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Foreword

For many years, the author of this amazing book has been helping show investors how to protect themselves from financial harm and profit from opportunities around the world.

Along the way, he has traveled to far-flung locales from Guanajuato, Mexico, to Labrador, Canada. And he has kept us all informed and entertained with some of the wittiest research I ’ve ever had the pleasure of reading.

In this book, Sean Brodrick takes several giant steps further, giving proactive prescriptions for steps you can take to make your life richer and safer. Only this time he’s sticking a lot closer to home, by helping you prepare for threats that, in not-so-unlikely worst-case scenarios, could literally strike right in our own backyard.

If you read my book, The Ultimate Depression Survival Guide, you learned how to survive and thrive financially. Here, Sean will show you how to survive physically!

We all pray and hope that the scariest of future events will never come to pass. And even in a depression, which could return with a vengeance in years ahead, I remain optimistic that most will not come true! But suppose I’m wrong. Or suppose the forecasts of some of the most reasoned scientists—regarding an influenza pandemic or the impacts of global warming—come true sooner than most of us dream possible.

Then what? Sean will prepare you, and he’ll do so without ever having to pack up and head for the hills. He’s written each chapter like a stand-alone mini-book on each major challenge you face. Together, they form a complete guide for protecting yourself in even the wildest of crazy times.

You’ll not only see more clearly the swords of Damocles hanging over our heads, but you’ll also learn through the real-life stories of people who learned to cope under similar circumstances.

Worried about the real potential for a swine flu disaster and the resulting drug shortages? This book tells you how to prepare ahead of time and how to use drug alternatives in a pinch.

What would you do if gasoline became unavailable? Sean has multiple answers for you.

If a major disaster hit your neighborhood right now, would you have an emergency bag packed and ready to go? After you read this book, I guarantee you will! All without costing a small fortune or going to extremes!

Sean’s book opened my eyes to a whole range of threats (and solutions!) that I had never before considered. I am certain he will do the same for you as well.

As Sean shows us, the solution is not getting rid of our creature comforts or living in caves. It’s to take simple, logical, incremental steps towards self-sufficiency and better preparedness. This book tells you what to do, and how to do it. It’s intelligent, engaging, and entertaining. Read it now and keep it by your side as a handy reference for years to come.

Martin D. Weiss, PhD
 President, Weiss Research, Inc.
 Author of the New York Times bestseller,
 The Ultimate Depression Survival Guide
 (published by John Wiley & Sons)
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Introduction

The shadow of what comes next looms over the world like a dark cloud of misery brought about by the madness of men.

—Jesse at Le Cafe American

 

 

Do you have a pervasive sense of anxiety, as if our modern world is on thin ice? Do you have an uneasy feeling that Wall Street seems to be collapsing under the weight of bad debts and bad decisions—and dragging your job along with it? Or, maybe you feel our society is coming apart at the seams, and that our civilization could actually break down and collapse.

You are not alone. A lot of people are worried. In fact, there is a growing movement of people who are preparing for the end of the world as we know it (TEOTWAWKI).

Serious survivalists use another acronym, WTSHTF, or when the s**t hits the fan, to reference the inevitable onslaught of disastrous events that is sure to befall our beloved nation in the near to semi-near future. Some people think after TSHTF, our civilized, cultivated selves will rapidly devolve to radioactive cannibals fighting each other over scraps of meat in the burned-out husks of our cities. These hard-core survivalists move to remote farms where they raise livestock, collect guns and ammo, and prepare for a global oil crisis/financial meltdown/zombie invasion/the end of the world (as we know it).

I want to be prepared, too. However, I ’m comfortably ensconced in a twenty-first century lifestyle, and I don’t want to give it up.

That said, I know the odds are increasing that my family and I will experience a disaster that will change our lifestyle and maybe even grind the gears of civilization. I’m not just talking about  individual house fires or floods that affect neighborhoods. I’m talking about changes on a societal and national level—an economic crash, an energy crisis, terrorism, or even a plague.

A disaster could be any of a number of things, manmade or natural. I believe that yes, the U.S. empire is in decline, and may be on the brink of a catastrophic change. Now, I don’t think it will happen all at once. I also don’t think our civilization will go down without a fight. Even in the worst-case scenario, I expect there will probably be an initial panic, followed by an attempt at recovery and return to normalcy, and then a bumpy downward spiral. Rome didn ’t vanish overnight, and neither will today’s Western world.

So what can you do if you want to maintain your modern lifestyle and you want to be a master of disaster?

The fact is, we are living in scary times, and changes are happening more rapidly than anyone would have imagined even six months ago.

Taking this into consideration, there are realistic goals you can set to prepare for dire situations. A few years ago, people who talked about these preparations might have been thought of as the wacky ones with foil hats; now, ordinary people are concerned. The ability to survive on your own for at least a few days after a storm blows through seems elementary, yet even in South Florida, where I live—an area that should be used to hurricanes by now—I’ve seen people out looking for ice and gallon jugs of water within hours after a storm has passed.

A little self- reliance and independence goes a long way. The scouts always say to be prepared—the problem is, we’ve had a generation or two that have outsourced nearly every single facet of their lives.

But you don’t have to live that way—not anymore. This book you’re now holding in your hands can be your checklist on how to start preparing and your roadmap to peace of mind when a crisis hits. And I’m not talking just storms and power outages—I mean the kind of world-changing crises that keep us awake for more than a night or two.

You can survive a world-threatening disaster, and live a healthier lifestyle and save your money in the here and now. Here’s the best part—you don’t have to move to a goat farm in the wilderness to do it.a

And I know it can be done, because my family and I have done much of it already. What we haven’t done, friends and trusted sources have done. Preparing and protecting your family is possible. You can even prosper at the same time. It ’s up to you.

Reading this book will prepare you for the worst. So when the s**t hits the fan, you can not only survive but thrive. While you should never deceive yourself about the difficulties you face, neither should you allow yourself to become the prisoner of your own fears.

Being prepared for the bad times means a lot of things: reducing debt, living within your means, storing food, buying survival gear, and more.

This book is for people who are going to prepare as much as possible, but, for reasons of job, family, or social choice, aren’t going to move to a safe house in a remote, undisclosed location (if you do, say hello to Dick Cheney for me).

The fact is, you can wait a long time for the world to end. You can also buy a ton of specialized gear that you won’t use unless the world completely falls apart. Or, you could …• Just buy the basics you’re going to need anyway.
• Change your food shopping habits, building a necessary stockpile of food and saving money in the process.
• Start a garden and load up your table with the healthiest, freshest food you’ve ever eaten.
• Develop skills that will make you a more self-reliant, well-rounded, and interesting person.
• Develop plans for any kind of emergency that will put you three steps ahead of the general population—also known as  sheeple—in a panic.
• Position yourself financially to coast through tough economic times and come out on top.



Some financial outlay is called for in this book. But unlike many stocks and bonds pushed by Wall Street, the things I recommend you buy won’t see their value go to zero. Indeed, if history is any guide, some will greatly increase in value over time. And some could save your life.

Throughout the book, I’ll explain three things:1. The basics in each area of preparation
2. What my family has done, and what we’ve learned in the process
3. Where you can go to get more information on each of these topics





Major Disasters 

Bad things are going to happen. You know it. You ’ve probably been through temporary situations—blizzards, power grid down for days, water shortages—and are aware of looming worsening situations around us, both potential manmade calamities and natural disasters. Economically, our country slides into recessions now and again. The problem is, this time around, things seem to be much worse than average.

