are experiencing immediate health problems,
such as shortness of breath or a burning feeling on your skin,
eyes, mouth, or throat and lungs, call 911.   



109

HOW WILL I KNOW WHAT TO DO TO
PROTECT MY FAMILY AND MYSELF?

Having a plan in place is your first step toward protecting your
family and yourself. In the event of a terrorist attack, the City will
issue emergency care recommendations to the public and medical
providers through local TV and radio and a medical provider
communications network.  Emergency centers — Points of
Distribution (PODs) — have been identified throughout the five
boroughs to distribute medications, such as vaccines and
antibiotics. If necessary, City officials will inform you of where
your nearest center is by local TV, radio, internet (nyc.gov),
newspaper, and the City’s call center (call 311).

WE MAY BE TOLD TO “SHELTER IN PLACE.”  
WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?

People who live near an area affected by a chemical or radiological
attack may be asked to stay home and take shelter inside, rather
than try to leave the area or building they are in. This action is
called “sheltering in place.” In certain circumstances, such as the
release of dangerous chemicals, it is usually safer to shelter in place
during the time the chemicals are in the air, rather than to go
outdoors. The same may be true for a radiological event.  The
thick walls of your home, office building, or your children’s schools
may provide the best protection against radiation.

City officials will use TV and radio to tell you what further
precautions you can take to reduce exposure to terrorist threats. If
you are away from your home or office when an event occurs,
find the nearest building, house, or store where you can tune in to
TV and radio broadcasts and find out what to do.  If your children
are at school, they will be kept inside there.

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF AN ACT OF 
TERRORISM OCCURS? 

It’s hard to say in advance of an attack what might happen and how
you would be affected.  Information on what you need to do —
including who should get medical care — would be broadcast
repeatedly on television, radio, and the internet (nyc.gov). 

Do NOT immediately rush to hospital emergency rooms, unless
you are acutely ill or injured or are told to do so by City and
health officials. You may not be in immediate danger, and the
City has to treat those who need immediate care and prevent
hospitals from becoming overcrowded. Furthermore, many
treatments and medicines would be distributed in non-hospital
settings. DOHMH will make every effort to ensure that everyone
who needs assistance gets it.

The key to safety during all public health emergencies is to take
the preparedness steps outlined on pages 3-5 and to pay
attention to radio and TV broadcasts for instructions on how
best to protect yourself and your loved ones.
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WILL IT BE POSSIBLE FOR THE CITY TO
RESPOND TO A PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY
INVOLVING A LARGE NUMBER OF NEW
YORK CITY RESIDENTS?

Clearly, large-scale emergencies are complicated and challenging
and will require tremendous effort on the part of the government
and residents. It might be encouraging to know that in a previous
large public health emergency — the smallpox outbreak in 1947
— more than six million City residents were vaccinated in just over
three weeks. Today, the City has a system in place for distributing
large quantities of medications to residents at neighborhood sites
throughout the five boroughs. If necessary, plans are in place to
vaccinate all City residents in a matter of days. If an event does
occur that requires this type of distribution, City residents will be
told where and when to go for their medicine by TV, radio,
internet (nyc.gov), and newspaper announcements.

SHOULD I TAKE –— OR STOCKPILE —
ANTIBIOTICS AS A PRECAUTION AGAINST
POTENTIAL ACTS OF BIOLOGICAL TERRORISM?

No. Antibiotics should only be taken when recommended by a
doctor. Taking antibiotics when you don’t need them can cause
resistance to the medication, which would stop it from working
when you really need it. In addition, taking antibiotics when you
don’t need them can cause other health problems. Storing
antibiotics is also not recommended because they lose
effectiveness over time.

CAN MEDICAL TREATMENT HELP ME IF I’VE
BEEN EXPOSED TO A HARMFUL SUBSTANCE?

Treatments are available to prevent illness after exposure to many
of the known germs, chemicals, and even some types of
radioactive materials that terrorists might use. These include
effective vaccines and antibiotics for certain infections, as well as
antidote kits and other treatments for certain chemicals. If an act
of terrorism occurs, DOHMH will rapidly identify the best
treatment, determine who needs to be treated, and identify other
medical care and measures that might be helpful. These
recommendations will be made available to doctors, hospitals,
and the public.  More detailed information about treatment for
various conditions can be found at nyc.gov/health or cdc.gov.  

WILL THE CITY HAVE ENOUGH MEDICATION
FOR EVERYONE WHO HAS BEEN EXPOSED
TO A HARMFUL SUBSTANCE?

The City has distributed various antidotes and treatments to
hospitals and ambulances in the five boroughs. In a large
emergency, the City would request additional medications from
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which has a
large stockpile of treatments and medical supplies that can be
rapidly delivered anywhere in the country within hours of an
event. The stockpile includes medications that can be used to
treat most of the illnesses that might occur in people who are
exposed to dangerous materials. The City has a system in place to
quickly distribute these medications to those who need it.



SHOULD NEW YORK CITY RESIDENTS BUY 
GAS MASKS TO PROTECT THEMSELVES AND 
THEIR FAMILIES? 

DOHMH discourages the purchase of gas masks or other respirators
for protection against biological, chemical, or radiological materials.
Gas masks are intended for short-term use and would only provide
protection if worn at the time of a known release. To use a respirator
safely in an emergency, it must be selected for the specific substance,
tested to make sure it fits without leaking, and worn properly. Unless
a mask were to be worn all the time, which is impractical and
dangerous, it would not protect against an unexpected release of
toxic materials. Furthermore, improper use of respirators can cause
serious injury or even death.

WHAT IF FEARS ABOUT TERRORISM ARE
HAVING A SERIOUS IMPACT ON MY FAMILY
AND WORK LIFE?

The threat of terrorism may cause feelings of fear, helplessness, and
vulnerability. If such concerns interfere with your ability to do the
things you normally do, it may be helpful to talk with a professional
counselor.  Your healthcare provider can make a referral, or you can
get help by calling 1-800-LIFENET (1-800-543-3638); 1-877-
AYUDESE (1-877-298-3373) for Spanish LIFENET; 1-877-990-8585
for Chinese LIFENET; or 311 and ask for LIFENET.

Personal Emergency Contact Information  

FAMILY MEMBERS / WORK, SCHOOL, and/or CELL PHONE

NUMBERS / EMAIL ADDRESSES

1. ____________________________________________________________

2. ____________________________________________________________

3. ____________________________________________________________

4. ___________________________________________________________

5. ___________________________________________________________

FAMILY MEETING LOCATIONS 

Close-to-Home Location: ________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

Close-to-Home Location Phone #: ________________________________

Location Outside Immediate Area of Home: ________________________

______________________________________________________________

Location Outside Immediate Area of Home Phone #: __________________

OUT OF STATE CONTACT

Name: ________________________________________________________

Contact Address: ______________________________________________

Contact Phone #: ______________________________________________

Family Physician / Phone #: ______________________________________

Local Hospital / Phone #: ________________________________________

Pharmacist / Phone #:  __________________________________________

Medical Insurance / Policy #: ____________________________________
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