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The objective of this emergency water plan is to provide context for retail restaurants, child care 
centers, and assisted living facilities to ensure safe water use and to  mitigate contamination risks 
during water service disruptions. It outlines procedures to ensure food safety, hygiene, and service 
quality, while protecting the health of staff and patrons, ensuring preparedness and operational 
steadiness during emergencies. 
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Introduction
During incidents that disrupt the availability of drinking water on a large-scale or regional basis, it is 
crucial to clearly define the roles and responsibilities of those involved in locating, securing, and 
delivering an Emergency Drinking Water Supply (EDWS). This ensures the safe use of water to protect 
public health and maintain food safety across retail restaurants, child care centers, and assisted 
living facilities. This guidance offers step-by-step instructions for owners, managers, and safety 
officers on best practices for minimizing water contamination risks. With the potential impacts from 
flooding, power outages, and compromised water systems, adherence to these protocols, including 
those required under boil water advisories, is essential. Use this document to evaluate existing 
procedures, identify and address gaps, update site-specific protocols, develop new procedures as 
necessary, and train staff accordingly. 

Understanding Water Status 
Water safety alerts – including boil water advisories, do-not-use alerts, and do-not-drink orders 
– provide essential guidance on when and how to use water safely.

• Boil water advisories require boiling water before use to ensure water is safe for
consumption.

o Advisories are generally issued if there has been a break in a water main or the
system has lost pressure. An advisory does not mean bacteria have been found in the
water. It is a precautionary statement issued before water testing has been completed.

• Boil water notices also require boiling water before use to kill harmful bacteria.
Notices are issued when contamination has occurred in the water system, or the water 
violates the Safe Drinking Water Standards and must be treated or boiled before use.  
Notices are more serious than boil water advisories, because there is known 
contamination. 

• Do not use alerts and do not drink orders restrict any use of water for consumption, food
preparation, or hygiene.

o Notifications may be issued in response to bacterial or chemical contaminants in the
water supply, indicating that the water is so severely contaminated it should not be
consumed. In such cases, boiling or disinfecting the water may not provide sufficient 
protection.

o During a Do Not Use alert, water from the affected water system must not be used for
drinking or consumption.

Establishments should consistently rely on updates from local health departments, state emergency 
management, and environmental health agencies to remain informed. As illustrated in Figure 1 
below, a water alert issued for the city of Hendersonville, NC, during Hurricane Helene in 2024 
advised residents to practice mindful water usage where feasible. Establishments must maintain 
regular communication with water utility providers, local health departments, and relevant 
authorities, such as the North Carolina Department of Health and Human Services (NCDHHS), to 
receive timely and accurate status updates. This proactive communication is essential for adapting 
to changing water safety conditions and implementing necessary protective measures effectively.  



pg. 2 
 

 
Figure 1. Hendersonville, NC 2024 Water Advisory 

 

During a Boil Water Notice, take extra precautions to protect vulnerable populations from potential 
health risks. Bathing in water that has not been boiled is not recommended, as it can increase the 
risk of infection. This is especially important for elderly individuals and infants, who may have 
weaker immune systems and are more susceptible to infections.  

Those in child care facilities and assisted living facilities should exercise heightened caution. This 
includes not only avoiding bathing but also refraining from using contaminated water for any hygienic 
purposes, such as washing hands or brushing teeth, without boiling it first. Individuals with 
compromised immune system – such as people infected with HIV/AIDS, cancer patients, transplant 
recipients taking immunosuppressive drugs, and those born with immune deficiencies – are at an 
even higher risk. They should be extremely careful and avoid contact with contaminated water 
whenever possible. 

Additionally, care must be taken to prevent contaminated water from encountering open wounds, as 
this can introduce harmful bacteria and pathogens directly into the body, leading to serious 
infections. In such situations, it is advisable to use boiled or bottled water for cleaning and dressing 
wounds to ensure safety. 
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Alternative Water Sources 
When sourcing water during a boil water advisory, it is important to utilize only APPROVED vendors 
or local health department-approved supplies. Consider using portable water tanks or water 
filtration systems that meet National Sanitation Foundation (NSF) standards to ensure water quality 
and safety. Be sure to check that any filtration systems are maintained and regularly serviced to 
guarantee effective operation. For onsite water storage, store water in clean, covered containers 
clearly labeled as potable to prevent contamination. Ensure that these containers are made of food-
grade materials suitable for water storage. Before refilling these containers, properly sanitize them 
using a solution of bleach and water, following recommended ratios, to eliminate any potential 
bacteria or contaminants. Regularly inspect stored water for signs of cloudiness or sediment, and 
rotate supplies to maintain freshness.

