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Many home fire injuries and deaths are caused by smoke and toxic gases rather than by the fire itself. Proper planning and fire drills will allow you to be better prepared for such incidents. How prepared are you and your family members to escape in case of a real emergency?

This article will address the importance of having an emergency evacuation plan in place and the necessary measures that you should take in order to be prepared. Remember that it is just as important to practice a plan as it is to have a plan in place.

Emergency Evacuation Planning
If you are caring for someone who is memory impaired or disabled, special precautions and emergency planning may be necessary.

These persons may not have the mental or physical ability to recognize and respond to the dangers involved in such situations. Memory impaired individuals may even become startled or frightened from the sound of smoke detectors and may attempt to hide delaying critical moments to evacuate.

As a caregiver you may want to provide the person with a room on the ground level and near an exit. Be sure to contact your local fire department if you are storing canisters such as oxygen on your premise. These items are extremely combustible and can pose serious injury if ignited.

If you reside in a high rise or apartment complex you should be familiar with the location of the nearest fire exit. If the building is equipped with a metal fire-escape ladder, have the landlord or owner show you how to use it. You should also count the number of doors to the nearest exit should you need to evacuate in an emergency in a dark or smoke-filled hallway.

Never allow anyone, once outside, to go back into a burning building to retrieve personal belongings or pets. Caution should be made to closely monitor persons who are memory impaired. They may not realize the seriousness or danger of re-entry. Be sure to inform the emergency medical personnel of your loved one's condition.

If someone is trapped inside, immediately notify the Fire Professionals with the possible location of the missing individual. During an emergency, close all doors behind you as you exit to slow down the spread of fire and smoke.

In developing an emergency evacuation plan you should ask yourself the following questions:
· Has a thorough emergency evacuation plan been developed? 
· Does the plan include two exit strategies for each room? (Don't include rooms that have permanent security bars on the windows unless they can be easily unlocked) 
· Have you made special plans for caring for someone disabled or memory impaired? 
· Are you plans practiced at least twice a year? (At least one in the dark) 
· Are emergency numbers listed and readily available? 
· Are second floor ladders equipped with ladders or other means of escape? 
· Is the house number clearly visible for emergency personnel? 
Caution: If you live in a building with an elevator, DO NOT use it during a fire!

Getting Out
In an emergency there are certain things you should know should you happen to be trapped in a room. First and foremost, REMAIN CALM.

Test the KNOB OF THE DOOR with the back of your hand- if warm to the touch DO NOT OPEN. (Be ready to use the window in the room as the emergency exit.) 
Cover all vents and door cracks. (A blanket or clothing item from your closet would be a good resource to use.) 

If the room has a telephone, contact the fire department and inform them of your exact location. Be sure to leave them your phone number. 

Open the curtains in your room so that emergency personnel can see you. 
Store a bottle of water in your closet so that it can be used to cover your mouth or nose with a wet cloth or towel, if necessary. 

If you are on an upper floor of the building wave a blanket or sheet out the window and call out for help. (Be careful not to leave the window unsupervised with someone who is memory impaired.) 

Installing Smoke Detectors
Time is of the essence during an emergency. Proper installation and maintenance of smoke detectors can mean the difference between life and death. Have someone from your local fire department assist and advise you on the most effective locations that you should use when installing smoke detectors.

Special smoke detectors with strobe lights are available for those individuals who are hearing impaired. The following questions should be asked when installing detectors:
· Do you have an adequate number of smoke detectors in your home? 
· Are the detectors located on all floors, including the basement? 
· Do you have a scheduled maintenance program to test all of the detectors? 
· Do you have a scheduled plan to replace all smoke detector batteries? 

Never borrow batteries from a smoke detector to use with other appliances. Detectors should be kept in good operating condition and you should never cover or paint over them.

Be sure that your plans include the replacement of batteries at least twice a year. A good time to replace them is when you set your clocks forward in the spring and back in the fall.

Smoking - Lighters and Matches
Persons who are memory impaired or who have poor judgment should never be allowed to smoke without the close supervision of their caregiver. There are a number of safety precautions you should take if you are caring for someone who smokes.

Smoking should be allowed in a controlled area away from any flammable materials. If the person has a medical condition that requires the use of oxygen, special attention should be made to insure that smoking or the use of matches and lighters is not in an area where oxygen is used or stored.

The following questions should be considered when allowing someone in your care to smoke.
· Are all cigarettes disposed of properly after use? 
· Are lighters and matches secured so that a person who is memory impaired or has poor judgment does not have access to them? 
· Is furniture thoroughly checked for lit cigarettes after the person smokes? 

