
Emergency Sanitation 

 

Care and Use of Water Supplies.   If you are asked to shut off the service valve that controls the water 

supply to your home, or if the taps do not flow following a disaster, turn off all the water outlets. These 

include taps or faucets, valves on pipes supplying float controlled equipment such as flush toilets, air 

cooling equipment, and heating equipment. Then when the water comes on again your home will not be 

flooded as these flotation devices sometimes stick after they have been allowed to dry out. 

Turn off the gas or electricity that supplies your hot-water heater after closing your home water service 

valve, or when your water supply is interrupted for any other reason. Otherwise, if the limited supply of 

water remaining in your hot-water storage tank continues to be heated, an explosion may occur. Also, if 

no more water can reach the tank, continued heat will soon muddy its contents through oxidation and 

make the water useless for washing or drinking purposes. 

If your water service is cut off following enemy attack or other natural disaster, do not try to telephone 

or otherwise communicate with your local water department or water company. Once service is 

restored, the water from your faucets may have a strong chlorine taste. Do not worry about this. It is a 

sign that extra precautions are being taken for your safety. 

It is especially important to be sanitary in the storing, handling, and eating of food to avoid digestive 

upsets or other more serious illnesses. 

Be sure to:  

• Keep all food in covered containers.  

• Keep cooking and eating utensils clean. Diarrhea may result from dish soap that is not thoroughly 

rinsed from dishes.  

• Keep all garbage in a closed container or dispose of it outside the home when it is safe to go out. If 

possible, bury it. Avoid letting garbage or trash accumulate inside the shelter, both for fire and 

sanitation reasons.  

• Wash hands and utensils frequently.  

• Prepare only as much food as will be eaten at each meal.  



• Paper cups and plates, paper towels and napkins are helpful if the water supply is cut off.  

• Refrigerators and home freezer units should be kept closed as much as possible once the services they 

depend on are cut off. The food they contain will keep longer if you plan your meals well in advance so 

that you won’t have to open the doors any more than necessary. If the gas or electric service is not 

restored within 12 hours, eat or cook the most perishable items in your refrigerator before they spoil. If 

foods show signs of decomposition, discard them before they contaminate other foods that keep better. 

• Food will keep in home freezer units after they are shut off for varying periods depending on the 

amount and kind of food, the temperature at which it was kept, and the construction of the freezer. 

Frozen meats and other frozen foods can be preserved for later use by cooking them soon after they 

have thawed or by quick refreezing before they have completely thawed. 

Official instructions regarding food will be issued locally in the event of an emergency. These 

instructions will tell you the type of disaster and its effect upon milk and other foods. Follow official 

instructions closely. Don’t listen to rumors, and don’t pass them on to others. 

Laundry and Cleaning Supplies During times of emergency it is critical that sanitation be strictly observed 

in the cleaning of clothing, bedding materials, and all kitchen and food preparation utensils. A book 

entitled Housecleaning on a Shoestring is available by writing to the Cooperative Extension Service, Utah 

State University, Logan, UT 84321. It contains useful recipes to make housecleaning products out of 

basic ingredients found in the home. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



EMERGENCY TOILETS & GARBAGE DISPOSAL 

 

What will you do if your toilet stops flushing and you can’t get anyone to take your garbage away? If an 

emergency causes your toilets or garbage service to stop working you MUST find a way to safely dispose 

of the human waste (sewage) and garbage yourself. If you don’t, you will soon be spending most of your 

time and energy treating sick people, including yourself. 

The three most important things to do are:  

1. Bury or store all garbage and human waste at least 100 feet away from water wells or open water.  

2. Keep flies, roaches and animals out of the sewage and garbage;  

3. Wash or clean your hands whenever you handle something dirty and BEFORE you handle anything 

that you will be putting into your mouth or someone else’s mouth. 

 

TOILETS #1 - If the toilet bowl and seat in your home are still usable (not wrecked) scrub the bowl clean 

using one part of laundry bleach to ten parts of water (10:1). When clean, drain the bowl and dry it. Line 

the bowl with a plastic or paper bag. Line the inside of the first bag with a sturdy plastic bag and lay the 

toilet seat on it to keep it open. Use the toilet as you normally do. After every use, sprinkle the waste 

with the bleach/water solution mentioned above or cover it with a layer of sawdust, wood shavings, 

lime, dry dirt, grass clippings, etc. Limiting the liquids that go into the bowl will make it easier to change 

the bags. When the bag is full or you can’t stand the smell anymore, carefully tie the top of the bag 

tightly closed, remove it and replace with another bag. Dispose of the waste using the instructions 

below. Other chemicals that can be used in place of liquid chlorine bleach are: HTH (calcium 

hypochlorite), which is available at swimming pool supply stores and is intended to be used in solution. 

Following the directions on the package it can be mixed and stored. 

Caution: Do not use calcium hypochlorite to disinfect drinking water as it kills all the beneficial 

bacteria in the intestinal tract and thus causes mild diarrhea. Portable toilet chemicals, both liquid 

and dry, are available at recreational vehicle (RV) supply stores. These chemicals are designed 

especially for toilets which are not connected to sewer lines. Use according to package directions. 