• Economic Depressions: The recession that started at the end of 2007 is the worst since World War II, and as bad as the Great Depression by some metrics. Car sales as measured by fleet turnover hit an all-time low in 2008. The number of Americans receiving food stamps hit a record. Stock market crash, bank failures, soaring unemployment—all compounded by worries that our economy is on a slippery slope.
• Natural Disasters: Whether it’s fires raging in Southern California, tornadoes touching down across the Midwest, crippling ice storms in New England, or hurricanes blowing through the Southeast, natural disasters cause temporary cessation of services and life as you know it. And they seem to be becoming more frequent, thanks to global warming.
• Oil Crisis: Peak oil—when oil production peaks around the world, which is a prelude to much higher prices—is rushing at us like a runaway train. And we can have energy spikes and shortages long before peak oil really bites. Thanks to our just-in-time delivery system, a fuel shortage will very quickly lead to a food shortage.
• Food Crisis: In recent years, the populations of the world’s developing countries have been growing about 7% a year, a rapid rate by historical standards. This means that hundreds  of millions more people are getting access to the basics of life, and many people—in China, India, and other emerging countries—are eating more food than they used to. That jump in demand is helping to drive up the prices of agricultural commodities and straining global food stockpiles. The 2007 to 2008 harvest-to-harvest year was the third in a row in which the world consumed more grain than it produced.1  Soon, we could be just one bad harvest away from a global food crisis.
• Climate Change: The dramatic changes in our climate are real and are altering our world in unimaginable ways. Global warming has made storms stronger, hurt harvests, and could cause desertification across large swaths of the United States by making water shortages so severe that some cities will have to be evacuated. Sea levels will rise between one and three feet by the end of this century, and temperatures could rise an average of seven degrees Fahrenheit at the same time, making large sections of Africa and Asia uninhabitable. The subsequent mass migration could dump hundreds of millions of immigrants on our shores.2 
• Shutdown of large portions of the U.S. energy grid: The U.S. electrical grid is actually three separate electric networks, covering the East, the West, and Texas. Each includes many thousands of miles of transmission lines, power plants, and substations—a 100-year-old amalgamation of local utilities. Much of it is out of date and prone to breakdowns anyway. More recently, the threat of cyber-attack has reared its ugly head. The growing reliance of utilities on Internet-based communication has increased the vulnerability of control systems to spies and hackers. According to national security experts, cyberspies have penetrated the U.S. electrical grid and left behind software programs that could be used to disrupt the system,3 and perhaps shut down sections of the grid for a very long time.
• Civil Unrest: Rising unemployment is squeezing the working class hard, and strikes and protests could spark into riots. Beyond that, the Department of Homeland Security is warning of increased activity among right-wing domestic anti-government groups, ranging from militia movements to borderline terrorists. These aren’t your average tax  protestors. Some of them are hell-bent on secession. Others are dupes of the same moneyed interests they are supposedly rebelling against. Homeland Security warns that home foreclosures, unemployment, and other consequences of the economic recession “could create a fertile recruiting environment for right-wing extremists.”4 While the chances of civil war seem remote, it becomes more likely if the federal government runs out of money. There are many ties holding our country together, but the most important one is that the U.S. government can play sugar daddy to the states, dishing out fat federal subsidies every year. If that gravy train ends, some states may decide to unhitch and go their own way.
• Pandemic: Our world is increasingly interconnected, which means it’s easier for germs to get around. Each and every human being on Earth is a living, breathing germ factory, and there are more people on this crowded planet every year. Compounding the problem, the equipment for genetic engineering has become so commonplace that backyard mad scientists called biohackers are tinkering with the building blocks of life, and could easily create new versions of old diseases. The swine flu that seemed to come from nowhere in early 2009 may be a harbinger of much worse to come.
• Terrorism: And of course, our favorite boogeyman of the twenty-first century: foreign-based terrorism—dirty bombs, chemical attacks, or some other form of terrorist attack. Think back to the days after 9/11 when many were afraid to leave their houses, people couldn’t fly, and businesses closed temporarily. We don’t want this to happen again, and we hope the government continues to stop potential terrorists in the fastest legal way they can, but we do have to face the fact that there are nasty people out there who would like to disrupt our lifestyle here in the United States.

Any of these disasters could be catastrophic for our highly complex society, but there’s also the potential for a snowball effect: In other words, a global energy crisis could precipitate a financial crisis, which would lead to a food crisis, and perhaps a pandemic. The nightmare scenario is a societal collapse—when a nation or even a  civilization breaks down. It’s happened many, many times before in human history, and is almost certain to happen again.

The big-picture disasters can be so scary that people don ’t want to think about them. But by preparing for the smaller-scale disasters: floods, fires, severe storms, and the like—you can take the first steps toward being prepared for the big ones.




The Stages of Collapse 

Change is the one constant of the universe. It ’s when change comes too fast that we see it as chaos. And when chaos engulfs a structured, ordered society, that society can come apart at the seams.

In his book Reinventing Collapse: The Soviet Example and American Prospects, which I highly recommend to anyone, Dmitry Orlov looks at the challenges facing the United States through a unique lens. Orlov was born in Leningrad and immigrated to the United States at the age 12. He grew up to become a computer engineer. As the Soviet Union fell apart, Orlov shuttled back and forth between his new home in the United States and his old home behind the fraying Iron Curtain. He came to the conclusion that Russia was in better shape to survive a collapse than the United States, but that their problems hold lessons for us.

Orlov also wrote an article, “The Five Stages of Collapse,” which he explains as:1. Financial collapse
2. Commercial collapse
3. Political collapse
4. Social collapse
5. Cultural ccollapse


Orlov believes the United States is undergoing a financial collapse right now. “Financial institutions become insolvent; savings are wiped out, and access to capital is lost,” Orlov writes. Does that sound familiar?

After this comes a commercial collapse, when store shelves are stripped bare of necessities and remain that way for weeks at a time. Hoarding becomes popular.

Political collapse is a breakdown of public order, which Orlov sees as particularly dangerous for the United States because our population is so well armed.

Social collapse is when people lose faith that society will take care of them, and they only look out for themselves and their families and close friends. Finally, in a cultural collapse, even those bonds are shattered.

“If Stage 1 collapse can be observed by watching television, observing Stage 2 might require a hike or a bicycle ride to the nearest population center, while Stage 3 collapse is more than likely to be visible directly through one’s own living-room window, which may or may not still have glass in it,” Orlov writes.5
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Human history is crowded with the ruins of civilizations that fell apart. And the track record so far is that all civilizations eventually fail; our own is probably not an exception.

What actually makes a society collapse depends on the place, time, and people. In his book, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, Jared Diamond talks about how, on Easter Island, the inhabitants literally used up their environment. The Vikings of Greenland got clobbered by climate change and their own refusal to adapt.6

And a bevy of historians have written about how the Roman Empire, probably the most successful long-running civilization in history, ran afoul of a number of things from changing weather and barbarian incursions to poor economic choices and incompetent rulers.

But apart from catastrophic events, what finally brings any society down? In his landmark book, The Collapse of Complex Societies, Joseph Tainter seems to say that a complex society gets more and more complicated until greater and greater investment produces less and less benefit. Finally, the point is reached where investment in complexity no longer brings any increase in benefits. Collapse becomes increasingly probable. At that point, a crisis the society easily weathered earlier in its history—a military loss, drought, resource depletion, and so on—is enough to cause collapse.

Our society is probably the most complex that has ever existed. Bigger and bigger investments in agriculture, medicine, energy, and government are bringing smaller marginal returns.

But all this is still not enough to bring about a civilization’s collapse. In Tainter’s view, a real collapse only happens in a power vacuum. That is the reason Europe did not collapse long ago—if one country fell, it was taken over by its neighbor—and, according to this line of reasoning, is why the next collapse will be global in scale. Because this time, if one of the leading powers of the world goes down, we’re so interconnected that we all go down.

But the worst-case scenario isn’t the only scenario. Even Orlov isn’t completely pessimistic. In his book, he identifies three progressive stages of response to the looming crisis:1. Mitigation—alleviating the impact of the coming upheaval
2. Adaptation—adjusting to the reality of changed conditions
3. Opportunity—flourishing after the collapse


In other words, after the collapse of what we’ve always known, something else can come along, and people can thrive.


Waves of Chaos Will Change the World Around You 

Despite the scary scenarios I’ve outlined so far, I don’t think societal collapse is a done deal. I believe we’re going to see waves of chaos going forward. These chaos waves will trigger disasters and catastrophes that will plunge individuals, groups, and even large populations into situations of great stress—physically, economically, and mentally. These stresses will stretch the fabric of our society to the breaking point. But after a breakdown, the chaos wave will likely recede, and there will be some sort of recovery, perhaps even a return to normal.

As I said earlier, Rome didn’t fall in a day. It took hundreds of years from when the first wave of barbarians crossed the frontier to when Rome itself was finally conquered. Even then, the Eastern Roman Empire, also known as Byzantium, hung on for hundreds of years more.

But if you were a Roman citizen unlucky enough to be in one of the areas that quickly descended into chaos, it was a world-changing and potentially fatal event.

Even if our civilization is on a slippery slope, I think we’re still in the early stages. That means you will have to endure periods of chaos, but then government, law, society, and civilization will reassert themselves—eventually. Your goal—your duty if you have children—is to ride through the rough times and come out okay on the other side.




Survive, Thrive, and Discover a More Meaningful Life 

The ability to adapt to change will make your life easier, no matter what lies ahead. There are qualities that will make you more successful at changing, and they’re qualities for which you might want to strive—because if you’re not in the right mental and emotional space, then preparing for potentially catastrophic change will be that much harder.

• You have to be adaptable.
• You have to know what’s really important in your life and be prepared to give up or walk away from less important things.
• You have to realize that no person is an island, and you’ll get through any emergency better if you work with your neighbors.

The times we are living in now are the richest, fattest days in human history. Life will probably never get easier. This is when you need to start preparing—right now—for the hard times coming.

Remember, luck favors the prepared, so be prepared and you’re more likely to be able to make your own luck. This book you’re holding in your hands is a guidebook to what could come next, and what you can do to better prepare for it. Stockpiling, self-sufficiency, and frugality, which I prefer to call Spartaneity, are three tools that will help you survive and thrive.

One more thing to keep in mind: The final collapse of the Roman Empire was not bad news for everyone concerned. Archeological evidence indicates that average nutrition actually improved after Rome’s collapse in many parts of the former empire. Individuals may have benefited because they no longer had to invest (i.e., be taxed) to pay for the ever -increasing burden of the empire. If you can survive and thrive after a societal collapse, you may be able to find a more meaningful and fulfilling life.

Also, even Tainter doesn’t believe collapse is inevitable at any given time. He wrote: “When some new input to an economic system is brought on line, whether a technical innovation or an energy subsidy, it will often have the potential at least temporarily to raise marginal productivity.”7

If a new technology or energy source comes along, history ’s wheel can go around for another cycle. That can happen to us, too. The United States and Western civilization as we know it may  appear to be coming to a close, but there’s no rule written in stone that says calamity has to happen. And that’s the great thing about the recommendations in this book. Even if society doesn’t collapse, you can use this book to live more efficiently, build up more wealth, and become better prepared for just about any disaster—small- or large-scale.

By now, you are probably thoroughly depressed. Do not put down the book to pick up a drink. If you must, hold the book in one hand and your drink in the other because now is the time for us to review your options …




So, What are Your Options? 

