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Section I: Water

1. How much drinking water should I have on 
hand for a family of four people?

An active individual needs a minimum of two quarts 
of drinking water per day (FCS9195); thus, a family 
of four needs at least eight quarts (2 gallons) of 
drinking water per day.

2. Is it okay to store water in plastic, capped, 
water bottles that I refill?  

If you reuse a disposable plastic bottle, do so 
with care and only use it for one month (Simonne, 
2004). New plastic containers for water storage can 
be purchased in most housewares and sporting goods 
departments, and clean food-grade containers may be 

available for purchase at water vending machines. 
However, only use containers that are food grade and 
labeled for storage of food or beverages. 

3. How long can I keep the water in plastic 
bottles? 

If this is commercially packed water that it is packed 
according to the FDA Standards and stored properly 
as stated on the package, it could have an indefinite 
shelf life (FDA, 2002). For this reason, the FDA does 
not require an expiration date for bottled water. 
However, long-term storage of water may result in an 
off flavor.

Archival copy: for current recommendations see http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu or your local extension office.



Hurricane Preparation: A Q&A Guide to Water and Food Safety and Quality 2

Because home packed water may not have as long a 
shelf life as commercially bottled water, it should be 
examined prior to use, especially after several months 
of storage. If the water becomes cloudy or has visible 
signs of algae growth or has an off flavor, the water 
should be discarded. 

4.  Is it better to store water in glass or plastic 
containers? 

According to new guidelines you can store water in 
food grade plastic (NDEC, 2004). Glass containers 
are not recommended because they are heavy and they 
can break. Food-grade containers include those that 
previously held beverages, such as 2-liter soda bottles 
and other water, juice, or punch containers. Avoid 
plastic milk bottles. They may be difficult to clean 
sufficiently due to potential protein and/or fat 
residues.  If not removed, these residues may allow 
bacteria to grow during storage. 

5. How do I purify water?

You can purify water by boiling, distilling, or using a 
chemical treatment such as a dilute bleach solution. 
Consult your local water authority for 
recommendations. Listen to a local radio station for 
announcements from appropriate authorities about 
the safety of drinking water. Follow their directions. 

6. Should I boil water for use in food 
preparation after a hurricane? 

If the safety of your water is in doubt, contact your 
local water authority to determine the potability 
(drinking water safety) of the water. If you are not 
sure of the safety of the water and cannot contact or 
reach the local authority, boil any water that will be 
used for food preparation, especially for foods that 
require no further cooking prior to consumption. 

7. How long should I boil water before 
drinking it if a “boil water” order is issued for 
my area?

Our recommendation is to heat water to a rolling boil 
for 1 to 3 minutes.  However, if this recommendation 
differs from that of the local Health Department, use 
their recommendation.

8. If I fill my bathtub with water, can I drink 
that water or should I only use it for personal 
hygiene and flushing the toilet? 

Considering the normal uses of the bathtub, water 
stored in the bathtub is not potable (drinkable). One 
should store drinking water separately. If there is no 
other source of water and you must use water from 
the bathtub, it should be kept at a rolling boil for 1 to 
3 minutes prior to drinking or using in food 
preparation.

Section II: Refrigerated and Frozen 
Foods

1. How long will the foods in the refrigerator 
and freezer be safe after the power goes off?

• Refrigerator:

Refrigerated food should be safe as long as the power 
is out for no more than 4 hours. Keep the door closed 
as much as possible. Discard any perishable food 
such as meat, poultry, fish, eggs, and leftovers that 
have been above 40°F for 2 or more hours. 
Remember you can't rely on appearance or odor.

Foods that can be refrigerated/refrozen safely after 
being held above 40°F for more than 2 hours 
include: hard cheeses, butter or margarine, peanut 
butter, jelly, relish, taco sauce, mustard, ketchup, 
olives, pickles, opened vinegar-based dressings, 
bread, rolls, cakes without icing, muffins, quick 
breads, tortillas, and bagels. 

• Freezer:

You will have to evaluate each item separately. If an 
appliance thermometer is kept in the freezer, read the 
temperature when the power comes back on. Normal 
freezer temperature should be below 0°F (-18°C). 
After a power outage, if the appliance thermometer 
stored in the freezer reads 40°F or below, the food is 
safe and may be refrozen. If a thermometer has not 
been kept in the freezer, check each package of food 
to determine the safety. If the food contains ice 
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crystals or (is 40°F or below), it is safe to 
refreeze the food.

2. How long can I store foods in an insulated 
cooler with ice?

If the temperature is well maintained (at 40°F or 
below), the shelf life of food in the insulated cooler 
with ice is similar to when those foods are stored in 
the refrigerator. Discard any perishable food such as 
meat, poultry, fish, eggs, and leftovers that have been 
above 40°F for 2 hours.

3. Which condiments and seasonings can be 
safely kept without refrigeration and which should 
be discarded?  Should I throw out jelly, 
mayonnaise, ketchup, mustard, and pickles? 

In general, open vinegar, jelly, taco sauce, 
mustard, ketchup, olives, and pickles are safe at room 
temperature. However, you will have to evaluate each 
item separately. An unopened jar of commercial 
mayonnaise is safe without refrigeration, but if the jar 
is already open, discard the item.  

4. Which foods can be kept without 
refrigeration for at least a week? 

Any dried non-perishable foods such as unopened 
commercially canned foods, dried breakfast cereal, 
crackers, and cookies can be kept without 
refrigeration for at least a week.

5. Can I save the ice cream in my freezer if the 
power was out for 6 hours?  The ice cream is only 
partially thawed.  Is it safe to eat?

Partially thawed ice cream is safe to eat. But do not 
refreeze ice cream because the quality will be 
unacceptable.