Powdered, chlorinated lime is available at building supply stores. It can be used dry. Be sure to get 



chlorinated lime, not quick lime which is highly alkaline and corrosive. Caution: Chlorinated products 

which are intended to be mixed with water for use can be dangerous if used dry. You may also use 

powdered laundry detergent, Lysol, Pinesol, ammonia, or other household cleaning and disinfecting 

products. 

#2 - If your toilet bowl is not usable, use a five-gallon bucket, wooden box or some other container 

sturdy enough to sit on. Sit the seat from your toilet on the bucket or make one from layers of heavy 

cardboard glued together, two boards laid across the top with a gap between them or cut a seat from 

plywood. Line with bags as outlined in #1 above. Dispose of the full bags using the instructions below. 

#3 - If the emergency will only last for a day or two, you can use “cat holes” outside. These are small, 

onetime personal use holes you dig in the ground and squat over. The hole should be deep enough to 

cover your waste at least six inches deep when filled. Do not do this any closer than 100 feet from open 

water or water wells or the germs in the sewage will get into the water. 

#4 – If the emergency will last more than a week and your toilet or bucket commode no longer will do 

the job you need to make a latrine. Use a shovel or post hole diggers to dig a pit four to six feet deep 

and about one foot wide. Place a bucket, box, barrel or anything with a hole in it that you can sit on over 

the pit. Whatever you use must cover the pit tightly so that flies cannot get in while no one is using it. 

The seat and box must be cleaned regularly with the bleach water solution mentioned above and kept 

tightly covered when not in use. When the pit fills to within eighteen inches of the top, fill the hole in 

with clean dirt and mound it over. Cover the mound to keep animals from digging it up. 

DISPOSING OF WASTES: All wastes must be buried no closer than 100 feet from the nearest open water 

or water well or the germs will get into the water. Buried wastes must be covered with at least eighteen 

inches of dirt and protected from animals digging it up. 

GARBAGE is trash that has food or anything else in it that would make attract insects, rats and other 

animals. It should not be allowed to accumulate where these pests can get into it. If garbage service is 

expected to resume in a few days then dry garbage should be tightly sealed in bags or kept in tightly 

covered garbage cans. Liquid wastes that don’t have a lot of fat in them can be poured out outside if 

kept more than 100 feet away from open bodies of water and water wells. Liquids that do have a lot of 

fat should be buried to prevent attracting flies and roaches. 

If garbage service is out for more several weeks and you are unable to store it, then it should be buried. 

Garbage should be buried no closer than 100 feet from open water or water wells. Crush containers to 



make them smaller. Garbage must be covered by at least eighteen inches of dirt. If burial is not possible 

then it will have to be burned. To burn garbage, you must use a metal barrel with holes in the bottom 

and a grate or screen over the top to act as a spark arrester to prevent wildfires. Only dry garbage 

should be burned. Wet garbage should be buried. 

If you have a baby in your home, it is best to keep an ample supply of disposable diapers on hand for 

emergency use. If these are not available, emergency diaper needs can be met by lining rubber pants 

with cleansing tissue, toilet paper, scraps of cloth, or other absorbent materials. To help insure proper 

sanitation it is imperative that you store a sufficient supply of disposable diapers, disposable wipes, and 

plastic garbage can liners. Change infants and toddlers regularly and keep them clean. Dispose of the 

soiled diapers in the plastic garbage can liners and keep them tightly sealed when not in use to help 

prevent the spread of disease. Be sure to wash your own hands regularly when working with infants 

(especially after each diaper change). Typhoid fever, amoebic dysentery, diarrhea, infectious hepatitis, 

salmonella and giardiasis are diseases that spread rapidly in times of emergency and threaten all, yet are 

all diseases that can easily be controlled by simply following the rules of good sanitation. 

Disposal of Garbage and Rubbish 

Garbage may sour or decompose, rubbish (trash) will not, but offers disposal problems in an emergency. 

The following suggestions will make it easier for you to take care of the refuse problem. 

Garbage should be drained before being placed in storage containers. If liquids are strained away, 

garbage may be stored for a longer period of time without developing an unpleasant odor. After 

straining, wrap the garbage in several thicknesses of old newspapers before putting it into your 

container. This will absorb any remaining moisture. A tight-fitting lid is important to keep out flies and 

other insects. Final disposal of all stored garbage and refuse can be accomplished in the following 

manner, provided there is no danger from radioactive fallout: 

1. All stored garbage should be buried if collection service is not restored and if unpaved yard areas are 

available—keep a shovel handy for this purpose. Dig a hole deep enough to cover it with at least 18-24 

inches of dirt, which will prevent insect breeding and discourage animals from digging it up.  

2. Other rubbish may be burned in open yard areas (if permission is granted by authorities under 

existing conditions) or left at dumps established by local authorities. Can should be flattened to reduce 



their bulk. Do not deposit ashes or rubbish in streets or alley ways without permission. Such material 

may interfere with the movement and operation of firefighting and other emergency equipment. 

 

 