If you are a couch potato sitting there worrying about the end of the world, you have my sympathies. I was once a lot like you. But, then I realized there were some choices I could make:Option 1: Ignore the Problem. You can sit on that couch until you grow moss, playing Wii and eating take-out food, confident the government will rescue you when a bad thing happens. Good luck! In any of the situations I’ve now covered briefly, you can’t count on the police to rescue you. In the event of a calamity, the odds are they’ll find your desiccated corpse surrounded by empty fast-food bags.

Option 2: Move to the Little House on the Prairie. Give up the malls and your favorite coffee shop, buy a goat farm, learn to raise beets and cabbage, and surrender all your fun electronics because you don’t have enough solar power for an Xbox and a man-sized freezer. More power to you if you can make it work; there are some folks going this route.

Option 3: Become Smarter—a Smart Suburban Survivalist. Stay where you are, enjoy your video games, eat out occasionally, and enjoy your life, while preparing for a variety of potentially disastrous situations. What’s more—you can even get richer, happier, and healthier by preparing for these crises. My family is doing it. Some of our friends are doing it. So can you.





The great unknown is the future. We can ’t know what will happen. You have to look ahead, and prepare for what you can ’t see as well as what you can see.

Getting prepared costs money, and it ’s easy to overspend if you start getting overly scared. Luckily, this book is designed for people who want to learn how they can stretch a dollar and prepare as economically as possible.




Choosing to Plan Over Panic 

To quote the late author Douglas Adams, DON’T PANIC. Brain and behavior studies clearly show that when information is scarce and threats seem imminent, people often stop listening to their own logic and look to see what others are doing.

That’s why, in a panic, we have things like riots and ordinary citizens doing smash-and-grabs at the grocery store, pharmacy, and sporting goods store. And you’ll hear about people who go out to get supplies for their family because the television tells them that everyone is doing it and then they get hurt, or worse.

This book is designed to separate you from the herd—from the mass of sheeple who are going to see their gooses cooked in a real collapse.

If you follow the tips in this book, you’ll have a well-stocked pantry so you don ’t have to fight the mob for the last can of Spam at the grocery store. You ’ll have batteries and flashlights or an alternate power source if the grid goes out, and at least a week’s worth of water tucked away so you don’t even have to leave the house if the water supply is interrupted. Your home will be strengthened against the roving bands of thieves and thugs who tend to spring up in dire situations. You’ll be able to sit tight. And that can make the difference between surviving and being a statistic.

What’s more, you’ll have plans in place to make a fast exit to a safer area if things get too dangerous.

But supposing you always find it tough to get organized, or to commit to long-term plans. Then you’ll find a section at the end of each chapter called “The Least You Can Do, ” which will list, literally, the least you can do to store food, become a better shopper, have your house supplied with food and other essentials, get your finances in order, and more.

Let’s start by looking at the disasters you are most likely to experience in this lifetime.




PART I

THE END OF THE WORLD AS WE KNOW IT




CHAPTER 1

The Most Likely Disasters You ’ll Face

This awful catastrophe is not the end but the beginning. History does not end so. It is the way its chapters open.

—St. Augustine

 

 

Sometimes we worry so much about the big disasters that could overtake us—an energy crisis, global financial meltdown, famine, or pandemic—that we don’t prepare for smaller-scale disasters that can still be devastating on a personal or local level. Local disasters will turn your life upside down, but most Americans will watch them with only passing interest, and perhaps even indifference.

The two disasters you’re most likely to face are fire and flood—it’s as simple as that. And yet, most people are completely unprepared for them when they happen. If you do nothing else, skim over these next few pages and write down some notes on what you  should do. Importantly, by preparing for fire and flood, you are also starting to prepare for the big, movie-of-the-week disasters that may be coming.

In this chapter, I’ll give you some facts on fires and floods, how to prepare for them, what to do when they happen to you, and some useful web sites. Then we’ll also look at two disasters that could have global impact—an energy crisis and a food crisis.




Two Ordinary Calamities 

As mentioned previously, there are two ordinary disasters that we will likely face in our lifetime—fire and flood.


Fire 

Deadly fires can start in anyone’s home; in fact, there are about 400,000 residential fires in the United States annually. Modern building materials make homes more flammable, not less, so the risks of you having a serious fire are actually rising.

Common places where fires start are the kitchen, laundry room, or fireplace. From 1999 to 2002, 60,000 house fires started due to the improper cleaning or lack of cleaning of washers and dryers. As for fireplaces and chimneys, they cause more fires than oft- maligned space heaters.

Careless smoking causes 15,000 fires a year. And even Christmas trees get in on the action—200 residential fires each year are caused by Christmas trees. But the biggest single cause of careless house fires is candles. Candles alone cause 18,000 home fires every year.

There is good news. Deaths from home fires have decreased by 50% since the 1970s because of public education and the widespread use of smoke alarms. But the candle fire problem has been growing. Half of candle fires are caused by combustible materials coming too close to candles. A whopping 44% of candle fires begin in the bedroom.

 

How to Prepare. Experts say 80% of all candle fires can be eliminated by four basic safety precautions:1. Never leave a burning candle unattended.
2. Keep candles away from things that can catch fire.
3. Keep candles away from children and pets.
4. Place candles on secure, heat- resistant surfaces (like ceramic bowls), which will not transmit heat to the furniture on which they are placed.


You should always have a fire extinguisher in your bedroom. Also have at least one for every floor of the house, and the one in the kitchen should be able to put out grease fires.

Wildfires

Peak season for wildfires runs from April through October. Annually, wildfires claim hundreds of thousands of acres, resulting in the evacuation of millions of people. Thousands of homes go up in flames, causing damage estimated in the billions of dollars.

How to prepare: Remove dead branches and trim all trees and shrubs. Cut back trees near your home and roof. Clean gutters and remove debris from your roof. Store fi rewood at least 30 feet from your home.

A wildfi re is a case when you want to plan and practice an evacuation plan from your home and neighborhood that includes primary and secondary routes. Ask someone out of state to be your family contact in case people are separated, and be sure everyone knows the contact’s address and phone number.



Make sure every adult (and the bigger kids) in the house knows how to use the fire extinguisher; hold fire drills. Also, you need smoke detectors on every floor of the house and outside all sleeping areas.


Flood 

Flooding is the United States’most common natural disaster, and caused more than $7.1 billion in property damage in the 10-year period leading up to Hurricane Katrina (Katrina alone caused more than $81 billion in damages). Flooding occurs in all 50 states, and not just in those areas considered to be at high risk for floods and other disasters. In fact, one in four flood insurance claims is submitted by someone who lives in a low or moderate flood risk zone.1

To find out if you live in a high-risk or a low-risk zone, go to  http://www.floodsmart.gov and type in your address and zip code. This will tell you the general flood risk of your area.

 

How to Prepare. Here’s what you can do to prepare for the risk of flood:2 • Buy flood insurance coverage. Homeowners insurance doesn’t cover flooding. It takes 30 days for a policy to go into effect, so don’t wait. You can obtain flood insurance through the  National Flood Insurance Program, from your insurance agent. To find an agent near you call 1- 800-427-2419.
• Stay alert during stormy weather. Listen and watch for thunder and lightning. Heavy rain upstream could send a flash flood your way without you even feeling a drop of rain.
• Know your local area. If you live near a dam, keep away from areas downstream of the dam when heavy rains hit. If the dam is breached, this can result in a flash flood. Also, know where the streams and rivers in your area run and locate safe zones of higher ground nearby.
• Take care of your property. Take photos or videos of important possessions. This documentation will help you in filing a flood insurance claim. You might want to store these photos on the Web or in a fire -and-flood proof container. Finally, make a list of items you might want to move as high as possible in the case of a flood, and move them.
• Avoid driving into water more than two feet deep. Nearly half of the deaths associated with flash floods involve vehicles. As little as two feet of moving water can easily carry away most cars and trucks. Abandon your car immediately if it stalls in water, and head for higher ground.
• Elevate your furnace, water heater, washer, and dryer. Admittedly, this involves a bit more effort than a couch potato is likely to exert, but if you’re in a flood-prone area, consider it. It could save you a lot of money in the long run.
• As with fires, when dealing with floods it’s good to plan and practice a flood evacuation route, and have an out-of-state person as your emergency family contact.



 

Lastly, if you live in an area like New Orleans that could be flooded by waters higher than your rooftop, consider doing two things:1. Keep a crowbar, hammer, chisel, saw, and other heavy-duty tools, as well as a flashlight, up in your attic. If rising waters chase you up into the attic, you need some way to cut your way out.
2. This last tip isn’t cheap, but you can also buy a life raft that stows in its own suitcase. You can buy a four-person emergency life raft that never needs recharging for $1,150 at http://tinyurl.com/c2gzo2, and you can Google for other options.  If I lived in a below-sea-level area like New Orleans, I might keep one of these in my garage.





Two Crises That Will Rock Your World 

Now that we have looked at two ordinary disasters that can affect you regionally, let’s explore two global crises you might face in more detail—energy and food. We ’ll also look at some smart ways you can prepare for them without moving to a goat farm.


Energy Crisis: America is Running on Empty 

Our civilization runs on oil. If the oil stops flowing tomorrow morning, life as we know it starts to crumble tomorrow night. There is no economy without energy, no transportation besides your own two feet, and no communication beyond the sound of your voice.

