
96-Hour Emergency Kit -----after 30 yrs. of trial and error  
 

For years now the federal government has been advising people to have a 72-hour kit in case of 

emergency.  Some states, most notably Utah, have counseled their citizens to plan for 96 hours 

before help arrives.  Recent disasters have demonstrated that it's taking rescuers longer to reach 

victims.   
 
There are numerous sites and lists online to get you thinking about building your emergency 

kits.  Calories will be most important.  And there's no way you're going to get sufficient calories, 

in a time of stress, from a packet of oatmeal and hot chocolate. 
 
So when you look at these lists, the most important factor to keep in mind is that you must tailor 

your kit to your family and location.  Consider ages (infants and elderly), medical needs, 

location, and climate.  Some items are irrelevant—do you really need coins for phone booths and vending 

machines?  Some things just don’t apply—there's no fishing for miles and miles around, so there's no point in 

including fishing gear in our kits.   
 
My husband and I have put a whole lot of kits together for our family in the last 30 

years.  Fortunately, we've never had to use them, other than in camping and practice drills.   
 
The first thing to share is that when building your kit you want to put absolutely everything in 

Ziploc bags.  This keeps everything looking new and usable. It's easier to keep everything 

organized and to update what needs updating (like clothes for growing children), to rotate foods 

and batteries, and to find what you need when you need it when it is well-organized and clean. 

We feel better, physically and mentally, when we are clean.  Also, the bags will protect their 

contents from leaks of water, battery acids, and other liquids that are within the emergency pack, 

as well as water, insects, and dirt getting in from the outside.  Furthermore, the bags are easily 

labeled so that you know when items need to be rotated.    
 

SHELTER 

• Clothing.  In a gallon-size Ziploc bag, one change, minimum:  
o socks (pure wool to minimize potential problems with sweaty feet and/or athlete’s foot) 
o underwear 
o medical scrubs--they're lightweight, compact, loose-fitting (adjustable for growing teens 

and adults who may experience changes in waistline)    
o baseball cap 
o sunglasses 
o reading glasses 
o mini sewing repair kit   
o bandana (keeping dust and smoke out, sling, bandage, holding hair back, etc.)    

• Blankets.  In a gallon-size Ziploc bag: 
o fleece blanket 
o cheapie Mylar emergency blankets alone are not going to keep a body warm  

▪ they tear too easily 
▪ they suck the heat right out of you if they come in contact with your body 
▪ they more effective if combined with a blanket, with the blanket next to the body 

and the Mylar on the outside 
o rain poncho  



▪ when worn over everything will provide marginal protection to the Mylar blanket 

to keep it from tearing   
o sleeping bags  

▪ don't fit in our backpacks 
▪ put in kitchen garbage bag, squeeze as much air out as possible, and twist tight  
▪ store on shelves next to emergency packs 
▪ grab if time permits 

• Tent.  Our tents don’t fit in our emergency packs, but they are located right next to them in the 

garage to be grabbed if needed and if possible.   

FUEL and LIGHT  

• Fire.  The fire starter kit includes, all in a snack-size Ziploc bag:   
o matches, strike anywhere – put in waterproof container…snap on lid 
o tea light candles 
o large birthday candles  
o fire starters (petroleum jelly-cotton ball fire starters, in their own baggie) see end of article 
o lighter     
o two hand warmers 
o Sterno cans…heats up water 

▪ don't have to gather sticks and kindling 
▪ they light easily 
▪ the flame is easily controlled 
▪ the flame is quickly extinguished  

• Light.   
o headlamp 
o handheld flashlight 
o batteries (stored separately, in a plastic baggie, and rotated every six months) 

PERSONAL SAFETY  

• whistle 
• pocketknife 
• pepper spray 

WATER  

• Bottled water.  Six to eight ½ liter water bottles 
o six bottles for women, eight for men 
o additional cases of water bottles are stored right next to our kits, ready to be loaded into 

our personal kits when necessary  
• Filters. One personal water purifier each   
• Water purification tablets  

o Katadyn Micropur water purification tablets 
o 100% effective against bacteria, viruses, Giardia, and Cryptosporidium  

• Juice boxes.  two juice boxes per person 
o instant carbohydrates 
o change from drinking plain water 
o emergency sugar source 
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FOOD  
 
There are a few factors to keep in mind when planning what foods you are going to carry.  On a normal 

day, men consume an average of 2500 calories, women 2000 calories.  However, during a time of stress, 

such as any situation where we are packing up our emergency kits may constitute, we need up to 1000 

calories more just to compensate for mental stress and moderate physical exertion.  And we will need a 

whole lot more calories for cold temperatures or strenuous physical exertion.  Without adequate calories it 

is hard to think and people become much more easily irritated.   

