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Evacuation for People with Disabilities 
Students with disabilities may not be visible or open about it with you. After your general 
evacuation speech, if they identify themselves, you can discuss what help they require. You 
should consult with the UCSC Disability Resource Center (DRC) to see if they can assist with 
formulating a plan to ensure the individual’s needs are being met. The below information is a 
guide for staff provided by the Office of Emergency Management that can help you understand 
the evacuation options for persons with different types of disabilities including those with 
temporary conditions like broken legs. It is good information to be aware of because you may 
not realize a student has an issue until the emergency is underway.  

Know What to Do During an Evacuation: 
▪ Check the intended evacuation route for obstacles, if possible. Remember: smoke, debris, 

flooding, loss of electricity, or other impediments may be present. 
▪ Move people who are unable to leave the building will need to go to an area of refuge. 

Possibilities include: 
o Most enclosed stairwells 
o An adjoining building behind fire doors 
o An office with a closed door, located a safe distance from the hazard 
o Exit balconies and corridors 

▪ Assist individuals who are able to leave the building, following your planned evacuation 
route, if possible. Do not use elevators. 

▪ Report to your designated assembly area for a head count. 
▪ Notify emergency responders immediately about the location and condition of any people 

remaining in the building. 
▪ Do not re-enter the building until authorized to do so by an appropriate authority such as 

police, fire department, etc. 

Identify and Plan: 
▪ Request that individuals who feel they may need special assistance self-identify so 

arrangements can be made in advance to meet their needs. 
o Note: Emergency Services recommends that departments maintain a personal 

emergency information form for each staff member. Include on the form a question 
regarding the need for special evacuation assistance. 

▪ Note that individuals with unobservable disabilities may or may not self-identify before an 
emergency. These individuals may need additional help during emergency situations. Such 
disabilities may include: 

https://drc.ucsc.edu/
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o A learning disability 
o Arthritis 
o Asthma 
o Cardiac condition 
o Chronic back problems 
o Psychological disability 

▪ Prepare a personal evacuation plan for individuals requiring special assistance during an 
evacuation. Incorporate the recommendations on this page, and include: 
o  Intended route and means of evacuation 
o Who will assist them 
o Areas of refuge where they can wait for assistance 

▪ Update your department Emergency Action Plan annually to accurately describe: 
o The number of people with disabilities who may require special assistance during an 

evacuation 
o Their primary work location 

Establish a Buddy System 
▪ Assign 2 or more staff members who are willing and able to assist a colleague with a 

disability during evacuation. 
▪  Identify and train assistants so at least 1 trained assistant is always present. 
▪ Identify individuals with disabilities and the people assigned to assist them in the 

departmental Emergency Action Plan. 

Prepare Ahead of Time 

The department or area safety coordinator should prearrange appropriate evacuation 
procedures and routes with individuals having disabilities and the people assigned to assist 
them. If they are on the ground floor, most people with disabilities will be able to exit safely 
without assistance. However, it is important to verify that individuals using any kind of assistive 
device are capable of successfully leaving the building, unassisted, via emergency routes. 

▪ Consider recommendations for specific disabilities when developing an evacuation plan. 
See considerations for: 
o Low vision or blindness 
o Deaf or hard of hearing 
o Crutches, canes, or walkers 
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o Wheelchairs (non-ambulatory) 

▪ Make sure everyone knows: 
o The evacuation route and outdoor assembly area 
o Areas of refuge for the building 

Have everyone involved practice the evacuation plan. This is the best way to discover 
unanticipated issues and solve them before — instead of during — an emergency. 

Know How to Help People With Low Vision or Blindness: 

Do the following when assisting an individual with low vision or blindness during an evacuation: 

▪ Tell the person the nature of the emergency and offer your arm for guidance. This is the 
preferred method when acting as a "sighted guide." 

▪ Give verbal instructions to advise about the safest route or direction, using estimated 
distances and directional terms. 

▪ As you walk, tell the person where you are and where obstacles are located. 
▪ When you reach safety, orient the person to their surroundings and ask if they need further 

assistance. 
▪ Ensure that a service animal is not separated from its master, if possible. 

Know How to Help People Who Are Deaf or Hard of Hearing: 

Some people who are deaf or hard of hearing may not perceive the audible fire alarm during 
an emergency. Use an alternative warning system, such as: 

▪ Write a note to tell the person of the situation, the nearest evacuation route, and where to 
meet. 
o (Sample script: "FIRE! Go out the rear door on your right. NOW. Meet outside on the 

front lawn.") 
▪ Turn the light switch on and off to gain their attention, and then indicate through gestures or 

in writing what is happening and what to do. Do not use the light switch technique if you 
smell natural gas in the area. 

▪ Give visual instructions to advise about the safest route or direction by pointing toward exits 
or evacuation maps.  

▪ Ensure that a service animal is not separated from its master, if possible. 
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Know How to Help People Who Use Crutches, Canes, or Walkers: 
▪ Ask the person how you can best assist them in evacuating the area. 
▪ Consider the evacuation options and the suitability of carrying the person. Carrying options 

include: 
o Using a 2-person, lock-arm position 
o Having the individual sit on a sturdy chair (preferably with arms) that is then lifted and 

carried 
o Read about Evacuation chairs below for more information on safely transporting 

non-ambulatory individuals during an evacuation. 
▪ Assist mobility-restricted people to an area of refuge or out of the building. 

Know How to Help People Who Use Wheelchairs: 

Follow these recommendations when planning for and assisting people who use wheelchairs: 

▪ Do not lift an individual in a wheelchair. There is too much risk involved for both the lay 
rescuer and the non-ambulatory person (back injury, loss of control of the wheelchair and 
person in it, tripping, falling). 
o Note: Wheelchairs have many movable or weak parts that are not constructed to 

withstand the stress of lifting (e.g., the seat bar, foot plates, wheels, movable armrests, 
etc.). 

▪ Read about Evacuation chairs below for more information on safely transporting 
non-ambulatory individuals during an evacuation. 

▪ Be aware that some individuals in wheelchairs may have: 
o Minimal ability to move, and lifting them may be dangerous to their well-being 
o Very little upper trunk and neck strength 
o Respiratory conditions and/ or equipment that increase their vulnerability to smoke, 

vapors, or other airborne toxicants. 
▪ Always ask the person having a disability what their needs and preferences are regarding: 

o  Ways of being moved 
o Whether to extend or move extremities when lifting because of pain, braces, etc. 
o Whether a seat cushion or pad should be brought along 
o Aftercare, if the individual will be removed from the wheelchair 

▪ If an individual is lifted from a wheelchair during evacuation: 
o Ask others to bring the wheelchair 
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o When the wheelchair is left behind, remove it from the stairwell and ensure it does not 

obstruct exit routes 
o Ensure that a service animal is not separated from its master, if possible 
o Reunite the person with the wheelchair as soon as possible 


