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Chapter One: Mitigation 

 



  

 



 

 

Minimize hazards around your home before disaster strikes. 

 
Gas 
 
A gas leak in your home can cause a fire.  If you smell gas: 

�  Do not light a match or any other source of flame. 

�  Do not turn any electrical switches on or off. 

�  Only use a waterproof flashlight to avoid causing a spark. 

 

Turn off the main gas valve with a crescent wrench or special tool which you 

should store next to the gas valve. Do not  attempt to turn it back on. Only 

PG&E or a licensed plumber can do this safely.  Cal l PG&E at 1(800)743-

5000 if your gas valve is rusted or stuck. 

 
Having a 4-in-1 utility tool can save time for turning off both gas and water.  Keep 

the tool in an easily accessible location.  Turn off the gas only if you: 

�  Smell a leak 

�  Hear a leak 

�  See a major damage to the gas line or meter 

�  Observe the meter dials rotating quicker than normal 

�  Or there is a fire 

 

If the smell of gas continues or if you have any doubt: 

�  Open windows and outside doors  

�  Evacuate everyone 

�  Call PG&E or 9-1-1  

from a phone outside 

 

 

 

 

Utilities 
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Water 

Water leaking in or around the house may indicate a broken water pipe that is 

causing damage. The water may not be safe to drink.  If water is leaking, turn off 

the main water valve, located outside your house.  You should call 9-1-1 to 

report a street main waterline break or hydrant pro blem. 

 

Otherwise, you should contact your local water service provider for information 

and instructions regarding turning off the street main service line valve.  Here is a 

list of San José’s local commercial water service providers.  You can determine 

who your service provider is by looking at your monthly water service bill. 

 

Local Commercial Water Service Providers  

 

San José Water Company . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 408-279-7900 

Great Oaks Water Company . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  408-227-9540 

San José Municipal Water Service . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  408-535-3500 

 

Street, Stream or Creek Flooding  

 

Santa Clara Valley Water District . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   408-265-2600 
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Sewer 

Another important aspect of maintaining your health after a disaster is waste 

management. Here is some information which might help: 

 

Household Wastes 

�  Seal household waste and garbage in a heavy-duty plastic trash bag. 

�  Store it away from your living area until it can be disposed of properly. 

 

If the Sewer System Works 

�  If the sewer system is working, you can use your toilet. If water is not 

running, you will have to flush the toilet by pouring 1 to 2 gallons of non-

potable water into the bowl. 

 

If the Sewer System is Broken 

�  If the sewer system is not working, you can use your indoor toilet by 

removing the water from the toilet bowl and inserting a heavy-duty plastic 

trash bag as a liner in the bowl. Periodically, add powdered lime or camp 

toilet chemicals to control odor. 

 

Expedient Toilets 

�  You can create an expedient toilet by lining a 5 gallon plastic bucket with 

a heavy-duty trash bag. Periodically add powdered lime or camp toilet 

chemicals to control odor. 

 

Storage of Human Waste 

�  Periodically, seal the bags containing the waste. Store it in the same area 

as the household waste.  Take care not to puncture the bags. 
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Electricity 

Electrical surges can harm appliances and computers. 

�  If your home is threatened by fire, shut off electricity at the main circuit 

breaker or fuse box. 

 

�  During a loss of power, turn off or unplug major appliances and other electronic 

equipment to prevent damage when the power is restored. 

 

�  Call PG&E at 1(800)743-5000 to report downed wires or power lines, or a power 

outage or gas leak in your neighborhood. 

 

Circuit Box Shutoff Procedure 

�  First  turn off all individual breaker switches or remove individual fuses. 

�  Next  turn off the main breaker switch or remove the main fuse. 