Creating a State Emergency Drinking Water Supply Plan 
Prior to an emergency, it is helpful to bring together key stakeholders to discuss emergency drinking water 
procedures and protocols. These stakeholders may include representatives from local and state health 
departments, emergency management agencies, water utility providers, public health officials, and other 
relevant parties. By bringing together diverse perspectives and expertise, states can ensure that their 
EDWS Plans are comprehensive, practical, and capable of addressing potential emergencies efficiently.  

The State Emergency Operations Plan (SEOP) is a crucial document to review, as it outlines general 
guidelines for how a state executes its response and recovery responsibilities during an emergency 
or disaster event, including situations that require an EDWS. Figure 2 below illustrates a detailed 
four-step process for creating an emergency drinking water supply plan. 

•Gather government and non government stakeholders. Use collaborative approach
to ensure diverse perspective and expertise in the planning process

•Review and assess exisiting emergency plans and protocols that include emergency 
water

•Define specific roles and responsibilites for all stakeholders to provide clarity for 
coordinated and effective response efforts

•Identify technical and financial resources available to support implementation of 
emergency plan.  This includes understanding capabilities of existing infrastructure, 
funding and additional resources required during an emergency.

•Gain understanding of the legal issues associated with securing, storage, 
distribution or emergency water. This includes compliance with all local, state, 
federal requirements, liability issues, and permit requirements. 

•Understand regulatory requirements for emergency water supply, including health
and safety standards, environmental standards, and guidelines from all relevant 
authorities. 

•Analyze existing processes to identify duplicated efforts within the plan, leading to
more efficient use of resources and personnel.

•Ensure all stakeholders are aligned and there is a clear communication plan, 
reducing miscommunication and delayed response during emergencies.

Step 1: Bring 
Together 

Knowledgeable 
Stakeholders

Step 2: 
Understand Roles, 

Responsibilities 
and Resources

Step 3: Understand 
Legal, Regulatory, 

Financial and 
Coordination 

Practices

Step 4:Identify 
Duplication of 

Efforts and Gaps

 Figure 2.Creating an Emergency Drinking Water Supply Plan Process 
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The emergency operations plan (EOP) is essential for protecting consumers and staff during water-
related crises, serving as a vital tool for ensuring a swift and effective response to unexpected water 
emergencies, safeguarding public health, maintaining business continuity, and minimizing service 
disruptions. Key elements of the plan should include procedures for sourcing and securing an 
alternative water supply, communication strategies with staff and regulatory agencies, step-by-step 
instructions for water use restrictions, guidelines for preventing contamination, and staff training 
protocols.  

 
Ensure that all staff are trained on these protocols and are provided with emergency supplies, such 
as single-use hand sanitizers, disposable gloves, and pre-packaged foods that require minimal 
handling. It is the duty of the owner, manager, or person-in-charge (PIC) to perform initial and ongoing 
assessments to maintain compliance with water safety requirements. Key personnel must be 
familiar with the plan's location. Retail establishments should approach the submission of their EOP 
with patience and understanding because the review process is vital to ensuring the plan’s 
effectiveness, safety, and compliance with regulations. Regulatory agencies have the responsibility 
to thoroughly examine EOPs to confirm that they meet health, safety, and operational standards. This 
review often involves detailed scrutiny to ensure that emergency response protocols align with best 
practices, public safety requirements, and local laws. 

 

Emergency Operations Plans Elements 
When creating a water-based EOP for retail restaurants, child care centers, and assisted living 
facilities, it is important to consider the elements in Figure 3 to ensure safe water use and mitigate 
contamination risks during water service disruptions. Incorporating these elements creates a 
comprehensive and practical EOP that enhances safety, operational continuity, and regulatory 
compliance in any water-related emergency. 

 

 
Figure 3. EOP Elements 
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Operational Adjustments 
During an unpredictable water emergency, such as a hurricane, establishing clear operational 
adjustments for managing resources effectively is important. Assign responsible personnel to 
implement the emergency plan and maintain an up-to-date contact list. Ensure access to alternative 
water sources, adherence to safe water usage practices, and the identification of critical equipment 
that requires monitoring. Menu modifications, focusing on pre-packaged or minimally processed 
foods, can help reduce water usage. Figure 4 provides additional detail for safeguarding food safety 
and protecting public health throughout the crisis. 