Here are some facts that keep me awake at night:• The United States only has 4.8% of the world’s population, but consumes about 25% of the world’s daily oil use.
• The United States has 3% of the world’s known oil resources (there could be more in offshore fields or locked under ice in Alaska), but pumps about 7% of the world’s production. In other words, we are depleting our resources faster than other parts of the world.
• Since the mid-1980s, oil companies have been finding less oil than Americans have been consuming.
• Of the 65 largest oil producing countries in the world, up to 54 have passed their peak of production and are now in decline, including the United States.
• The world uses a billion barrels of oil every 12 days. We don’t find one-tenth of that. The peak of world oilfield discoveries already occurred way back in 1965.



 

We are on a collision course with an oil crisis, and would be in even worse shape than we are now if the recession of 2008 hadn ’t downshifted the world’s oil use—for a while, anyway.

Bottom line: We don’t have enough oil to meet our own needs and we cannot drill our way out of this. Pullbacks in oil prices are likely very temporary, and will also likely lead to even higher surges in oil prices—perhaps sharper than anything we’ve seen so far.

Lower oil prices in 2008 lead to droves of oil projects being shuttered in 2009. Non-OPEC oil production probably fell by 2.5 million barrels per day in 2009. A drop that steep, combined with OPEC cuts, could more than make up for the steep fall in global oil demand. In fact, experts say non-OPEC supply should continue to drop in 2010, losing an additional 460,000 barrels a day.

 

How the Next Oil Crisis Could Be Different—Supply. The high oil prices of 2008 deflated like a blown tire, and previous oil crises—in 1973 and 1979—also ended eventually. Maybe so, but things change.

U.S. oil production peaked in 1970 at about 9.6 million barrels a day. In 1973, we imported about 3.1 million barrels a day. So when the Arabs cut off our imported oil, it hurt, but we could adjust.

Today, the import to domestic production ratio has flipped; we import about two-thirds of our oil. So, when people say we ’re  addicted to oil, that’s only part of the problem. The real problem is we’re addicted to foreign oil—much more so than in the past. (See  Figure 1.1.)

Figure 1.1 Total U.S. Crude Oil Imports (thousand barrels per day) Source: Economagic.com.
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We saw U.S. oil imports drop in 2008 and 2009 due to the recession. Oil imports have dropped every time we’ve had a recession. And every time the recession ends, oil imports go right back up.

In the 1970s, OPEC slapped an embargo on oil shipments as punishment for U.S. support of Israel (in 1973, Israel and Egypt fought the Yom Kippur War). The reason for oil stoppage was political and artificial. However, it caused real conservation in the United States. By 1979, virtually all the big full-size American cars were downsized. When the Iranians turned off the taps, it didn’t hurt nearly as much as the first oil crisis.

And it went beyond cars. Conservation became the buzzword across the United States. President Jimmy Carter installed solar panels and a wood burning stove at the White House. Carter’s energy saving measures were promptly trashed by Ronald Reagan when he took office, as the energy crisis receded in the rear-view mirror.

But America’s conservation proved to be OPEC ’s undoing. When they wanted to sell oil again, we didn’t need as much of it. And without U.S. demand, oil prices plummeted.

This time around, the demand growth isn’t limited to the United States or even the Western world. There are 10 million new cars and trucks hitting the road this year in China alone, and millions more joining traffic jams in India and other emerging markets. OPEC is starting to realize that because of this new demand, they need us a lot less than we need them.

The stark differences between supply/demand then and now explain only part of the uncharted territory we are now navigating. Here are five other forces:1. Accelerating decline in net oil exports. The Export Land Model, or ELM, is a theory proposed by Jeffrey Brown and others associated with TheOilDrum.com, an excellent site for information on the oil crisis. (See Figure 1.2.) Unfortunately for U.S. consumers, more and more evidence is showing the ELM oil prophecies to be painfully true.The ELM says that, after a country’s oil production peaks, it will decline at a 5% annual rate at the same time that local consumption increases by 2.5%. Add the production decline and consumption increase together and the decline in a country’s net exports will reach zero, nine years after peak  production. After that, the former exporter becomes an importer.

Figure 1.2 Export Land Model

Source: TheOilDrum.com.
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We’ve seen this model hold true in the United States, China, Great Britain, and Indonesia. For example, China went from a net exporter in 1993 to importing four million barrels a day today—with those imports projected to rise another 50% over the next 10 years.

The real problem is that many of the world’s exporters are now at their peaks. And that means much higher prices are on the horizon.


2. Catastrophic decline in Mexico. Mexican oil production is falling off a cliff. Crude oil production at Mexico’s super-giant Cantarell oil field plunged 16.8% in 2008 from 2007. What’s more, output at Cantarell was expected to decline by 28%—about 750,000 barrels of oil per day—by the end of 2009. Overall, Mexico’s output should decline by 10% to 11% at the same time. Mexico produced 2.79 million barrels of oil a day in 2008.Speaking to an energy conference in Houston, Pemex Chief Jesus Reyes Heroles said: “The decline of Cantarell  and other mature fields will imply a loss of production with respect to today of 1.1 million barrels per day by 2012 and 1.8 million bpd by 2017.”

Mexico is now the third-largest supplier of oil to the United States, according to the EIA, a drop from their prior spot at number two. We should really worry when one of our top suppliers goes into an oil crash.

Mexican President Felipe Calderon would like nothing better than to open up the Mexican energy sector to outside investment, but he faces stiff opposition in that country’s legislature. Meanwhile, the Mexican government’s battles with drug gangs are a civil war in all but name, so he’s a bit distracted from pursuing energy initiatives.

Mexico does have a new field called Ku-Maloob- Zaap, but it is not enough to offset the failure at Cantarell. Importantly, the decline at Cantarell has been worse than the worst of the government estimates.

Mexico is a country in crisis. In the Joint Operating Environment 2008 report issued by the U.S. military’s Joint Forces Command,3 Mexico and Pakistan were listed the most likely states to collapse in the immediate future. One is our third-largest supplier of oil; the other has nukes. Both should be serious causes for concern. If Mexico implodes, it could destabilize our economy.


3. Resource Nationalism will tighten the screws. Americans sometimes act like other countries are sitting on our oil, and as such, they have a duty to provide it to us as quickly and cheaply as possible. But more and more countries are realizing their oil is a national treasure, and they’re starting to sell as little of it as possible at the highest prices they can. It’s called Resource Nationalism and it is bad news for U.S. consumers.Here’s why:• In Venezuela, President Hugo Chavez’s nationalization crusade has forced out two of the world’s largest energy companies. In addition, the OPEC nation is preparing a  windfall oil tax to boost its share of profits from its fields.
• In Russia, Vladimir Putin has used hook and crook to bring more than half of his country ’s oil industry under state control, grabbing properties and projects from large foreign oil companies in the process.
• Saudi oil executive Sadad Al-Husseini was quoted as saying: “There has been a paradigm shift in the energy world whereby oil producers are no longer inclined to rapidly exhaust their resource for the sake of accelerating the misuse of a precious and finite commodity. This sentiment prevails inside and outside of OPEC countries, but has yet to be appreciated among the major energy-consuming countries of the world.”The reality is that national oil companies control 94% of the world’s conventional oil and gas reserves. And they ’ll want more control in the years to come.

When it comes to bargaining chips, the United States is sitting at the table with a pair of twos, and there are others at the table with full houses, aces high. And they aren’t our friends.






4. Oil demand is climbing with global population. Everyone in the Third World wants to live and drive like big, fat Americans. The global recession may have slowed them down, but both India and China, to name two examples, are still adding drivers at a furious pace. In 2008, emerging markets combined (China, India, Russia, and their other life in the fast lane buddies) passed the United States in oil use. Going forward, global oil consumption is expected to keep climbing even as U.S. consumption eases. After all,• Americans each use 25 barrels of oil per year.
• The Chinese each use 2 barrels of oil per year.
• And the folks in India each use just 1 barrel of oil per year.Where do you think the growth is going to come from? The rest of the world wants to live and drive like Americans!

And there are simply more people all the time—6.7 billion of us at last count. And with a growth rate of 1.17%, the world’s population in 2030 is expected to be double that of 1980, or 8 billion people.

I don’t think we’ll get to 8 billion, for the simple reason that we wouldn’t have 6.7 billion if it weren’t for how fossil fuels (oil and natural gas) have allowed our agricultural output to boom. And with oil production hitting a peak and about to decline, agricultural production won’t be far behind.

Oil first entered general use around 1900 when the global population was about 1.6 billion. Since then, the population has quadrupled. That’s not a coincidence.




5. Peak Oil is going to hit like a ton of bricks. Peak Oil doesn’t mean running out of oil, but rather oil production hitting a peak. That’s because we are rapidly running out of cheap and plentiful oil, and the oil we have left is harder to get and therefore much more expensive.Inexpensive oil supports our very way of life, as we know it. It is crucial for our transportation, food production, economy, and basically everything that we use on a daily basis. Again, if we ran out of oil tomorrow morning, our civilization would end tomorrow night.

I don’t think we’re going to run out of oil. I think it will be used in some form in our grandchildren’s day. But in the long run, it’s going to get a lot more expensive—probably so expensive that we will have to seriously change our way of life, or have change forced on us.

All in all, it’s a recipe for much higher prices. As long as the world’s civilization runs on oil, we’ll pay whatever it costs. There are alternatives to oil, but they aren’t ready yet.

Oil prices went down in 2008—great! But when prices go lower, oil companies (1) stop their high-cost production and (2) stop looking for more oil. So, cheaper oil prices just lay the groundwork for the next oil shock.