�  Reverse  the procedure when restoring power. 
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Reduce Potential Hazards in Your Home 

 

Hot Water Heater 

An improperly strapped water heater could tip over during an earthquake, 

causing: 

�  Injury or property damage 

�  Possible explosion or fire if the gas line breaks 

�  Loss of a valuable source of non-potable water (not for drinking) 

�  Flooding of the home or garage 

 

Strap your hot water heater securely to the wall studs in two places with a hot 

water heater strapping system.  Do not use plumber’s tape to secure water 

heater. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Earthquake 
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Large Gas and Electrical Appliances 

Movement during an earthquake could pull on cords, fraying them and causing a 

potential fire.  Broken gas lines to appliances can also cause explosions or fire. 

�  Check electrical cords to make sure they are long enough to allow for 

movement of up to a few feet. 

�  Have a qualified professional replace all short, non-flexible gas lines or 

connectors with longer, flexible ones. 

�  Consider strapping stoves, refrigerators or other heavy appliances to wall 

studs. 

 

Cabinets 

The kitchen can be a dangerous place during an earthquake.  Be careful when 

opening cabinet doors after an earthquake because items could tumble out. 

�  Lay soft rubber shelf-covering under glassware or canned goods stored in 

cabinets. 

�  Install strong latches or bolts on kitchen, laundry room and bathroom 

cabinets to keep contents from flying out or spilling. 
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Electronic Equipment 

Heavy items can slide off tables or desks causing breakage or injury. 

�  Secure computers, microwaves ovens, stereos and other items with 

fasteners or straps.  An alternative is to build a rim around the shelf. 

 

Hanging Plants and Lamps 

Hanging plants and lamps might swing and break a window or picture during an 

earthquake. 

�  Move them away from glass objects. 

 

Heavy Breakable Objects 

Heavy breakable items can become flying objects during an earthquake and may 

cause injury.  Most injuries that occur in an earthquake are due to loose or 

unsecured objects in the home or office. 

�  Secure vases, lamps, and art objects with two-sided hook fasteners or use 

products such as museum wax or Velcro designed for this purpose. 

 

Pictures and Mirrors 

The shaking of an earthquake can cause pictures to “jump” off walls and break 

plates into shards of glass. 

�  Fasten large pictures and mirrors securely by hanging them with wire on a 

closed hook. 

�  Use clear acrylic plastics instead of glass to cover pictures. 

�  Avoid hanging glass or heavy objects around or over your bed. 
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Tall and Heavy Furniture 

Top-heavy furniture or objects that are taller than the width of their base, can tip 

over during an earthquake and cause injury or damage.  Large furniture on 

casters or coasters can travel across a room and smash into walls. 

�  Securely fasten bookcases, file cabinets and their drawers, and curio 

cabinets to the wall studs using flexible strap kits.  They allow movement, 

but prevent the furniture from falling over. 

�  Consult your local hardware or earthquake supply store for the proper 

supplies and installation instructions. 
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Household Chemicals 

During an earthquake, containers of household chemicals can tip and spill, 

causing potentially dangerous conditions. Some household chemicals are 

flammable and/or corrosive, and when mixed together, can produce toxic fumes 

or cause a fire. 

�  Keep chemicals, cleaners and paint thinner containers in a metal pan on a 

low shelf or in a cupboard that can be securely latched to limit the 

possibility of leaking, splashing or dripping. 

�  Store and keep flammable liquids away from sources of ignition (e.g., pilot 

light, stove). 

�  Be sure to store reactive chemicals (e.g., ammonia and bleach) separately 

from one another. 

 

Chimneys 

Chimneys damaged by the shaking of an earthquake can fall at any time. Buildup 

of residue or cracks in a chimney can cause a house fire. 

�  Have chimneys frequently cleaned and inspected for cracks by a qualified 

professional. People who use a lot of pressed wood fireplace logs should 

clean their chimneys annually. 

�  Screen chimneys and stove pipes with a spark arrester. 

�  Contact the City of San José’s Fire Prevention Bureau at 408-535-7750 

for specific chimney and fire safety instructions. 

 

Trees 

Sick or damaged trees can fall during earthquakes. 