Overall, these operational adjustments offer a structured framework for maintaining safe and 
effective business operations, while minimizing disruptions and protecting public health. An 
adjustable and comprehensive emergency water plan not only highlights a business’s commitment 
to customer well-being and regulatory compliance but also plays a pivotal role in supporting trust 
and fostering resilience within the community during unexpected crises. By meticulously 
implementing these guidelines, establishments can ensure a swift and organized response to water-
related emergencies. The emphasis on continuous evaluation and staff training further enhances 
preparedness, ensuring that all personnel are equipped to handle unexpected situations with 
confidence and efficiency. Ultimately, the proactive measures outlined in this plan will help secure 
the integrity of your operations, protect the health of your customers and staff, and contribute to the 
overall resilience of your community. 

Figure 4. Operational Adjustments 
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Recovery Procedures 

 

 

 

After an interruption of water service, it is vital to follow an organized recovery process to ensure the 
safe continuation of operations. Begin by flushing all water lines, faucets, and equipment to remove 
any contaminants that may have entered the system during the outage. Inspect and, if necessary, 
clean and sanitize all food contact surfaces, utensils, and equipment that were used during the 
disruption. Verify that the water supply is safe by checking for any boil water advisories or quality 
notices from local health authorities before using it for food preparation or cleaning. Restock 
emergency supplies and review the response procedures with staff to identify any areas for 
improvement. Recovery involves the necessary steps for returning to normal, safe business 
operations including re-opening if the facility had to close because of the interruption of water 
service. Regulatory authorities may have to approve returning to regular operations; check local 
requirements. A food establishment or an area within the facility that was ordered to cease 
operations due to an impending health hazard may not re-open until authorization has been granted 
by the Regulatory Authority.  Key actions to consider for returning to normal operation are shown in 
Figure 5, above.  

 
 
 

Figure 5. Considerable Key Actions for Returning to Normal Operations 

Document the date and time 
water service was restored

Assure that all equipment and 
facilities are operating properly

Assure tools and equipment 
used for cleaning and sanitizing 
are cleaned and sanitized prior 

to use

Flush pipes/faucets. Follow 
directions from water 

municipality or as a general 
guideline, flush cold water for at 

least 5 minutes

Equipment with water connections 
(beverage machines, coffee/tea 

machines, ice machines, dish 
machines) must be flushed, 
cleaned and sanitized per 

manufacturer's instructions

Clean and sanitize food 
contact surfaces, utensils and 

other equipment before use

Run water softeners through a 
regeneration cycle

Drain reserviors in tall buildings Change all water filters

Flush drinking fountains 
by running water 

continuously for five 
minutes followed by 

sanitization of the water 
dispensing stoppers

Flush beverage machines
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Post-Advisory Reopening Procedures 
Once water service is restored, it’s essential to thoroughly flush all water lines, faucets, and 
equipment to remove any contaminants. Following a boil water advisory, adhere to specific 
procedures to ensure a safe reopening for your restaurant. Begin by flushing the pipes for 5–10 
minutes to clear out any remaining contaminants. Before resuming operations, test ice makers and 
other water-connected devices to confirm they are functioning correctly and safely. Next, sanitize all 
equipment that encounters water, such as sinks and beverage dispensers, and disinfect any surfaces 
that may have been exposed to potentially contaminated water. 
 
It is important to conduct a comprehensive review of water safety protocols with your staff to 
reinforce these procedures. Additionally, verify water safety with local health authorities before using 
it for food preparation or cleaning. Finally, ensure there are no lingering water quality issues before 
fully reopening, so you can operate safely and confidently for both patrons and staff. 

 

Water System Maintenance and Inspections 
It is crucial to conduct thorough inspections of pipes and plumbing for any damages or leaks that 
may have occurred due to flooding or debris. Identifying and addressing these issues promptly can 
prevent further complications and ensure safe water use. Additionally, it is essential to check for 
cross-connections and implement backflow prevention measures to protect against contamination. 
Following a boil water advisory, be sure to replace filters in all water filtration systems and ice 
machines, as these can harbor harmful bacteria. Equipment that uses water directly, such as soda 
fountains and dishwashers, should also be sanitized according to manufacturer guidelines to ensure 
all surfaces are free from contaminants. By prioritizing these inspections and sanitization 
procedures, you can help maintain a safe environment for your restaurant and its patrons.  