 
In addition to planning for adequate calories, we want food that is ready to eat OR requires only hot 

water, and food that is lightweight in case it has to be carried a long distance.  Before packing any food in 

your kits, make sure you actually like it.  Ready-to-eat food ideas include canned soups, pastas, beans, 

and meats.  MREs can be eaten as is or heated (some actually have an MRE heater with them).  Dried 

fruits, fruit rolls, jerky, nuts, crackers, peanut butter, and trail mix are all relatively lightweight and 

calorie-dense.  Water can be boiled for hot cocoa, instant oatmeal, instant soups, freeze-dried entrees, and 

ramen.   
 
In a time of stress, comfort foods are going to be really important (and provide some extra calories as 

well). We’ve packed hard candy, fishy crackers, gummy bears, gum, chocolate, chewy peanut butter 

granola bars.  You should include whatever your personal comfort foods are, and especially comfort foods 

for small children. 
 
HYGIENE  

• Toiletries.   
o In a sandwich-sized Ziploc: 

▪ washcloth 
▪ hand sanitizer 
▪ toothpaste/toothbrush/floss pics 
▪ soap 
▪ deodorant 
▪ comb 
▪ lotion 
▪ ponytail holders 
▪ emery board/nail clippers 
▪ lip balm 
▪ mosquito repellent wipes 
▪ sunscreen  

o In a quart-size Ziploc bag 
▪ 40-count package of baby wipes (ten per day--three for a daily “shower”, seven 

for handwashing) 
▪ sanitary stuff (girls) 
▪ toilet paper   

• First aid.  Each person has his personalized first aid kit                                                                 
(example: RX, allergy, contact solution etc.)  
 
SPECIAL NEEDS 
 
As you build your kits, don’t forget to plan for special needs of your family members.  Infants, 

small children, and the elderly will all have their own particular dietary and hygiene 



requirements.  As noted previously, we have people with medical challenges in our family.  Make 

sure you have plans to meet your own family members’ medical needs. 

 
HOPE    

 

• Communication.  In a crisis, it's essential to know what actually happened.  Is this a 

local catastrophe, regional, or national?  Will assistance be coming?  The answer to that will 

govern a lot of critical choices in the very near future.  Having a battery pack or solar charger 

for your cell phone may let you connect with the outside world, especially if phones require 

more power because the nearest cell towers are down.  As sometimes happens, regular cell and 

internet service may be down in a disaster, but text messages can get through. Likewise, 

sometimes services for one company will be down, but not another.  So, include in your kit hard 

copies of phone numbers in case your phone isn’t working, but someone else’s is, even if you are 

one that normally memorizes phone numbers.  The stress of a disaster can turn a good brain to 

Jell-O.  Other options, and more reliable, are ham radios and two-way radios.  And then there is 

always pencil and paper.   

• Entertainment. In a stressful situation, people need to be able to de-stress, both 

individually and as a group.  There may be times when we just need a break, an opportunity to 

de-stress.  Each person in the group is required to have a game—preferably one that doesn’t 

require any supplies, only the ability to explain how it’s played… puzzle books…deck of 

cards…small coloring books/pencils.  

• Scriptures. As important as it is to feed the body, it's more important to be able to feed 

the spirit.  So we all carry small paperback copy of scriptures in a Ziploc bag.   

• Documents. Carry a hard copy of important documents—birth certificates, social 

security cards, driver’s licenses, insurance policies, credit cards, etc, in a folder.  In addition, all 

of these documents and other important items are on thumb drives. (see grab bag—documents)   

• Money. Carry cash, all in small bills.  Clearly labeled as Mom and Dad's cash if you have 

children--so that they do not spend it. 