�  Check for signs of damage (e.g., root rot, freeze, pests, bark beetles). Cut 

off diseased limbs or take the trees down if necessary. 

�  Consult San José’s Arborist at 408-277-2762 before pruning or cutting 

branches from trees. 
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Home Structure Seismic Safety 

One of the most important safety precautions you can take is to have your home 

evaluated. Generally, homes built before 1970 are more vulnerable to 

earthquake damage.  Older two-story homes built over a garage also need to be 

earthquake secured; a ground floor which lacks structural support is called a “soft 

story.”   

 

Have an evaluation done by a licensed engineer or contractor who specializes in 

seismic retrofitting. They can help you identify potential structural hazards and 

see if: 

�  Wood frame houses are bolted to the foundation  

�  Cripple stud walls are braced 

�  Detached footings are secured 

�  Renovations are sound or room additions are securely attached 

�  Porches and balconies are securely attached 

�  The house is weakened from settling (especially crucial on sloping sites) 

�  Pest damage or wood decay is undermining the structural integrity 

 

When you select a licensed engineer or contractor, look for one with experience 

in seismic work. Ask for references and check them. Contact the Contractors 

State License Board to check the contractor’s record. 

 

If you choose to do some of the work yourself, you can obtain brochures and 

other material from: 

Planning, Building & Code Enforcement   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  408-535-3555 

Contractors State License Board . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1-800-321-2752 
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Minimize Potential Hazards outside Your Home 

 

Roofs and Gutters 

Debris on roofs and in gutters can fuel fires. In addition, wood roofs are highly 

flammable. 

�  Regularly clean debris off your roof and gutters. 

�  At the earliest opportunity, replace wood roofs with fire-resistant materials. 

 

Overhangs and Exposed Undersides 

Heat and flames tend to attach to the undersides of overhanging structures such 

as eaves, balconies, decks, and projecting floors. It is very difficult to put water or 

fire retardant on these areas. 

�  Enclose, cover or skirt such structures with fire-resistant sheathing. 

 

House and Curb Numbers 

If your house doesn’t have numbers that are easily visible, first responders may 

have a difficult time finding you. 

�  In the event of a fire, neighbors or firefighters may need to quickly locate 

your address. Make sure that the numbers are clearly visible from the 

street. 

�  Have house numbers painted on your curb with reflective paint. 
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If you live in an area of San José that has been designated as a “wildland 

interface,” additional care should be taken to protect your home.  The Santa 

Clara County Fire Safe Council and the City of San José suggest that homes in 

such areas maintain a defensible space of at least 100 feet around their houses.  

More information about living in a wildfire-prone area can be found in Chapter 6: 

Resources. 

 

Landscaping and Vegetation Management 

Heavy, overgrown brush, weeds, or dry grass around your house will increase 

the odds that your home could be destroyed by a fire. 

�  Clear vegetation from around your home. The actual recommended 

distance is determined by slope, wind, neighborhood density and house 

construction. 

�  Group landscaping into distinct areas or create a gravel walkway to create 

fuel breaks. 

�  Keep landscape watered and ground cover trimmed as fire can travel up 

brush “ladders” to treetops or roofs. 

�  Eliminate more flammable plants such as those with high oil or resin, or 

those that have little moisture in their leaves and branches (e.g., scotch 

broom, eucalyptus, acacia, Monterey pine, and juniper). 

�  Prune overgrown tree branches, especially those near the roof or 

chimney. 

�  Store firewood away from your dwelling. 

�  Call the City of San José’s Fire Prevention Bureau at 408-535-7750; or go 

online to Santa Clara County Fire’s “fire safe” website at 

www.sccfiresafe.org for current guidelines. 

 

 

 

 

 

1 - 12 



  

General Safety Tips 

�  Place fireplace and barbecue ashes in a metal bucket to cool for several 

days.  Stir the ashes to make sure they are cold before you dispose of 

them. 

�  Equip motorized garden tools with spark arresters. 

