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In December 2006 I officially became Ms. Wheelchair New Jersey — a position I held proudly for 14 months. While I was my state's titleholder, I was approached by Mary Goepfert, an instructor with the New Jersey Office of Emergency Management's field training unit. She asked me to join the state's Special Needs Advisory Panel, which tackles emergency management issues faced by people with disabilities. 

My involvement with SNAP led to a job with FEMA as a disaster assistance employee, which in turn  led to a full-time position with EAD & Associates, an emergency management consultancy with expertise in disability issues. My recent work experience has made me realize that many people with disabilities are still unaware of the full scope of emergency management and the importance of being personally prepared for times of disaster. This is compounded by the fact that many emergency managers are understaffed and overworked, and so put issues like accessibility on the back burner until something drastic happens — or until people with disabilities demand action.

"Part of the reason we have been overlooked is the fault of many in the disability community," says Chip Wilson, Florida's statewide disability coordinator for emergency management and a paraplegic. "As a whole, we have been too silent in getting the message out that we are viable citizens who deserve and demand access to the same services as those without disabilities." 

According to Scott Ellis, emergency preparedness coordinator for the Progressive Center for Independent Living in Hamilton, N.J., some people with disabilities believe they are entitled to receive certain services, especially during times of disaster. "They feel that the government will take care of them during times of emergency or natural disaster, but they don't realize that probably won't happen." 

However, according to Wilson, there is progress. "This area is changing in large part due to activism and advocacy by and on the part of people with disabilities. Also, more of an emphasis is being placed on just doing the right thing by emergency management personnel."  

Elizabeth Davis, founder of EAD & Associates, longtime disability advocate and emergency manager, agrees. "I think we've seen a paradigm shift as people with disabilities are included, invited and incorporated into general society — one that's more integrated; one that's more open about issues," Davis says. "Emergency management had to do the same kind of paradigm shift as the rest of society. The bottom line is to save lives, and that doesn't mean only certain kinds of lives."

Davis says quite a number of innovative programs and practices have recently been put in place to achieve this goal. For example, the National Organization on Disability's Emergency Preparedness Initiative that was launched following 9/11. Also more Community Emergency Response Teams have been established across the country that include people with disabilities. Plus many senior centers are being designed so they can also be utilized as safe centers, especially in Florida and Alabama. When necessary, these centers transform into accessible safe shelter.

While emergency managers and the disability community continue to make more strides toward inclusive emergency management, we must remember it's crucial for both groups to continue coming to the table in order to create and implement viable solutions for those issues that still need to be addressed. 

"While we have come a long way in ensuring people with disabilities are not an afterthought in the emergency preparation processes, there is still a lot of work to do," Wilson says. "Individuals must overcome their complacency when it comes to preparing for a disaster."

For more information on how you can implement your own personal preparedness plan, visit www.ready.gov, www.eadassociates.com, or www.nemrc.net.  
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