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The objective of this guidance is to provide an overview of the best practices for child care and children’s sanitation in 
an emergency shelter. This document provides information that can be shared with local health departments, 
charitable organizations and other community groups, and shelter management as a guide for what protocols and 
procedures can be put in place to best protect children during an emergency. This guidance is meant to be shared 
among partners to help answer questions as they arise regarding children’s health and sanitation needs. 

 
 
 



Introduction 
Natural disasters and public health emergencies often disrupt routines for families, leaving 
families with few options for ensuring the well-being of their children. The comprehensive 
guidance outlined in this document reflects a collaborative e<ort between local and state 
health departments, charitable organizations, and child care providers to develop 
standardized protocols for caring for children within emergency shelters. Emergency 
shelters play a critical role in supporting the emotional and psychological needs of children 
during times of disruption. By providing a safe and nurturing environment for children, these 
shelters allow parents and caregivers the opportunity to focus on addressing immediate 
challenges. By following these instructions, stakeholders can ensure consistency, 
e<iciency, and e<ectiveness in their response to crisis events. 

Preparation Prior to the Disaster 
Preparation for an emergency shelter is crucial prior to any disaster to ensure a swift and 
e<ective response. Key steps include identifying suitable locations, assessing resources, 
establishing partnerships with relevant agencies explained in Figure 1, and developing 
comprehensive plans for safety, sta<ing, and support services. Additionally, implementing 
protocols for logistics management, communication, and ongoing evaluation is essential for 
maintaining operational e<iciency and e<ectiveness. By prioritizing preparedness activities 
including sta< training, facility readiness, and community outreach, the shelter can enhance 
its ability to provide safe and supportive care for children and families during times of crisis. 
Ultimately, proactive preparation prepares the shelter to meet the needs of vulnerable 
populations in emergency situations.  

 
Figure 1. Community Partners 
 



Preparing for Emergency Shelter Setup 

 
Figure 2. Planning and Coordination 
 
In anticipation of unforeseen crises, preparation for establishing emergency shelters is 
crucial. Setting up emergency shelters and areas for caring for children requires careful 
planning and coordination to ensure the safety and well-being of children during crisis 
situations. This comprehensive process involves strategic planning, resource assessment, 
and collaboration with pertinent stakeholders to ensure the swift and e<ective provision of 
safe and supportive care for children and families during emergencies. From identifying 
suitable locations to implementing robust safety protocols and logistical arrangements, 
every aspect of preparation plays a crucial role in safeguarding the well-being of vulnerable 
populations in times of crisis. Figure 2 outlines essential considerations for preparing and 
operating emergency shelters, emphasizing the importance of careful planning, safety 
measures, sta< training, support services, logistics management, communication, and 
ongoing evaluation. 

Health and Hygiene Practices 
Health and hygiene practices are paramount in an emergency shelter due to their direct 
impact on the well-being and safety of children, sta<, and caregivers. These practices play a 
crucial role in preventing the spread of infectious diseases, maintaining a clean and sanitary 
environment, and promoting overall health. By implementing proper hand hygiene, surface 
cleaning, and disinfecting standards depicted within Figure 3, the shelter can minimize the 
risk of illness transmission and ensure a healthy environment for all occupants. Additionally, 
monitoring illness symptoms, providing health education, and integrating emergency 



preparedness into hygiene protocols further enhance the shelter's ability to respond 
e<ectively to health-related challenges during emergencies. Overall, prioritizing health and 
hygiene practices is essential for safeguarding the health and safety of vulnerable 
populations in emergency settings. 

E<ective health and hygiene practices also demonstrate a commitment to duty of care and 
ethical responsibility toward vulnerable populations. By upholding these standards, the 
shelter fulfills its obligation to provide a safe and nurturing environment for children who may 
be experiencing trauma or displacement due to emergencies. Moreover, by integrating 
health education and promoting healthy habits, the shelter empowers children and 
caregivers to take proactive steps toward their own well-being, fostering a culture of 
resilience and self-care. 

