Emergency Preparedness: Power
Outages and Storm Response

Severe weather events are no longer rare disruptions. Across
North America, storms are becoming more frequent, more
intense, and more unpredictable. Winter blizzards, ice storms,
hurricanes, heat-driven grid failures, and windstorms
increasingly result in power outages that directly affect
worker safety.

For OHS managers, emergency preparedness for power outages and
storm response 1is not a theoretical exercise. It 1is a
practical, operational responsibility that can mean the
difference between controlled disruption and serious injury.

As organizations move through winter and storm-prone seasons,
preparedness must extend beyond business continuity to
include clear safety-focused response planning.

Why Power Outages Are a Serious Safety
Hazard

Power outages create cascading risks that go far beyond
inconvenience. When electricity is lost, safety systems may
fail, environmental controls shut down, and communication
becomes unreliable.

Common hazards during outages include:

» Loss of lighting leading to slips, trips, and falls.
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» Disabled ventilation systems affecting air quality.

 Inoperable safety equipment, alarms, or access
controls.

= Cold or heat stress due to loss of HVAC.

» Increased risk during evacuation or shelter-in-place
decisions.

 Equipment restart hazards when power is restored.

In many incidents, injuries occur not during the storm itself,
but during confused or improvised responses afterward.

Storm Events That Require OHS Planning

Emergency preparedness should be based on realistic regional
risks. Across North America, OHS managers must plan for:

» Winter storms and blizzards.

= Ice storms causing extended outages.

» High winds and windstorms.

 Flooding and heavy rainfall.

 Hurricanes and tropical storms.

= Extreme heat events affecting power grids.

» Wildfires impacting air quality and utilities.

Each event may trigger different response actions, but the
core principles of preparedness remain the same.

Key Elements of an Effective Power Outage
and Storm Response Plan

Emergency preparedness 1is not about predicting the exact
event. It is about ensuring the organization can respond
safely when conditions change rapidly.

1. Clear Roles and Decision Authority
Workers and supervisors must know who makes decisions
about shutdowns, evacuations, remote work, or
sheltering. Delays caused by uncertainty increase risk.
2. Safe Shutdown Procedures



Critical equipment should have documented shutdown
processes that prioritize worker safety. Abrupt loss of
power can leave machinery in unstable states.

3. Emergency Lighting and Access
Backup lighting, illuminated exits, and battery-powered
systems are essential, especially in industrial,
healthcare, and multi-level facilities.

4. Communication Plans
Storms often disrupt normal communication. Plans should
include redundant methods such as text alerts, call
trees, and pre-established check-in procedures.

5. Environmental Controls
Loss of heating or cooling creates cold or heat stress
risks. Plans should define temperature thresholds that
trigger work suspension or evacuation.

Sector-Specific Risks During Power
Outages

While all workplaces are affected, risks vary by sector.

Industrial and Manufacturing

Machinery restart hazards, confined spaces, chemical
processes, and loss of ventilation pose serious risks. Lockout
and re-energization procedures must be strictly controlled.

Construction and Outdoor Worksites

Storms 1increase the risk of falling objects, unstable
structures, and equipment damage. Power outages may disable
hoists, elevators, or traffic controls.

Healthcare and Long-Term Care

Life safety systems, medical equipment, and patient
temperature regulation depend on reliable power. Backup
systems must be tested and staff trained.

Warehousing and Logistics
Darkened spaces, forklift operations, and loading docks become



high-risk environments during outages.

Office and Administrative Settings

While perceived as lower risk, outages can still create
evacuation hazards, emergency response confusion, and
ergonomic issues during extended cold exposure.

The Hidden Risk: Storm Response Fatigue

Emergency response in and of itself creates fatigue. Extended
shifts, high stress, cold exposure, and decision pressure
increase the likelihood of mistakes.

OHS managers should plan for:

= Shift rotation during prolonged outages.
= Rest and warming areas.

» Clear stop-work thresholds.

= Supervisor support for decision-making.

Fatigue-related incidents often occur during cleanup and
recovery, not the storm itself.

Training and Drills Matter

Written plans are not enough. Workers must understand how to
respond under pressure.

Effective preparedness includes:

= Annual emergency response training.

» Scenario-based tabletop exercises.

= Storm-specific toolbox talks before high-risk seasons.
= Supervisor training on authority and escalation.

Training should emphasize that no production target outweighs
safety during emergencies.



Power Restoration: A High-Risk Phase

Many serious incidents occur when power is restored. Equipment
may restart unexpectedly, alarms may activate, and systems may
not return to normal states automatically.

> managers should ensure:

= Controlled restart procedures.

» Equipment inspections before re-energization.
» Clear authorization for resuming operations.
= Communication to all workers before restart.

Treat power restoration as a planned activity, not a return to
normal by default.

Regulatory Expectations and Due
Diligence

North American OHS frameworks require employers
to anticipate foreseeable emergencies and take reasonable

steps to protect workers. Power outages caused by storms are a
known risk.

Demonstrating due diligence includes:

= Documented emergency response plans.
 Evidence of training and drills.

= Maintenance of emergency systems.

» Post-incident reviews and corrective actions.

After a serious incident, regulators and insurers will assess
whether the organization was prepared — not whether the storm
was unavoidable.

Post-Storm Review and Improvement

Every outage or storm response is an opportunity to learn.

After-action reviews should examine:



= What worked and what did not.
= Communication effectiveness.
- Worker feedback.

 Equipment or system failures.
 Training gaps.

Continuous improvement strengthens readiness for the next
event.

When extreme weather challenges North American workplaces,
preparedness for power outages and storm response is not
optional. It is a core component of modern occupational health
and safety, one that protects people when they are most
vulnerable.



