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This September 2005 file photo shows damage at St Rita's Nursing Home
in St. Bernard's Parish, La., after Hurricane Katrina. Nearly seven years af-
ter the disaster exposed the vulnerability of nursing homes, serious
shortcomings persist nationally.

Big gaps found 
in nursing homes’
disaster plans
WASHINGTON (AP) —

Tornado, hurricane or
flood, nursing homes are
woefully unprepared to
protect frail residents in a
natural disaster, govern-
ment investigators say.
Emergency plans re-

quired by the government
often lack specific steps
such as coordinating with
local authorities, notifying
relatives or even pinning
name tags and medication
lists to residents in an evac-
uation, according to the
findings.
That means the plans

may not be worth the paper
they’re written on.
Nearly seven years after

Hurricane Katrina’s devas-
tation of  New Orleans ex-
posed the vulnerability of
nursing homes, serious
shortcomings persist.
“We identified many of

the same gaps in nursing
home preparedness and re-
sponse,” investigators from
the inspector general’s of-
fice of  the Department of
Health and Human Serv-
ices wrote in the report
being released Monday.
“Emergency plans lacked
relevant information. ...
Nursing homes faced chal-
lenges with unreliable
transportation contracts,
lack of  collaboration with
local emergency manage-
ment, and residents who
developed health prob-
lems.”
The report recommends

that Medicare and Medi-
caid add specific emer-
gency planning and
training steps to the exist-
ing federal requirement
that nursing homes have a
disaster plan. Many such
steps are now in nonbind-
ing federal guidelines that
investigators found were
disregarded.
In a written response,

Medicare chief  Marilyn
Tavenner agreed with the
recommendation, but gave
no timetable for carrying it
out.
Nationally, more than 3

million people spent at
least some time in a nurs-
ing home during 2009, ac-
cording to the latest
available data. Nearly 40
percent of  them, 1.2 mil-
lion, were in the top 10 dis-
aster-prone states. The
typical nursing home resi-
dent is a woman in her 80s
or older, dealing with phys-
ical and mental limitations
that leave her dependent on
others for help with basic
daily activities.
Investigators pursued a

two-track approach. First
they looked at the number
of  nursing homes that met
federal regulations for
emergency planning and
training. Then they went
into the field to test how
solid those plans were, in a
sample of  homes drawn
from 210 facilities substan-
tially affected by floods,
hurricanes and wildfires
across seven states during
2007-2010.
On the surface, things ap-

peared to be in good shape.
Ninety-two percent of  the
nation’s 16,000 nursing
homes met federal regula-
tions for emergency plan-
ning, while 72 percent met
the standards for emer-
gency training.
A different story

emerged when inspectors
showed up at 24 selected
nursing homes and started
pulling files and interview-
ing staff.
The specific facilities in

California, Louisiana, Min-
nesota, North Carolina,
North Dakota, Tennessee,
and Texas were not identi-

fied in the report. All had
been affected by disasters;
14 had evacuated and the
remainder sheltered in
place.
A detailed, well-re-

hearsed emergency plan is
a basic requirement for dis-
aster preparedness. But at
one home, the emergency
plan was in several boxes.
At another one, it was on a
legal pad.
Of  the 24 emergency

plans, 23 did not describe
how to handle a resident’s
illness or death during an
evacuation. Also, 15 had no
information about specific
medical needs of  patients,
such as feeding tubes and
breathing equipment.
Seven plans were silent on
how to identify residents in
an evacuation, such as by
attaching wristbands or
name tags. Inspectors said
15 made no provision for
including medication lists.
None of  the nursing

homes met a government
recommendation for a
seven-day supply of  drink-
ing water if  residents had
to shelter in place and their
regular source of  water
was unsafe or unavailable.
Twenty-two had no

backup plans to replace
staff  members unable to
report for work during a
disaster.
Transportation was an