Figure 3. Health and Hygiene Practices 
 
In the broader context of emergency response and disaster management, a well-prepared 
and hygienic child care area in a shelter serves as a vital component of community 
resilience. By reducing the risk of illness transmission and supporting the physical and 
emotional health of occupants, the shelter contributes to the overall stability and recovery 
of the a<ected community. By integrating health education and promoting healthy habits, 
the shelter empowers children and caregivers to take proactive steps toward their own 
well-being, fostering a culture of resilience and self-care. Investing in health and hygiene 
practices not only ensures the immediate safety of shelter occupants but also contributes 
to long-term community well-being and recovery e<orts. 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Food and Bottle Preparation 
Ensuring the safe preparation of bottles and baby food is paramount to meet the nutritional 
needs of infants and young children within a shelter. One essential aspect of this preparation 
is providing a separate, dedicated area for food and bottle preparation within the shelter. The 
key essentials in Figure 4 demonstrate that by providing a separate, safe area for food and 
bottle preparation, along with access to a reliable water source for formula and a designated 
handwashing area, a shelter can ensure the nutritional needs of infants and young children 
are met in a hygienic and safe manner, even in emergency situations.  

Figure 4. Key essentials for food and bottle preparation 

Lactation Station 
The lactation station should be set up in a separate, dedicated location for nursing and 
pumping uses, o<ering both privacy and comfort for nursing mothers. Furnished with the 
necessary essentials, the lactation station should feature comfortable nursing chairs, 
breastfeeding pillows, and side tables for mothers to place their belongings. There should 
be a refrigerator provided to assist keeping breast milk cold. In addition to physical comfort, 
the lactation station should also o<er emotional support for mothers. Resource materials 
on breastfeeding and lactation consultants should be readily available, providing valuable 
information and assistance to those in need. Handwashing stations or hand sanitizers 
should be available in lactation areas. 

 

 
 



 

Identify Diapering Facilities 
Diapering is a regular, everyday occurrence within the infant and toddler section of a child 
care facility. In setting up a shelter, establishing adequate diapering facilities is essential for 
maintaining cleanliness and promoting the health and comfort of infants and toddlers. When 
identifying diapering facilities within a shelter, it is important to consider the design and 
layout described in Figure 5 of diapering facilities so that caregivers can ensure a safe, 
hygienic, and e<icient environment for diaper changes while prioritizing the well-being and 
comfort of children while reducing the risk of spreading germs. 

Figure 5. E<icent Diapering Facilities Environment 

Equipment and Toys 
Maintaining a safe and hygienic environment in a shelter involves careful consideration of 
the equipment and toys provided for children. From selecting age-appropriate and easily 
cleanable toys to establishing detailed cleaning procedures, every aspect of toy 
management plays a crucial role in safeguarding the well-being of the children in care. In 
addition to ensuring age-appropriate and easily cleanable toys, it's imperative to emphasize 
certain restrictions within the pop-up child care center to maintain a safe environment for 
all children. Toys that launch projectiles, such as dart guns, pop guns, slingshots, and similar 
items, are strictly prohibited within the facility. These toys pose significant safety hazards, 
including the risk of eye injuries or choking incidents, and their use can lead to potential 
accidents or conflicts among children. Balloons present a choking hazard, especially for 
preschool-aged children who may not fully grasp the risks associated with playing with them. 



Therefore, balloons should not be accessible to preschool children within the child care 
center to prevent any potential choking incidents. 
When selecting toys for children under three years of age, it's crucial to ensure that they are 
not only age-appropriate but also developmentally suitable. Toys for this age group should 
promote sensory exploration, fine and gross motor skill development, and cognitive growth 
in safe and engaging ways. By prioritizing safety, cleanliness, and developmental 
appropriateness detailed in Figure 6, child care facilities can create a safe and stimulating 
environment where children can play, learn, and thrive with confidence, while avoiding 
unnecessary risks or hazards. 

 
Figure 6. Equipment and Toys Considerations 
 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, the establishment of safe and healthy protocols for caring for children in 
emergency shelters stands as a critical pillar in safeguarding the health and well-being of 
communities, especially during times of crisis. By providing a safe and nurturing 
environment for children, these shelters alleviate immense burdens on families, enabling 
essential workers to fulfill their duties while ensuring children receive proper care and 
supervision. Moreover, these shelters serve as vital hubs for disseminating crucial health 
information and resources, contributing significantly to community strength and 
preparedness. This proactive approach also fosters trust in the emergency response system 
as a whole to ensure the successful establishment and operation of such shelters to meet 
the needs of their communities. As such, their incorporation into state health department 
guidelines is not just advisable but imperative toward strengthening public health 
infrastructure and fostering a more robust society in the face of unforeseen challenges. 