6. Some of the food in my freezer had started 
to thaw or had thawed when the power came back 
on. Is the food safe?

If the appliance thermometer stored in the freezer 
reads 40 °F or below when the power comes on, the 
food is safe and may be refrozen. If a thermometer 
has not been kept in the freezer, check each package 
of food to determine the safety. Remember you can't 
rely on appearance or odor. If the food still contains 

ice crystals (or is 40 °F or below when 
checked by thermometer) it is safe to 
refreeze. (See answer to Question 1 for 
more information.)

7. How long will a freezer keep food cold and 
safe during a power outage?

If the freezer is closed, food may stay frozen at least a 
day or more depending on several factors including:  
the quantity of insulation, the size of the freezer, type 
of foods in the freezer, how the food is packed, and 
how full the freezer is. As a rule of thumb a full 
freezer stays cold longer than a half-full one, a freezer 
filled with meat stays cold longer than a freezer filled 
with baked goods, a well-insulated freezer keeps food 
frozen longer than one with little insulation, and the 
larger the freezer, the longer food stays frozen. 
Purchasing a freezer thermometer is recommended.

8. May I refreeze foods that are partially or 
completely thawed?

If the appliance thermometer stored in the freezer 
reads 40°F or below when the power comes back on, 
the food is safe and may be refrozen. Discard food 
items that have come into contact with raw meat 
juices. Partial thawing and refreezing may reduce the 
quality of some food, but the food will remain safe to 
eat. (See answer to Question 1 for more information).

Section III: Use of Dry Ice

1. What is dry ice?

Dry ice is the solid form of the gas carbon 
dioxide (CO

2
). Dry ice has a much lower temperature 

than regular ice (frozen water). It is extremely cold 
(-109.3°F or -78.5°C). When using dry ice, handle 
it with care.  DO NOT EAT DRY ICE.  

2. How do you properly and safely use dry ice? 

• Pick up dry ice as close as possible to when it is 
needed. Carry it in a well-insulated container 
such as an ice chest. If you transport dry ice in a 
car or van, make sure there is a fresh air supply. 
Use gloves, an oven mitt, or a folded towel when 
handling dry ice as it can burn the skin. 
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• Dry ice can sublimate (change from a solid to a 
gas). Avoid breathing the gas, especially if you 
are in an airtight area, as it can cause 
suffocation. Dry ice is not stable, and in a closed 
container approximately 5 to10% (5 to 10 
pounds) is lost every 24 hours due to 
sublimation. This loss is accelerated in an open 
container or moist environment. Sickness and 
injury related to improper use of dry ice was 
reported during the 2004 hurricane season 
(MMWR [53:50: 1182-1183], 2004).

• Store dry ice in a thermally insulated container. 
The thicker the insulation, the slower it will 
sublimate or turn into carbon dioxide (CO

2
) gas. 

• Open the doors and allow adequate ventilation 
of places where dry ice was kept before entering. 
If you drive with dry ice in an enclosed vehicle, 
be sure to have proper ventilation. Keep proper 
air ventilation wherever dry ice is stored.

• If you notice that you feel faint or are breathing 
rapidly, you may be breathing too much of the 
CO

2
 gas.  Leave the area immediately and get 

fresh air. CO
2
 is heavier than air and will 

accumulate in low spaces.

• You can dispose of small quantities of dry ice, 
away from the public, by leaving it outside or in 
a well-ventilated room at room temperature. 

Cautions: 

• Never store dry ice in a completely airtight 
container. The sublimation of dry ice to CO

2
 gas 

will cause any airtight container to expand and 
possibly rupture or burst. 

• Never store dry ice in unventilated rooms, 
cellars, automobiles, or boat holds. The 
sublimated CO

2
 gas will sink to low areas and 

replace oxygenated air. This could cause 
suffocation if breathed exclusively. 

• Never store dry ice in a running refrigerator 
freezer. The extremely cold temperature could 
cause your thermostat to turn off the freezer. Dry 
ice is useful for emergency cooling if your 
refrigerator breaks down. 

• Never leave dry ice on a Formica™, plastic, or 
tiled countertop as the extreme cold could crack 
the countertop. 

• Never leave dry ice unattended around children. 

Section IV: Food Safety After a 
Flood

1. Should I keep any food that gets wet from 
floodwater?  

Discard all food that comes in contact with 
floodwaters including canned goods. It is impossible 
to know if containers were damaged or if the seal was 
compromised.

2. How should I clean dishes and pots that 
have come in contact with floodwaters?

Thoroughly wash metal pans, ceramic dishes, 
and utensils with hot soapy water and sanitize by 
boiling them in clean water or by immersing them for 
15 minutes in a solution of 1 teaspoon of chlorine 
bleach per quart of water.

3. How do I disinfect cans and jars that have come 
in contact with floodwaters?

Don't try to disinfect them! Discard all food 
(including canned foods) that came in contact with 
floodwaters. It is impossible to know if containers 
were damaged or the seal compromised.

4. Which kitchen utensils should be discarded?

Discard wooden cutting boards, plastic utensils, 
baby bottle nipples, and pacifiers. There is no way to 
safely clean them if they have come in contact with 
contaminated floodwaters.

Section V: Emergency Supplies

1) Can you send me a list of a healthy 
“disaster” menu for three days?  I want to still 
feed my family healthy foods during the hurricane 
and I don't want to buy foods loaded with salt, fat, 
and sugar.

Food consumption is highly variable among different 
populations. Therefore, we recommend that 
consumers follow the current USDA Dietary 
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Guidelines, and read food labels to make 
healthful food choices that meet their 
needs. 
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