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Post Flood Precautions and Resources  
 
Background:  Flooding can cause the disruption of water purification and sewage disposal systems, overflowing of toxic waste sites, and 

dislodgement of chemicals previously stored above ground. Although most floods do not cause serious outbreaks of infectious disease or 
chemical poisonings, they can cause sickness in workers and others who come in contact with contaminated floodwater. In addition, flooded 
areas may contain electrical or fire hazards connected with downed power lines. 
 

Floodwater 
Floodwater often contains infectious organisms, including intestinal bacteria such as E. coli, Salmonella, Hepatitis 
A Virus; and agents of typhoid, paratyphoid and tetanus. The signs and symptoms experienced by the victims of 
waterborne microorganisms are similar, even though they are caused by different pathogens. These symptoms 
include nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal cramps, muscle aches, and fever. Most cases of sickness 
associated with flood conditions are brought about by ingesting contaminated food or water. Tetanus, however, 
can be acquired from contaminated soil or water entering broken areas of the skin, such as cuts, abrasions, or 
puncture wounds. Tetanus is an infectious disease that affects the nervous system and causes severe muscle 
spasms, known as lockjaw. The symptoms may appear weeks after exposure and may begin as a headache, but 
later develop into difficulty swallowing or opening the jaw. Floodwaters also may be contaminated by agricultural 
or industrial chemicals or by hazardous agents present at flooded hazardous waste sites. 
 
Flood cleanup crew members who must work near flooded industrial sites also may be exposed to chemically 
contaminated floodwater. Although different chemicals cause different health effects, the signs and symptoms 
most frequently associated with chemical poisoning are headaches, skin rashes, dizziness, nausea, excitability, 
weakness, and fatigue. 

 
Protect Yourself 
After a major flood, it is often difficult to maintain good hygiene during cleanup operations. To avoid waterborne 
disease, it is important to wash your hands with soap and clean, running water, especially before work breaks, 
meal breaks, and at the end of the work shift. Workers should assume that any water in flooded or surrounding 
areas is not safe unless the local or state authorities have specifically declared it to be safe. If no safe water 
supply is available for washing, use bottled water, water that has been boiled for at least 10 minutes or chemically 
disinfected water. (To disinfect water, use 5 drops of liquid household bleach to each gallon of water and let it sit 
for at least 30 minutes for disinfection to be completed.) Water storage containers should be rinsed periodically 
with a household bleach solution. If water is suspected of being contaminated with hazardous chemicals, cleanup 
workers may need to wear special chemical resistant outer clothing and protective goggles. Before entering a 
contaminated area that has been flooded, you should don plastic or rubber gloves, boots, and other protective 
clothing needed to avoid contact with floodwater. 
 

Tips to Remember 
• Before working in flooded areas, be sure that your tetanus shot is current (given within the last 10 years). 
Wounds that are associated with a flood should be evaluated for risk; a physician may recommend a tetanus 
immunization. 
• Consider all water unsafe until local authorities announce that the public water supply is safe. 
• Do not use contaminated water to wash and prepare food, brush your teeth, wash dishes, or make ice. 
• Keep an adequate supply of safe water available for washing and potable water for drinking. 
• Be alert for chemically contaminated floodwater at industrial sites. 
• Use extreme caution with potential chemical and electric hazards, which have great potential for fires and 
explosions. Floods have the strength to move and/or bury hazardous waste and chemical containers far from their 
normal storage places, creating a risk for those who come into contact with them. Any chemical hazards, such as 
a propane tank, should be handled by the fire department or police. 



 

 

• If the safety of a food or beverage is questionable, throw it out. 
• Seek immediate medical care for all animal bites. 

 
Resources: 
In the wake of a hurricane and the devastation that can be created we understand that various work activities are 
going to be conducted in an effort to restore power and conduct flood/debris clean-up, along with tree trimming 
and/or removal operations.  All these tasks have the potential to create various safety and health hazards.  
  
Below is a partial list of some of the most relevant safety and health information that could be used to address 
these hazards.  These Quick Cards and Fact Sheets can be found on the OSHA web site at 
http://www.osha.gov/pls/publications/publication.html.    These Quick Cards and Fact Sheets should be used for 
morning huddles or “toolbox talks” prior to the start of work activities in an effort to remind all of the potential 
hazards they may experience and the safe practices that need to be followed.  
  

 Working Safely with Electricity *    

 Working Safely Around Downed Electrical Wires 

 Working Safely with Chain Saws *   

 Ladder Safety – During Hurricane Recovery Efforts *                     

 Tree Trimming & Removal *     

 Portable Generator Safety # 

 Carbon Monoxide #     

 Ladder Safety # 

 Chain Saw #Mold * / #     

 Flood Clean-up * 

 Chipper Machine #      

 PPE # / * 

 Cold Stress # Powered Platforms *      

 Pneumatic Nail Gun #     

 Construction Hazards #     

 Residential Fall Protection # 

 Construction PPE #     

 Scaffolding # 

 Crane Safety #     

 Asbestos *                                     

 Decontamination #      

 Work Zone Safety # 

 Demolition Safety #      

 Confined Spaces # 

 Electrical Safety #     

 Preventing Falls In Construction # 

 Fall Protection #     

 Using Aerial Lifts * 

  
*Fact Sheet 
#Quick Card 

 
If you have any questions or would like additional information, please contact your risk management 
consultant, or NJPHA JIF safety director, Jim Rhoads at 610-937-2694 or by e-mail at 
james_rhoads@pmagroup.com. 

 
 
IMPORTANT NOTICE - The information and suggestions presented by PMA Insurance Group in this risk control technical guide are 
for your consideration in your loss prevention efforts.  They are not intended to be complete or definitive in identifying all hazards 
associated with your business, preventing workplace accidents, or complying with any safety related or other laws or regulations.  
You are encouraged to alter the information and suggestions to fit the specific hazards of your business and to have your legal 
counsel review all of your plans and company policies. 

http://www.osha.gov/pls/publications/publication.html