And what does that mean? That means that sometime in your future . . .




Gasoline prices will go much higher. As in, high enough to cause a severe economic disruption and send the country sliding into a recession, or worse.

Get used to bumpy roads. Roads are paved with asphalt, and that requires oil. The last surge in oil prices sent paving bills soaring by about 25%, so cities and states are cutting back on needed roadwork. That means more potholes as you drive back and forth to work—that is, if you still have a job.

Your neighborhood will have a lot of empty homes. An oil crisis will bring an economic crisis, and that will be bad news for already strapped U.S. consumers and  homeowners. Higher fuel prices are going to squeeze consumers mercilessly, worsening this problem, and perhaps even doubling the number of Americans kicked out of their homes.

Prepare for heating oil shock. Heating oil prices could double. If you heat with natural gas, you won’t be spared—an energy crunch could send the price of nat-gas much higher as well.

Prepare for rolling blackouts. Our national power grid runs on natural gas and coal (and some nuclear power), so it might sound safe, but think again. Our natural gas supply is under threat, and it could be devastating for the American way of life.

Brace yourself for higher food prices. If oil and gas become more expensive, food costs will go along for the ride.


These are just some of the changes you may face as oil spirals higher. And the rise in oil prices might not be gradual. There are a number of triggers that could send oil prices skyrocketing overnight.

 

 

Four Forces That Could Cause the Next Oil Spike. Let’s look at four wildcards that could cause an oil price spike—a sharp, sudden movement in oil prices. They include an Islamist takeover of Saudi Arabia, a confrontation with Iran, an al-Qaeda attack on U.S. oil facilities, and potential killer hurricanes in the Gulf of Mexico.

1. Islamist takeover of Saudi Arabia: The threat of militant Islamic attacks on Saudi oil facilities seems to have eased for now. But in recent years, the Saudis have had managing expectations of future capacity heading steadily downwards. All in all, Saudi Arabia is a mixed bag, and still has potential to have an explosive effect on oil prices.
2. A confrontation with Iran: The United Nations nuclear watchdog has warned that a military strike on Iran to prevent it from developing atomic weapons would turn the region into a fireball. Iran would probably use both the threat of blocking the flow of oil out of the Gulf and an actual sharp reduction  of its exports of oil to spike the price of oil. And that would almost certainly send prices spiking.
3. An al-Qaeda attack on U.S. oil facilities: Al-Qaeda seems disorganized, demoralized, and downright unpopular in much of the Muslim world. However, it remains very popular in so-called U.S. ally Pakistan, where a secret agreement between the Pakistani government and certain tribes allows al-Qaeda-linked militants to remain in North Waziristan. If al-Qaeda launches another attack on the United States, our energy infrastructure would be a likely target.
4. Hurricanes: The Gulf of Mexico is home to 40% of the United States’ refining capacity, along with 20% of the natural gas and 30% of the oil produced in the United States. Hurricanes Katrina and Rita proved that the Gulf of Mexico is America’s soft underbelly, vulnerable to a devastating punch from Mother Nature during hurricane season.Category 5 systems, such as Hurricane Katrina at its peak over the Gulf of Mexico, have winds greater than 155 mph. And while offshore platforms have been reinforced since hurricanes wreaked havoc in the Gulf of Mexico’s Energy Alley, all it would take is one bad storm in the wrong place to still swamp refineries or even knock out the Louisiana Offshore Oil Port (LOOP), which is connected to 50% of U.S. refinery capacity.


How to Prepare. Basically, in a major energy crisis, you’ll have to find alternative forms of transportation. Your job is at risk, food could become scarce, and civil unrest could break out in more urban areas. If you live in a northern climate, you could freeze to death. If you live in the Sunbelt, you run a higher risk of disease and heat stroke.

There are ways to prepare for these things:• Stay plugged in to the local news. If you are on the Web and use Google, set news alerts for fuel shortages and gasoline shortages.
• If you’re not the kind of complete idiot who could accidentally blow yourself up with a can of gasoline, get some jerry cans—cans specifically designed to store gasoline. I recommend you only fill them when you hear that fuel shortages are beginning. See Chapter 10 for more on storing gasoline and alternate transportation.

What About a Long-Term Oil Collapse?

There is a nation that is living through Peak Oil right now. When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1990, Cuba’s economy went into a tailspin—85% of its trade disappeared. Cuba’s imports of oil were cut by more than half and its imports of food fell by 80%.*

Transportation ground to a halt. Without a substitute for fossil fuels used in large-scale farming, agricultural production plummeted. People went hungry—the average daily caloric intake in Cuba dropped by a third—and the average Cuban lost 30 pounds.

There were frequent blackouts in Cuba’s oil-fed electric power grid, up to 16 hours per day. This went on for years! Without power, refrigeration didn’t work. Without refrigeration, food spoiled and the food crisis became even more acute.

But it wasn’t the end of the world. Cubans started to grow local organic produce out of necessity, developed biopesticides and bio-fertilizers as petrochemical substitutes, and incorporated more fruits and vegetables into their diets. Today an estimated 50% of Havana’s vegetables come from inside the city, while in other Cuban towns and cities, urban gardens produce from 80% to more than 100% of their food.

Since they had no fuel for their cars, they walked, biked, rode buses, and carpooled. Cubans are also replacing petroleum-fed machinery with oxen, and their urban agriculture reduces food transportation distances.

Today, Cuba’s life expectancy is the same as in the United States, and infant mortality is below that in the United States. The literacy rate in Cuba is the same as in the United States.

Despite the peak oil crisis, Cuba maintained its free medical system, one of the major factors that helped them to survive.

The Cubans showed an amazing ability to adapt, had a government that was willing to try anything in pursuit of long-term goals, and the people pulled together as a nation and in local communities to take care of each other. Will the United States, a much more car-focused, me-oriented society, be able to make that transition? Without violence? Maybe.

 

*Megan Quinn, “The Power of Community: How Cuba Survived Peak Oil, ”Global Public Media, Feb. 25, 2006, http://globalpublicmedia.com/articles/657.

But Cuba’s adaptation still doesn’t make it a place you’d want to live. Along with a repressive government, it still has plenty of problems, many of which have been worsened by the fuel crisis.

And Cuba isn’t immune from the global economic crisis, either. Lines are getting longer in Cuba, electricity is being cut back, and food rations are getting smaller.

The Cubans are to be congratulated for not letting their fuel crisis spiral into a severe food crisis. In contrast, the United States—a nation that is designed around the automobile—is almost guaranteed to see a fuel crisis turn into a food crisis.

A University of Michigan study in 2000 states that every calorie of food energy consumed in the United States embodies over seven calories of non-food energy. Other studies place the ratio at 10 calories of energy for 1 calorie of food.

What’s more, the food on your dining table travels an average 1,200 miles to get there. Along with wheat from Iowa and potatoes from Idaho, we eat Granny Smith apples from South Africa, bananas from Honduras, and grapes from Chile.

Now, we give the world back much more than we get. Agriculture in Europe, America, and Australia produces 80% of the world’s wheat exports, and 86% of corn exports. If oil and gasoline prices continue to climb, those exports will start to fall. And that could be the difference between life and death for two billion chronically malnourished people in the world.




• Look into alternatives to heat or cool your house. Depending on your locale, climate, and financial situation, a woodstove or solar backup might be a worthy investment.
• Have a month’s worth of food on hand. I can ’t emphasize enough that if we have an extreme fuel shortage, your local supermarket is probably going to run out of food very  quickly.



 

Now for the good news: I don’t think we’re going to run out of gasoline overnight, and I think we’ll see a lot of mini-shortages before a major fuel emergency starts. Our energy supply lines are more resilient than you might think. But a mini-shortage can happen after any natural disaster. So it’s best to be prepared.


Food Crisis—The Era of Cheap Food Is Over 

Over the past eight years, the price of food worldwide has increased 75%; the price of wheat has gone up a dramatic 200%.4

And the rate of inflation is accelerating. In a recent report, the United Nations predicted that food prices are likely to remain high for a decade.

Here are some facts:• As of December 2008, 37 countries faced food crises, and 20 had imposed some sort of food-price controls.
• The prices of the world’s three main grains—rice, wheat, and corn—have more than doubled in the past year.
• Part of rising food prices is due to rising fuel prices—as the Saudis raise the price of the oil they sell us, we ’re going to be raising the price of wheat we sell them.
• Another part of the equation is weather. Extreme weather shifts over the past two years have reduced the worldwide wheat harvest by nearly 10%. And it’s not just wheat. Since 1971, in the United States, droughts or floods have wiped out up to a third of the Midwest corn crop four times.
• Wheat production in South America and Western Europe has been cut from 5% to 20% in each of the past two growing seasons.
• Australia was once the second largest exporter of grain, harvesting about 25 million tonnes in a good year. But the worst drought in a century reduced the crop to only 9.8 million tonnes in 2006 and 13.1 million tonnes in 2007.



 

Now, this year could be different. If good weather holds, we could see record crops that would send prices tumbling.

On the other hand, people in China and India are changing their diets, eating more and better food.

• The Chinese ate just 44 pounds of meat per capita in 1985. They now eat over 110 pounds a year. Each pound of beef takes about seven to 10 pounds of grain to produce, which puts even more pressure on grain prices.
• In fact, over the next decade, according to tentative U.N. and OECD forecasts made in February, the price of corn could rise 27%, oilseeds like soybeans by 23%, and rice by 9%.
• U.S. consumers know that food prices are already rising. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that ground beef, milk, chicken, apples, tomatoes, lettuce, coffee, and orange juice are among the staples that cost more these days.