Emergency Exits
In this day of senseless violence, more and more homeowners are securing their premises with alarm systems, barred windows and dead bolt locking devices. While the need to protect yourself from violence is real, there is also a real need of allowing emergency personnel into your home during a crisis. Unnecessary delays with gaining access into your home may make a big difference in rescue efforts. Precious moments trying to gain access into a heavily secured home could be disastrous.

Caregivers who are in charge of persons with poor judgment or memory impairment must balance the need to secure the home in order to prevent intruders as well as to restrict their loved one from wandering. As the person's memory loss continues there is a real danger of them not being able to find their way back home. Navigational landmarks that were once used to retrace the person's way home are now forgotten causing the person to aimlessly wander. When you factor in medical conditions and weather conditions that are treacherous, the results of wandering could be fatal.

The best defense against wandering behavior is prevention. You should take immediate steps to reduce the chances of your loved one being able to exit your home without supervision. There are a lot of helpful tips that can assist you with reducing the chances of a wandering episode. Most of these suggestions are very practical and inexpensive.

Consider placing door locks out of the "normal" line of vision for persons who are memory impaired. This can be accomplished by placing a locking device either below or above the door knob area. More often then not, the memory-impaired person will be unable to locate multiple locks and will eventually get frustrated and walk away. Another helpful hint is to hide the locking device by using either a curtain or other item such as a picture to cover over the lock. Child doorknob covers are also very beneficial in that the person has great difficulty figuring out how to turn the knob while squeezing the plastic handle cover.

There are also a number of very good products on the market that can be used to notify you of an unwanted exit. These various types of alarm systems range from door activated models that go off when the door hinge has been opened to floor mats that warn the caregiver when the person is near the door. In-home technology also has developed monitoring or tracking devices that allow the caregiver to be aware of the person's every move within a defined area. These systems are very useful for monitoring the presence of a person in bed or in a chair.

Landscaping designs can also provide you with additional obstructions should your loved one exit out. Fences or thick shrubbery located outside of doors can be a barrier to the person and may delay their ability to get off the grounds in time for you to respond.

When securing your home against wandering episodes, remember to plan ahead by having a readily available way to escape in case of an emergency. This means that keys to locks should be quickly accessible and that exits are not barricaded. You should also consider the need of entry into your home by emergency personnel should the need warrant.

The following questions should be asked regarding the need to secure exits such as doors or windows.
· Are keys for dead bolt locks easily accessible in case of emergencies? 
· Can window latches be unlocked easily? 
· Are passageways kept well lighted and kept clear of obstructions? 
· Are stairwells free of gates or other objects that may obstruct your exit? 

Slowed Responses
Another area that can effect the safe driving of a vehicle is that of slowed responses and reaction time. As Alzheimer's disease progressives the person's ability to respond quickly to various stimuli in the environment becomes diminished. Weather conditions and the need to adjust driving patterns such as breaking distances and driving speed can be effected by delayed response times.

The ability to interpret information is also affected with Alzheimer's disease. As drivers we respond to a lot of external stimuli in the environment that is either recognized through our sight or through our hearing abilities. The aging process alone brings about changes in both our visual capabilities as well as hearing. More often then not these impairments can be adequately addressed through the use of glasses, surgical procedures or hearing aids. Due to the intellectual decline of a person with Alzheimer's disease they are likely to have even more difficulty processing both visual and hearing stimuli.

Safety related sounds such as car horns, emergency sirens, or train whistles may go undetected placing the occupant and others at risk of an accident. The person may also have difficulty overcoming and compensating for lost peripheral vision and depth perception. This can effect the safe driving distance one adheres to when following behind another vehicle. Another area that may become impaired is the person's ability to proactively look ahead for possible signs of congestion or road hazards.

Independence versus Safety
One of the difficult issues that caregivers attempt to balance in making a decision whether a person continues to drive or not, is the personal safety and independence of the person versus the general safety of the community. Another factor is the perceived role that the caregiver plays in making this decision. Experience has taught me that caregivers are unlikely to act quickly if they feel that their loved one will exhibit hostility and anger towards them. This "bad guy" role can often force a caregiver to deny or procrastinate in their decision to restrict privileges.

If your decision to restrict driving privileges is uncertain or difficult, caregivers may want to consider either contacting the Transportation Cabinet or asking their family Physician to intervene. Most often physicians can play an instrumental role in taking away driving privileges while at the same time taking the blame for this tough decision. You may also want to solicit the support of other family members or close friends that could possibly influence the person to stop driving.

Remember, if all else fails when trying to stop your loved one from driving you may want to consider the following:
Notify the Transportation Cabinet (Division of Driver Licensing) about the person's condition. 

Disengage the vehicle's ability to start by disconnecting the starter cable. 
Make a phantom ignition key so that the key when used won't start the vehicle. Be sure the real key is properly secured. 

Consider making other arrangement for transportation. 
Consider getting rid of the vehicle all together. (Out of sight out of mind!) 