Achilles’ heel. None of  the
nursing homes had
planned to ensure trans-
portation of  adequate food
and water for evacuated
residents, while 19 had no
specific plan for transport-
ing wheelchairs and simi-
lar equipment. Twenty-two
of  the plans did not de-
scribe how the nursing
home would transport
medications.
Seventeen had no specific

plan for working with local
emergency coordinators to
decide whether to evacuate
or shelter in place.
Not surprisingly, admin-

istrators and staff  from 17
of  the nursing homes told
investigators they faced
substantial challenges in
responding to the disasters
that hit their areas. A com-
mon problem was that
transportation contracts
were not honored after an
evacuation was called.
Four nursing homes that
did evacuate said they had
problems trying to keep
track of  residents and sup-
plies, in some cases tem-
porarily losing patients.
The vulnerability of

nursing home patients be-
came a national issue when
35 residents of  St. Rita’s
Nursing Home just outside
New Orleans perished dur-
ing Katrina. Some drowned
in their beds.
Prosecutors charged the

owners of  the facility with
negligent homicide, saying
they should have evacuated
the home. But a jury ac-
quitted them of  all charges.
Some jurors said afterward
that Louisiana authorities
should have taken respon-
sibility for the safety of
nursing home residents
ahead of  the monster
storm.
A Houston Chronicle

investigation found that,
all told, at least 139 nurs-
ing home residents died
during the hurricane or
its aftermath.
The top 10 disaster-

prone states, as ranked by
historical statistics on
major disaster declara-
tions, are Texas, Califor-
nia, Oklahoma, New York,
Florida, Louisiana, Ala-
bama, Kentucky,
Arkansas, and Missouri.

Prayers, silence mark Titanic centenary
ABOARD MS BALMORAL (AP) —

With prayers, a hymn and a moment
of  silence broken by a ship’s deep
whistle, passengers and crew on a
memorial trip marked 100 years to
the moment since the Titanic sent
more than 1,500 people to a watery
grave.
As the 1912 disaster was commem-

orated around the world, the city
that built the vessel — Belfast,
Northern Ireland — looked back on
the tragic sinking with a distinctive
mixture of  sorrow and pride.
In the North Atlantic, passengers

lined the decks of  the MS Balmoral,
a cruise ship that has been retrac-
ing the route of  the doomed voyage,
as the ship stopped early Sunday at
the spot where the Titanic went
down in the early hours of  April 15,
1912.
After a short service and a mo-

ment of  silence, three floral wreaths
were cast onto the waves as the
ship’s whistle sounded in the dark.
Jane Allen from Devon in south-

west England, whose great-uncle
perished on the Titanic, said the mo-
ment vividly reminded her of  the
horror of  the disaster.
“All you could hear was the swell

splashing against the side of  the
ship. You could see the white break-
ers stretching out to sea,” she told
the BBC. “You are in the middle of
nowhere. And then you look down
over the side of  the ship and you re-
alize that every man and every
woman who didn’t make it into a
lifeboat had to make that decision,
of  when to jump or stay on the ship
as the lights went out.”
Another cruise ship, Journey,

which traveled from New York, also
held a service at the site, 400 miles
off  the coast of  Newfoundland.
The Titanic, the world’s largest

and most luxurious ocean liner,
was traveling from England to New
York when it struck an iceberg at
11:40 p.m. on April 14, 1912. It sank
less than three hours later, with the
loss of  all but 700 of  the 2,208 pas-

sengers and crew.
A century on, events around the

globe marked a tragedy that retains
its grip on the world’s imagination.
In Belfast, a memorial monument

was unveiled Sunday at a ceremony
attended by local dignitaries, rela-
tives of  the dead and explorer Robert
Ballard, who discovered the wreck
of  the Titanic on the ocean floor in
1985.
A brass band played as the granite

plinth bearing bronze plaques was
uncovered beside Belfast City Hall.
Officials say it is the first Titanic me-
morial to list all victims alphabeti-
cally, with no distinction between
passengers and crew members, or
between first-, second- or third-class
travelers.
“We remember all those who per-

ished and whose names are herein
inscribed — men, women and chil-
dren — who loved and were loved,
their loss still poignantly felt by
their descendants,” the Rev. Ian
Gilpin told the crowd.