 

Overall, food prices rose nearly 5% a year in 2007 and 2008. And this is already having an effect. A survey by the Food Marketing Institute showed the average number of weekly shopping trips falling below two per household for the first time.5 Food banks are seeing increases in their overall client loads.

If things worsen, we’ll probably see food riots. Americans rioted over food in the Great Depression,6 with the former middle class smashing the windows of grocery stores and grabbing everything they could lay their hands on.

Could that happen again? Yes! The U.S. food supply is more vulnerable than ever, due partly (or mostly, depending on your point of view) to the Green revolution—the advances in agriculture that allowed more and more food to be grown by less and less people, usually at a cost of more and more energy.

Energy consumption by agriculture has increased 100 times, or more. According to 1994 data, 400 gallons of oil equivalents are expended annually to feed each American. The energy consumption breaks down as follows:30% for the manufacture of inorganic fertilizer 
18% for the operation of field machinery 
15% for transportation 
12% for irrigation 
7% for raising livestock (not including animal feed) 
5% for crop drying 
5% for pesticide production 
8% miscellaneous7




These estimates don’t include the energy used in packaging, refrigeration, transportation to retail outlets, and cooking.

At the same time, the vast majority of Americans have gotten further and further away from their food sources. Many Americans have never been to a real farm. End result of all this—some depressing facts about Americans and food: • 1% of the U.S. population grows all of the food for all Americans.8 
• Most Americans know essentially nothing about where the food they eat every day comes from, and they don ’t want to know. All they know is it’s cheap, it’s as close as their local store, and it’s there in enormous quantities.
• Nothing is stored for very long in a supermarket, but then, with just-in-time inventory, nobody stores anything. Grain is produced and stored in the Midwest and shipped daily to the rest of the United States.
• Again, the lion’s share of grain produced in the United States comes from a concentrated part of the Midwest—Missouri, Illinois, Iowa, and Kansas—and moved to the coasts, where two-thirds of Americans live, by only two railroads. The bulk of the food we eat comes from grain. Half of what a meat animal is raised on is grain so when you eat meat you are really eating grain, primarily corn. The grain our food animals eat is not produced where the cows and pigs are located.
• The system we have now is a huge contrast to what the United States did up until the 1980s. At one time, up to a year’s worth of grain was stored in elevators around the country. But now, very little is stored. We produce what we consume each year. So what’s plan B if something goes wrong? There is no plan B.



 

This disconnect between modern American life and our food source will likely prove deadly in a real energy crisis or another emergency that disrupts our national transportation system or food supply.

Heck, in order for riots to break out the whole food supply doesn’t have to be wiped out. It just has to be threatened sufficiently. And if heavily armed Americans start to panic about food, there won’t be enough police and National Guard to hold the line between order and chaos.

 

How to Prepare. The devastating potential of a food shortage is why having your own food storage is so important. For more on that, see Chapter 4. Long-term food storage is daunting, so start with building up just a week’s supply of food and water for everyone in your household. If even a week is too big of a task for you to tackle, just work on gathering three days’ supply of food. If you have three days’ worth of food in emergency storage, plus whatever  you have in your cupboard, you’ll be way ahead of most of the semi - conscious land mammals on your block.

I also recommend you grow a garden; we’ll cover that in Chapter 8. Most U.S. gardens are only 100 square feet in size. That’s not enough to feed your family, but it is plenty enough to make your emergency rations palatable as you wait for normal life—or whatever comes next—to be restored.

These disasters that I’ve outlined here may still seem a little esoteric. You might be thinking, civilized people don’t really have to worry about living through a societal collapse, do they? In the next chapter, we’ll look at a couple of real -life stories of people who did just that—in the societal chaos of post-Katrina New Orleans and the economic and civil chaos of Argentina.

The Least You Can Do

• Learn and follow the basic fire safety precautions explained in this chapter.
• Keep fire extinguishers in your bedroom and kitchen.
• Make sure you have working smoke detectors for every floor of the house.
• Buy flood insurance coverage and stay alert during stormy weather.
• Stock up on extra food now, before an emergency strikes.






CHAPTER 2

The Quick and the Dead—and the Survivors

If you have a major disaster involving hundreds of thousands, or in this case millions of people, whether it be a natural disaster or an act of terrorism, the first 72 hours are going to be totally chaotic no matter what you plan to do.

—Senator Warren Rudman, on Hurricane Katrina

 

 

You can learn a lot from people who have been through WTSHTF. And yes, it can happen to you! In this chapter, you’ll read about how a man saw society fall apart in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina—and had to struggle to save his dogs and escape from a government run detention camp. His experience has valuable lessons for all of us. Also, we’ll take a look at how a journalist in Argentina coped with that country’s snowballing economic, currency, and social crisis, and what he learned from it all.




Hurricane Katrina—Then Everything Went to Hell 

“During Katrina, I saw the total breakdown of civilization,” Katrina survivor Michael Homan told me. “I’ve seen it before in war zones in my travels, but never here—it was terrifying.”

In 2005, a hurricane named Katrina sideswiped Florida, killing nine people, before heading on to the Gulf of Mexico. I live in Florida but can barely remember Katrina, because her impact in Florida didn’t  hold a candle to the storms in 2004 that shook us from floor to rafters: storms including Ivan, Charlie, Frances, and Jean.

By the time Katrina got through with New Orleans and the surrounding areas, it wasn’t just the story of a storm. It became a story of government breakdown, detention camps, food shortages, looters, vigilantes, and more.

On Saturday, August 27th, 2005, the citizens of Louisiana knew that Katrina would stomp their way. The low-lying parishes south of New Orleans ordered mandatory evacuations. But even though she was a Category 3, New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin only called for a voluntary evacuation.

By Sunday, Katrina strengthened into a Category 5, and Mayor Nagin made the evacuation mandatory. Still, many people in New Orleans didn’t evacuate.

For many, staying put was a matter of money—they barely scraped by as it was and didn’t have the cash to get out of the way. Others flat-out refused to evacuate because of what happened a year earlier, when they fled the path of Hurricane Ivan. The roads from New Orleans to Baton Rouge became clogged; a trip that normally takes 90 minutes took as long as 10 to 12 hours. People went hungry, ran out of gas, and worse just trying to get out of town. And then Ivan didn’t live up to the fears. So, for many, the evacuation process had proved to be worse than the storm.

In the wee hours of Monday, August 29, 2005, as Katrina approached, strong winds were lashing New Orleans. The storm made its landfall at 6:10 A.M. as a Category 3 storm.

By 8:14 A.M., officials knew the city was in trouble—a levee breached at the Industrial Canal. By 9 A.M., there were six to eight feet of water in the lower ninth ward. By 11 A.M., the water was more than 10 feet deep in many places. At the same time, more levee breaches were confirmed. And by then, people were already drowning by the hundreds.


And That Brings Us to Michael Homan’s Story . . . 

Mr. Homan still lives in New Orleans about 20 miles from the Louisiana coast. At the time of the storm, his family was in Mississippi, but he decided to ride out the storm with his dogs. His house took some damage—the high wind blew so hard that the first-floor walls ended up permanently askew. In the morning, he  walked around outside and talked to his neighbors, and it seemed the worst was over. Five hours later, foot-deep flood waters had invaded his home. Over the next 36 hours, the water kept rising. By Tuesday evening there was eight feet of water in the street, and the ground floor of Mr. Homan’s house was under three feet of water.

Faced with a flood and lacking a boat, Homan swam around the neighborhood, splashing through water containing God knows what, to his office at the nearby university. After a few days, he and his dogs hitched a ride with some rescuers in an airboat.

“I was very worried because I had heard that they were not letting people evacuate with their animals. But these guys said that had changed,” Homan told me. So, he put his computer in his backpack and headed off with his dogs on an airboat.

“Towards dusk on Friday I arrived at I-10 and Banks Street, not far from my house,” Homan says. “There they packed all of us pet owners from Mid City into a cargo truck and drove us away. They promised they would take us to Baton Rouge, and from there it would be relatively easy for me to get a cab or bus and meet the family in Jackson [Mississippi]. But then everything went to hell.”

Rather than going to Baton Rouge, Homan’s rescuers locked the truck and drove the evacuees to the refugee camp on I-10 and Causeway. There, the truck was unlocked, and the evacuees were ordered out. Anyone who refused to get out of the truck was forced off. The van drove away quickly and the driver appeared to be “terrified,” according to Mr. Homan.

So now, Mr. Homan and his dogs were in the midst of 20,000 people. And they weren’t refugees—they were detainees. He estimated that 98% of them were African Americans and some of the most impoverished people in the state. Nobody knew how to get out of the camp. There were supposed to be hundreds of buses picking them up to get them out of the area, but people told Mr. Homan they had been there five days, and that on that day only three buses had shown up.

“I saw murdered bodies, and elderly people who had died because they had been left in the sun with no water for such a long time. I’ve traveled quite a bit, and I have never seen the despair and tragedy that I saw at this refugee camp. It was the saddest thing I have ever seen in my life.”

Officials were going around the camp, confiscating people’s pets. That’s when Mr. Homan knew he had to try to escape. “I could  never have told my children that I gave up the dogs to save myself, ” he said.