�  Keep all objects, especially trees, away from overhead power lines. If you 

see branches growing around power lines, call PG&E at 1(800)743-5000. 

�  Keep fire-fighting tools available, such as: 

�  Garden hoses that are connected to all outdoor faucets around the 

perimeter of your home 

�  A ladder so you can protect your roof from flying embers with the 

hose 

�  A rake, axe, handsaw, bucket and shovel which can be used to 

create fire breaks 

�  Do not store flammables in open or breakable containers. 
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Minimize Potential Hazards inside Your Home 
 
Smoke and Carbon Monoxide Detectors 

Without early warning, you can be overcome by smoke or carbon monoxide gas. 

�  Smoke detectors save lives by alerting you early in the event of a fire. 

�  San José’s fire code requires one smoke detector in each bedroom, in the 

hallway outside of the bedrooms, and on each level of the dwelling. 

�  Change the batteries twice a year. A good time to do it is when you switch 

your clocks from Daylight Savings Time to Standard Time. 

�  U.S. Fire Administration recommends installing both ionization and 

photoelectric, or dual sensor, alarms.  The former is more effective in 

detecting flaming, fast moving fire; the latter is quicker to sense 

smoldering, smoky fires.  

 

Fire Extinguishers 

Small fires can quickly get out of hand without a readily available fire 

extinguisher. 

�  Fire extinguishers should be visible and in good working order. Carefully 

follow the manufacturer’s guidelines for use and maintenance. 

�  An A-B-C type extinguisher should be easily accessible on each floor of 

the house, in the garage or shop, and near the kitchen. Make sure 

everyone in the house, including babysitters and guests, knows where 

they are located and how to use them. 

�  Recommend that fire extinguishers be shaken once a month and replaced 

in five years. 

�  Check your extinguisher for proper charge at least once a year.   

Replace or have a certified dealer recharge it if necessary.   

Use your old extinguishers for practice,  

but do not  light a real fire. 
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Flood Zone 

If you live in a flood prone area, check on the availability of supplemental flood 

insurance.  Contact the National Flood Insurance Program at 1-888-379-9531, or 

on the Internet at www.floodsmart.gov. 

 

Landslide Areas 

There are several causes of landslides and mudslides: 

�  Prolonged rainfall that saturates the ground 

�  Clogged storm drains 

�  Water that is not properly drained 

�  Drainage patterns that concentrate or block the natural flow of water 

�  Hillside construction sites with exposed piles of soil or construction materials 

�  Undercut hillside slopes 

�  Inadequate retaining wall structures 

�  Areas of loose soil or uncompacted fill on a hillside 

 

Preventative Measures 

�  Correct as many of the conditions listed above as possible. 

�  If flooding is likely, use sandbags, plywood, plastic sheeting and lumber 

for emergency waterproofing. 

�  Keep storm drains cleared of debris. 

�  Clean out gutters and down spouts. 

�  Cover exposed piles of soil or materials with plastic sheeting. 

 

If you are unsure whether or not you live in a flood or slide-prone area, contact 

the City of San José’s Public Works Department at 408-535-7802 for geo-hazard 

(slide-prone) information or call 408-535-7803 for flood information. 

 

To obtain sandbags, contact Santa Clara Valley Water District at 1-888-439-

6624. 
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General Tips 

�  Do not try to drive over a flooded road.  If your car stalls, abandon it 

immediately.  Two inches of swiftly moving water can carry a normal size 

vehicle away.  

�  Do not walk through moving water.  Six inches of moving water can make 

you fall.  If you must walk in water, try to walk where the water is not 

moving and use a stick to check the stability of the ground in front of you. 

�  If you are asked to leave your home, disconnect electrical appliances and 

shut off your electricity. 

�  Be aware of other dangers that may exist in a flooded area, such as: 

o Leaking gas 

o Snakes and rodents 

o Damaged buildings 

o Uncovered manholes 

o Floating debris, including raw sewage, sharp objects, and other 

hazardous materials  
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