DISASTER EVACUATION BOX

By Carol W. Thompson, EA

What is an “Evacuation Box?”  The list below contains information and documents needed if you are the victim of a casualty or disaster.  This information will be needed for your income taxes, insurance reports, and government agencies (FEMA, SBA).  This includes disasters as big as a flood, hurricane or an earthquake; or for the theft of personal property from your home.  It is recommended that you assemble these items in an easy to carry box, such as a cardboard file box (“Banker’s Box”), so you will be prepared if a disaster strikes.  The box should be stored as close to the main exit door as possible (such as the front hall closet), and should be the first item put in the car during an evacuation (after the kids, pets, and grandparents…).  Everyone in the family should know what it is, where it is, and to grab it on the way out the door.

Instructions and Tools:  Make copies of the items listed below.  Put as many items on a page as you can.  You will need some type of camera for photos of the house, vehicles, and important personal possessions such as art work or jewelry. Even if you have to use a small throw-away camera, be sure to get a CD as well as prints of the pictures.

High Tech Tools:  If you are comfortable with the high-tech methods currently available (or have children or grandchildren who are), take photos with a digital camera and scan the pictures and paperwork into a computer.  “Write” the pictures and lists to a CD.  Make several copies of the CD:  one for the evacuation box, one for your safety deposit box, and one for a friend or family member to have who does not live in the same city as you (and preferable somewhere with many fewer disasters).  

No matter what method you use, print hard copies of everything.  If possible, reduce items so they can be read, but will fit more to a page.  If there is a power failure, the computer, printer, CD player, and scanner may not be working.    

This evacuation box was conceived of and compiled by Carol W. Thompson, EA after speaking with hundreds of disaster victims at disaster sites around the United States.

1. Copies of the past four years’ tax returns.  The important forms to copy are: the first two pages of each year’s tax return (Form 1040 or 1040A, and any State income tax return filed), plus additional schedules, such as self-employment, investment or rental property, and personal deductions.  Scanning forms saves having to make copies.
If you own a business, include any business returns (such as corporate, partnership, sales tax, and payroll returns).  It is not necessary to have documentation with the emergency copies.  The fewer pages per year, the more room you will have for other paperwork.  The documentation for your tax returns should be filed with the actual returns in a safe place.  

Copies of your basic tax information help establish income for loans.  If you qualify for immediate tax relief, the copies will enable you to file amended or current tax returns quickly.  Ask your Tax Professional which of your tax forms to copy for the emergency box. Scan paperwork if possible.
2. Home Information.  If you own your home, include a copy of the final closing escrow statement (HUD Statement) for the purchase of the residence and a list of improvements made by you after the purchase.  Again, receipts are not necessary.  Neither are copies of the loan documents, deed, or other papers still in the big envelope given to you at the closing.  The receipts and other documents should be kept in a secure place, such as a safe deposit box.

Note: The escrow (HUD) is the “Seller’s Final Escrow” sent to you by the Title Company.  This is a one or two-page document showing the actual cost of the house plus the expenses you paid out of escrow.  Your insurance company, the SBA, and FEMA will need this information in case of severe damage to your house.  The escrow paper provides proof of what you paid for the house.  Additionally, you will need documentation on what you upgrades and improvements you made to the house. (Examples:  New bathroom fixtures, kitchen cabinets, replace the carpets; add a room to the house, siding, and so on.)

3. Personal Documents.  Copy/scan important papers such as birth certificates, citizenship papers, social security cards, green cards, passports, and so on.

4. Vehicle and Driver’s Documentation.  Copy/scan driver’s license(s) for all drivers in the family, the car title (“pink slip”) and registration paperwork, auto leases, and loan documents for all vehicles.  A photo of each vehicle should also be included.

5. Medicine, Doctors, Pharmacy.  Make a list of all current prescription medication for each member of the family.  Include the name and strength of the medicine, how often it is used, and the names and phone numbers of each prescribing doctor and dispensing pharmacy.

6. Family Photo Negatives.  Keep a notebook with contact sheets or negatives of important family photos.  Special holders that fit in a 3-ring binder are readily available for negative storage.  Scan photos.  Request a CD with all photo processing.  Keep the CD’s in one place by the front door.
7. Film of the House.  Take photos or a video of the inside and outside of the house.  Include the landscaping, closets, drawers, crawl space, shed, garage, and all nooks and crannies.  Film all vehicles owned by the family.  Keep an extra copy of the tape in a safe deposit box somewhere outside of the house.  Make a CD or digital film.
8. Security.  As you film the house (video), read the serial numbers of all large items such as televisions, VCR machines, stereo equipment into the camera.  If a thief breaks into the house, you will have the information needed by the police and your insurance company.

9. Insurance.  Make a copy/scan all insurance policies, including home, life, auto, and health care.  If you are copying instead of scanning, copy only the page showing the type of coverage, policy numbers, name of the company, and the phone number of the local agent or office.  Make a copy of all insurance cards, including automobile insurance, health care, Medicare, and any other coverage for each family member.

10. Important Telephone Numbers.  Make a list (hard copy!) of important phone numbers (phone, fax, cell, email) including:  family members, doctors, baby sitters, schools, work, and emergency numbers such as fire, police, ambulance (911 and local numbers).  

Include the number of an out of town contact, such as a friend or relative, who you agree to call after a local disaster.  Your contact then calls the friends and relatives on your list to tell them you are ok (“phone tree”).  Out of town friends and relatives can call the contact person instead of you to keep local emergency lines open.  Your local telephone company and emergency services will be grateful.

11. Finances and Fast Cash.  Make a list of all investments, bank accounts, credit card numbers, and other important account numbers.  The list should show the name of the company, name of the broker or other account representative, account number, and telephone numbers including fax, cell, and email.  If the account has a “pin” number or “password,” these should be listed, too.  For security purposes, make up your own coding system.  A “voided” check from each checking account is also helpful.  If you need emergency money, it will be easier to access the accounts with the correct information and account numbers. Scan one copy of each statement for each account – then you will have all the information needed to access funds.  You can take the CD with you to the bank or investment firm and use a computer to access the information.

12.  Immediate Family and Members of the Household.  If possible, the box should have a recent photograph, fingerprints and dental records for each member of the household.  While this is one item none of us want to thing about, it can save emergency personnel hours of time identifying someone who has been seriously injured or killed in a disaster or accident.  Fingerprints can be obtained for a minimal fee at police stations, and there are many non-profit groups offering free fingerprinting of children.  Ask your dentist for copies of dental records for each family member.  