Mr. Homan knew that the closest anyone was allowed to come to the camp was the town of LaPlace, 30 miles away. He knew a girl in the camp from his neighborhood, Robin, was trying to save her cat. They met up with an oil-rig worker named Carlos who also wanted to try to get to LaPlace. In the wee hours of the morning, the band of three humans, two dogs, and one cat snuck out of the perimeter.

Mr. Homan’s next big worry was the armed looters he knew were operating outside the camp. But he said that his group was so bizarre that they weren’t stopped by police or the looters or shot by the vigilantes trying to stop the looters. They found a shopping cart in which to carry the cat, and walked and walked until, Homan recalls, his feet were bloody, the dogs were exhausted, and he was ready to give up.

But then—finally—something went right. The travelers found a neighborhood that still had power. A gas station there was closed, but Robin found a broken window to climb through. She charged her cell phone enough to call her uncle. He was retired from the Mississippi government and so able to talk his way through one checkpoint after another and pick up the three people, two dogs, and even the darned cat. Within a few hours, Mr. Homan was reunited with his wife and children, who were waiting for him at the Jackson Airport.

Mr. Homan writes that he saw acts of heroism and compassion after the storm:The world clearly has plenty of empathy and compassion left. I saw people slide down ropes out of helicopters to rescue people from rooftops. I saw my neighbors break into grocery stores, fill up their boats with supplies, and row through neighborhoods distributing food and water to those in need. And as I drove 1,000 miles north to escape the carnage, I saw convoy after convoy of people and supplies heading south to help. They are their brother’s keeper, and I am so thankful for their support. Maybe there is hope for the world after all.




But he also writes:I also learned that catastrophes such as this bring out not only the very best in people, but also the worst. I have witnessed and experienced some pretty awful things . . . I saw dozens  of dead bodies floating in toxic waters. I heard about invalid elderly humans dying in attics and hospitals believing that the world did not care as they gradually ran out of medication and oxygen while the politicians gave press conferences about how well Democrats and Republicans were cooperating. I saw sick babies and paraplegics living for five days outside in 100 degree weather, while gangs of armed youths roamed, raped, and terrorized in filthy refugee camps of 20,000 of society’s most afflicted and abandoned. These poor people were placed in massive outdoor “security” pens for as many as 6 days, and many of them died. This incredibly large group of people desperately needed food, water and transportation out of New Orleans. The immediate federal response for relief was so incredibly inept it left many of us to wonder if the lack of support was deliberate. This gross inaction while so many people suffered and died occurred in the world’s richest country, and it makes me so angry with the government . . . families grieved over death and misery and desperately searched for missing loved ones. I saw drug addicts take over parts of the city and terrorize, and heard that they shot nurses in the back of the head to steal pharmaceuticals to ease their drug withdrawals. And despite what you might read in the news, this wasn ’t a case of everyone working together to save lives. Officials from neighboring more affluent parishes [counties] than Orleans said that citizens of New Orleans were not welcome in their parishes because they only had enough supplies for their own.1





The Themes We’ ll Explore 

I excerpt Mr. Homan’s gripping narrative because it shows many areas that we’re going to cover in this book:1. Large groups of people need food and water. In New Orleans, the storm blew through on Monday. On Tuesday, the looting began, and on Wednesday, it started in earnest. The TV cameras focused on idiots and opportunists stealing clothing and television sets from waterlogged stores, but according to Mr. Homan, “I saw my neighbors break into grocery stores, fill up their boats with supplies, and row through neighborhoods distributing food and water to those in need.” There were also many people like those interviewed in an Associated Press story:“A man walked down Canal Street with a pallet of food on his head. His wife, who refused to give her name, insisted they weren’t stealing from the nearby Winn-Dixie supermarket. “It’s about survival right now,” she said as she held a plastic bag full of purloined items. “We got to feed our children. I’ve got eight grandchildren to feed.”2




Some of the salvaging/looting took place in full view of National Guard trucks and police cruisers. But in other instances, people were shot while trying to take food out of stores. You know, it would really suck to live through one of the nation’s worst disasters and then get toe-tagged for trying to feed your family.

Examples like this are why you need to have your own food stockpile. (See Chapter 7.)


2. Medication runs out. It’s illegal to give more than a 30-day supply of many drugs (basically, because neither our government nor our doctors want you to be in charge of your own health). In this book, we’ll look at alternatives if your quality of life—or maybe your life itself—depends on getting a prescription filled. (See Chapter 10.)
3. You may have to live for days in 100-degree weather. Or you may have to encounter dire straits in weather so cold that pipes are bursting around you. Your air conditioning and heating shouldn’t have to depend on a power grid. Solar can keep you cool while others swelter and wood can keep you warm while others freeze. (See Chapter 11.)
4. Gangs of armed youths roamed, raped, and terrorized. The nightmare of those who are poor and helpless came true in New Orleans. In this book, we’ll cover home defense and personal defense, too. (See Chapter 11.)
5. The immediate government response can be inept. The Republicans hate government, so it shouldn’t surprise anyone that they bungled the response to Katrina. In the Bush administration, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) became a place for political appointees and lucky idlers. And sure, FEMA Director Michael Brown urged local  fire and rescue departments outside Louisiana, Alabama, and Mississippi not to send trucks or emergency workers into disaster areas without an explicit request for help from state or local governments. To be fair, though, it ’s likely that the aftermath of a disaster like Katrina could overwhelm any government response, at least for a while. Therefore, you shouldn’t relax just because Bush is out of office. There are still risks, and you’ll do much better if you are prepared.
6. Governments may become the enemy. Here’s another interesting fact: The New Orleans suburb of Gretna sealed the Crescent City Connection bridge across the Mississippi River, turning back fleeing flood victims at gunpoint.3 If you take away nothing else from this book, understand that you can ’t count on the government—any government—to save your lazy butt in an emergency. I believe that in the immediate aftermath of a disaster, the amount of government help will be inverse to the scale of the crisis.


 

That’s because a real disaster knocks the government for a loop, and it’s busy trying to find its feet in the first few days; saving  you becomes secondary. So you need to be prepared to take care of yourself and your loved ones first.


How Long Does a Short Emergency Last? 

New Orleans descended into chaos, and the anarchy got worse after darkness. After a few days, the stench of urine, excrement, and garbage was overpowering across the city.4 People were actually forced out of evacuation shelters because of fears of dysentery (which you get from bad or fouled water). Another thing we’ll cover in this book is the importance of a stored water supply and—even better—water purifiers that won’t cost you an arm and a leg. (See Chapter 6.)

The Survival Rule of Threes

• It takes about three minutes to die without air.
• It takes about three days to die without water.
• It takes about three weeks to die without food.
• It takes about three months to die without hope.

A smart suburban survivalist doesn’t want to get into a situation that threatens any of the above. Try and think your way out of tough situations. Your brain is your best weapon.



A week went by before law and order was restored. That was a very long week for anyone who wasn’t prepared for the worst.

Mr. Homan may have gotten off to a rough start—no supplies and no boat. But put in a tight spot—a detention camp—he did some things very right. He made allies. He and his group came up with a plan to sneak out of camp and get to a town where their families could meet them. They stuck together, and utilized things they found (a grocery cart and a gas station with electric power).

As awful as Mr. Homan’s experience was, it could have been worse. At least 1,836 people lost their lives in the actual hurricane and in the subsequent floods. Some people were never found. Another two million people, like Mr. Homan, were displaced due to the disaster.5

Mr. Homan believes that his city and state are much better prepared to withstand another major disaster. As for preparations he’s making in case of another storm, he says:. . . it’s about information. Before Katrina, I didn’t know who my neighbors were. Now, I know them very well and we’ll look out for each other. Most will evacuate, but not all, and those of us who stay behind will know very well about the people who might need assistance.

Before every hurricane we’ve always had plenty of food. First, acknowledging power will go out, everyone in the neighborhood donates their perishables. Then, we all have stockpiles of canned goods. Shopping before a hurricane is an amazing adventure. Stores sell out quickly, so you have to plan ahead. These storms and potential disasters certainly are kinder to those with the mental capacity and resources to plan ahead.





For Mr. Homan’s sake, I sure hope so. Even now, after Katrina, many people are dead-set against bugging out. In 2006, a research team from the Harvard School of Public Health interviewed more than 2,000 people living in high-risk hurricane zones in eight states. One fourth of them said they would not leave even if evacuation became mandatory.

Of those surveyed, 68% said they thought their homes were built well enough to ride out a storm. It didn’t matter if the respondents lived in mobile homes, which goes to show that people generally feel safer at home.

The real crisis of law and order lasted about two weeks. The curfews were lifted after about six weeks. It took up to a year for many of the Katrina survivors to get back to some semblance of normalcy, and it took Mr. Homan and his family three years to rebuild their home.

But the bottom line is if you could live through that first two weeks in the city, you probably survived. To me, that’s the encouraging thing about Katrina—civilization melted away, but then it came back.

Of course during that period of anarchy, if you were in Katrina’s flood zone, your home, your job, and the life you knew could all have been swept away or changed forever—by a short-term crisis.

What about when the crisis isn’t short-term? What if, say, your country is the next Argentina?




Argentina—The Crashed Society 

Argentina has suffered through a series of military dictatorships and short-lived democratic governments, but economically speaking, for much of the twentieth century, the people had lives similar to first-world countries. Argentina in the nineteenth century attracted a flood of British capital and European immigrants. By 1913, it was one of the world’s ten richest countries, ahead of France and Germany. But the country ’s economic cycle peaked after World War II, and between 1976 and 1989, income per person shrank by more than 1% per year.6

Things turned around in 1991, as the government embarked on free-market reforms and restricted the money supply to the level of hard-currency reserves. Between 1991 and 1997, Argentina ’s economy grew at an annual average rate of 6.1%, the highest in the region.