 

Conclusion 
After each incident, it is critical to review the effectiveness of your emergency water plan and make 
any necessary adjustments. Establishing a regular review and training schedule (e.g., twice a year) 
ensures that all plan information is up-to-date, and that staff are familiar with the contents and any 
recent changes. Conduct debriefs with staff to gather feedback and improve future responses. By 
proactively addressing potential risks, securing alternative water sources, adjusting operations, and 
coordinating with authorities, establishments can navigate water-related emergencies with minimal 
disruption. Regular training and updates to the emergency plan ensure that staff are prepared to 
respond effectively, safeguarding both the business and the health of patrons. Owners, managers, 
and people in charge hold the primary responsibility for implementing safety protocols and ensuring 
water safety, taking the lead in monitoring compliance and addressing any issues that arise. 
 
Adhering to these protocols demonstrates a commitment to safety and regulatory compliance, 
fostering trust among patrons and the broader community. Regular training and updates to 
emergency plans ensure that staff are well-prepared to handle unexpected situations efficiently, 
reducing the potential for panic and confusion. Additionally, by coordinating closely with local health 
departments and other regulatory bodies, establishments can stay informed about water safety 
status and receive timely guidance and support during emergencies. Implementing a comprehensive 
emergency water plan not only helps prevent health hazards associated with contaminated water 
but also ensures that operations can continue smoothly despite disruptions. 
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Appendices and Resources 
 
List of Key Contacts & Reasons to Contact 

Contact  Name Telephone  Reason to Contact  
Water Utility  
Operator 

  Find out problem  
and how long it may  
take to repair 

Local Health Department  
Environmental Health 
Specialist 

  Must be notified of  
water loss lasting more  
than 4 hours 

Public Water Supply 
Section Regional 
Engineer 

  To approve backup  
water source, tanker and 
connections 

NC Department of Health 
and Human Services 
Licensing Agent 

  Must be notified if water  
is unfit for consumption for 
licensed facilities  

Licensed Plumber   To connect backup  
water supply to building  
plumbing 

Local Emergency 
Management  
Coordinator 

  Coordinates all requests  
for state or federal  
emergency aid 

Backup Water Supply 
Source  

  To gain approval to  
obtain water and identify  
watering point 

 
Helpful Links: 

• Boil Water Advisory:  Treating Water for Handwashing and Food Preparation 
• Buncombe County boil water advisory 
• CDC Drinking Water Advisories: An Overview 
• Emergency Watershed Protection Program- North Carolina 
• Hendersonville Water Alerts 
• Mecklenburg County Health Department Backup Water Supply Plan Checklist (revised May 2020) 
• NCWaterWARN: What It Is and How to Access This Vital Resource 
• North Carolina Emergency Response Reference Materials 
• Treating Water for Handwashing and Food Preparation 
• Wake County One Water Plan 
• Wilkes County Boil Water Advisory Information 

 

https://foodsafety.ces.ncsu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Boil-Water-Advisory_-Treating-water-for-food-prep.pdf?fwd=no
https://www.buncombecounty.org/common/health/boil-water-advisory-fact-sheet.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/water-emergency/about/drinking-water-advisories-an-overview.html
https://www.cdc.gov/water-emergency/about/drinking-water-advisories-an-overview.html
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs-initiatives/ewp-emergency-watershed-protection/north-carolina/emergency-watershed
https://www.hendersonvillenc.gov/water-sewer/customer-center/water-alerts
https://ehs.dph.ncdhhs.gov/oet/docs/cit/dlfm/InstitutionsBackupWaterSupplyPlanExample.pdf
https://efc.sog.unc.edu/ncwaterwarn-what-it-is-and-how-to-access-this-vital-resource/
https://www.deq.nc.gov/emergency-response-reference-materials
https://foodsafety.ces.ncsu.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Boil-Water-Advisory_Water-Treatment-2021.pdf?fwd=no
https://www.wake.gov/departments-government/water-quality-division/one-water-plan
https://wilkescounty.net/DocumentCenter/View/2058/Boil-Water-Advisory-Information?bidId=