But then the country suffered a series of economic shocks and slipped into a grinding recession, which deepened in 1999. Competitive currency devaluation by neighbor and trading partner Brazil kneecapped Argentina’s exports. In 2001, the government lost the elections. The International Monetary Fund came  in to fix things. Its policies only made things worse. Millions of Argentineans became unemployed and poverty-stricken.

As the economy collapsed, the emergency was used as an excuse to implement policies that allowed billions of dollars to be swindled by foreign banks and corporations. Many of Argentina’s assets and resources were plundered, and its financial system was used for laundering of drug money through Citibank, Credit Suisse, and J.P. Morgan, according to a report by the U.S. Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations.7

If all this starts to sound eerily familiar to you, you’re not alone in your thoughts. Many survivors of the Argentinean collapse note striking similarities between that country’s early stages of trouble and the United States right now.

In 2001, it seemed that Argentinean society simply broke down. Wholesale looting started. A run on banks ended when the government froze bank deposits. Finally, spontaneous uprisings began, as people demanded the government resign. This wasn’t just leftists and troublemakers; this was the middle class and professionals on the march. The marches led to crackdowns including tear-gas, skull-cracking, and mounted policemen riding through crowds.

The people fought back. Chaos ensued. And all the while, Argentina’s debt spiraled out of control. Hundreds of thousands of people lost their life’s savings and half the population dropped below the poverty line.

In the countryside, an already hard life became tough. In the cities, it became a nightmare. Food ran out, the water wasn’t safe, and a large number of people were kidnapped off the streets or shot dead over money or food. The police were overwhelmed by the rising tide of crime. Argentina couldn’t afford fuel and the country was gripped by blackouts.

An Argentinean blogger, Fernando Aguirre, who writes under the pseudonym ferfal, relates his experience on his blog:Being in a city without light turned out to be depressing after a while. I spent my share of nights, alone, listening to the radio, eating canned food and cleaning my guns under the light of my LED head lamp. Then I got married, had a son, and found out that when you have loved ones around you, blackouts are not as bad. The point is that family helps morale in these situations.

A note on flashlights. Have two or three head LED lights. They are not expensive and are worth their weight in gold. A powerful flashlight is necessary, something like a big Maglite or better yet a SureFire, especially when you have to check your property for intruders. But for more mundane stuff like preparing food, going to the toilet or doing stuff around the house, the LED headlamp is priceless. Try washing the dishes on the dark while holding a 60 lumen flashlight on one hand and you’ll know what I mean. LEDs also have the advantage of lasting for almost an entire week of continuous use and the light bulb lasts forever.

Rechargeable batteries are a must (get a solar powered battery charger) or else you’ll end up broke if lights go out often. Have a healthy amount of spare quality batteries and try to standardize as much as you can.8





When the middle class is scrounging for enough batteries to clean its guns by flashlight, you know things have gone to hell in a handcart. We’ll talk more about flashlights in Chapter 11.

For those Argentineans who stayed, life became a gamble. Many decided to get out. One expatriate, Willy Tovar, sat down with me to discuss his experiences.

Willy had been a journalist in Argentina. Newspapers were early victims of the economic troubles, and Willy counted himself lucky to land a job working in a think tank, writing an analysis of each day’s events for private clients.

Willy had political contacts, and thanks to his job he was privy to more information than the average Argentinean. He came to the conclusion that the monetary peg of the Argentinean peso—one-to-one to the U.S. dollar—was unsustainable. “I realized that sooner or later, this would explode,” he told me. “They just didn’t have the money. I told my wife to go exchange all our pesos for dollars at the 1-to 1 exchange rate.”

At the time, in 2001, Argentina was trapped in a downward economic spiral. President Fernando de la Rúa tried one extraordinary measure after another, only to see them all fail. The derivatives markets saw his desperation as weakness and a massive shorting of Argentine bonds ensued, followed by at least $40 billion in U.S. domestic capital flight.

Willy and his wife had a daughter, so he decided to get out. “I didn’t want my daughter to live in what was coming,” he says.  He and his family moved to Miami. His only major asset was his apartment, which he left a banking friend in charge of selling. “There were delays—but finally the sale went through for the equivalent of $32,000,” Willy remembers. “My friend put the money in the bank, but there was a wait to transfer the money out of the country.

“Two days later, everything blew up. Our bank account—all bank accounts—were frozen. The President ran away,” Willy says, and the government collapsed.

President de la Rúa was actually forced to resign. Had the bank withdrawls continued, Argentina’s entire banking system would have collapsed. As it was, massive queues at every bank and a growing political crisis tipped Argentina into a state of panic. Food riots spread across the country and devolved into general looting. de la Rúa tried to work with the army to hand out food, but the plan failed after it was blocked by his political enemies. The president tried one last time to form a coalition government and that failed, too.

He resigned, and because of widespread violence, he fled onboard an air force helicopter. The images of de la Rúa’s escape by helicopter were broadcast throughout the country.

The equivalent would be seeing Barack Obama flee Washington, an angry mob nipping at his heels. But that couldn’t happen here . . . or could it?

Argentina’s crisis eased when the country devalued its currency by 30% and defaulted on (and then renegotiated) its enormous foreign debts. The peso settled at about four to the U.S. dollar (it has since risen to about three to the dollar). Willy’s $32,000 nest egg quickly turned into $8,000, which was how much he was able to get out of the country.

However, Willy’s experience offers some important lessons:• He paid attention to economic and political developments, soaking up information like a sponge. He also questioned everything the government told him, and made his own informed decisions.
• When he realized that life in his country was going to change for the worse, perhaps forever, he developed an escape plan. The only thing of real importance to him was his family—he wasn’t sentimental about physical things.
• The financial loss was devastating, but Willy didn’t cry in his beer. He got on with life and got back on his feet.



 

Now, the former Argentinean journalist cleans pools in Florida. But he’s okay with that. “My daughter will have a better life here, ” he says. “If I go back to Argentina it will be for vacation, and I’ll be sure to have a return ticket in my pocket.”

A warning (maybe) for Americans is that Argentina’s foreign debts at the time of the crisis, $141 billion, seem like child’s play compared to the massive debts that the United States has been racking up lately.

Argentina did recover. By 2003, four years after the deep recession started and two years after the breakdown in social order, the economy was growing again.

Argentina’s economy grew at least 7% a year starting in 2003 through 2008, but slowed sharply in the last three months of 2008. And there are some parts of Argentinean life that have changed forever. Crime is epidemic, as is drug use and corruption.

“Corruption is so bad in Argentina, if you have money, you can commit murder and not go to jail,” Willy says. “Whereas someone who steals a chicken goes to jail for life.”

Lessons Learned from New Orleans and Argentina

Disasters and emergencies bring out the best and the worst in people. The more you prepare ahead of time, the better your chances of coming out with a rep as one of the best. The less you prepare, the more likely you are to fall prey to one of the worst. There is no time to buy supplies after disaster strikes.

The police will be good for directing traffic and enforcing the law in the early stages of a disaster. But when the s**t really hits the fan, they’ll be looking to protect their own families. Police lines will stretch thin and even disappear, leaving you to fall prey to looters and vigilantes.

We, all of us, stereotype people based on looks. The troublemakers in New Orleans came from many races, and from both the lower class and the middle class. Just because someone doesn’t fit your profile of a bad guy doesn’t mean they’re safe—after all, Mr. Homan was lied to and locked up by the supposed good guys. Also, you may find fast friends and allies if you can look past skin color and find common ground.

The police can’t tell the good guys from the bad guys, either. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans Chief of Police Eddie Compass ordered police and National Guard units to confiscate firearms from citizens who remained in the area. The Disaster Recovery Personal Protection Act of 2006, which prohibits the confiscation of legally possessed firearms during a disaster, has supposedly rectified this, but it has yet to be tested.

The vast majority of the violence in a crisis occurs inside cities. If you aren’t hunkered down for the long term, get out of town!

Getting your finances in order is a priority and something you can do before disaster strikes. It’s too late to do it afterward. You can start by spending less than you make, but there are many other things you can do. You’ll find some ideas in this book.






We Are All One Bad Turn Away from a Crisis 

The way things are going—what with floods, fires, global warming making both summer and winter storms more severe, economic crises, crazies with nukes, you name it—I think it’s likely that you’ll be caught up in your own crisis or disaster in your lifetime. And if you can’t avoid disasters, the important thing is how you cope when they occur.

The real danger is that, as our government creaks under the weight of insurmountable debt, the U.S. empire crumbles, and society totters on the brink, we may see law and social services disappear for extended periods of time. I don’t want to live through that, but the odds are increasing. For that reason alone, you must  become resilient and self reliant.

In my own life, I’ve experienced a string of hurricanes that rattled the shutters like an oncoming freight train, sent tree limbs tumbling into my house, and knocked power out for weeks at a time. Getting through those times would have been much easier if I knew better then and was prepared the way I am now.

The Least You Can Do

• Keep working flashlights and plenty of batteries handy.
• Know what’s really important in your life and be prepared to walk away from material things in a crisis.
• Stay tuned in to the news—it’s tough to know when the government is lying to you, but you’ve got to try and figure it out. 
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