All items in the kit get packed in a heavy-duty garbage bag in the backpack, so that the contents 

can be quickly removed in the event of a backpacking trip.  Foods are loaded as far as possible 

from fuels and toiletries to prevent smells tainting the food. 

 

CONTAINERS   
 

So how do you plan to carry your kit?  What makes the most sense for your situation?  There are 

loads of options in cost and convenience, but for most, it comes down to your individual stage in 

life. 

 

• Backpacks.   They hang easily in the garage and slip on your back when it's go 

time.  Lots of pockets make it easier to access something you want close at hand.  And padded 

straps make them a bit more comfortable to carry.  

• Buckets.  Plastic buckets are free from doughnut shops, and some of them smell pretty 

good, even after being washed out.  They're waterproof.  And you can replace the original lid, 



which can be a bit difficult to remove, with a gamma lid so that you can easily get into your 

bucket.  Unfortunately, buckets can be a little awkward to carry.  

• Totes. Ten- and eighteen-gallon totes, like those manufactured by Rubbermaid, hold 

more stuff, volume-wise, and are more suited for carrying with two hands.  This is perhaps the 

way to go for families with small children.  The kids go in the backpacks, and then the hands are 

free to carry supplies. 

 

When children have their own backpacks, it not only lightens the load for parents but also 

teaches children that preparedness and self-reliance are a way of life.  Though they can't carry 

everything, they can carry clothing, some snacks. If children are allowed to choose what foods 

go into their kits, especially their comfort foods, a disaster becomes less of an emergency and 

more of an adventure.  Comfort foods and special treats go a long way with children. 

 

PURPOSE  
 

As you assemble kits for your family, plan for the most likely disasters. .  We plan for wildfires 

and earthquakes.   

 

Wildfire preparation begins each year in the spring, before fire season.  We check again with a 

friend about being able to take our animals to her property for a day or two.   

 

Our fire kit includes water, dog leashes, two-way radios, and bright yellow t-shirts and 

bandanas. (In the Great Chicago Fire, families got separated.  Our thinking is that bright shirts 

will help us find each other a little more easily.) Of course, fires can happen at any time, but 

sometimes we have some warning.  When a thunderstorm is in the forecast, we dress 

appropriately.  The trailer gets hooked up, the cars are prepared for animals, leashes in place, 

wallets and phones are in the car, and keys are in the ignition.   
 

My husband has his kit for getting home from work, and our college students are prepared to 

make it home from school.   
 

NOTES 

 

• Pets.  With your documents, include proof of vaccinations and licensing to be able to 

take your pets to a shelter.  As laws vary by municipality, be aware of what is expected in your 

area.  With your emergency kits, be sure to have food and water for the animals.  

• Rotation.  Check your kit every six months, perhaps spring and fall to accommodate 

seasonal changes.  Summer clothes go into the pack in April, and winter clothes are substituted 

in October.  Change foods out as needed—freeze-dried items don't need to be replaced as often 

as dehydrated foods and nuts.  Battery-powered items are checked each time, and batteries and 

medications are rotated. 

• Label.  Label everything.  In a stressful situation it can be hard to think.  Even doctors 

label everything in their emergency medical kits.    

• List.  Post a list somewhere convenient in the house, perhaps a closet door, to remind 

everyone what needs to be grabbed and where it is.  Include a list of items that you want to take 

in case you are never coming back. 



• Delegate. Delegating some of the assembly of the kits to family members makes the task 

more manageable.   

• Purchased kits.  These range from bare bones basics to super deluxe.  Bear in mind that 

purchased kits don’t include clothes and may not include other essentials.  Most omit sewing 

repair kits and the medical supplies are often lacking--they don't even include basic pain relievers 

or antibiotic ointment.  They don't include your personal medications or sanitary needs for 

women.  They definitely don’t include enough water. 

• Pest-proofing.  Wool socks and mittens go in Ziploc bags to protect them from moths.   

People may disagree about contents and organization.  We’re all different.  We live in different 

situations, with wide-ranging geographical situations and climates, and we face different threats. 

There is definitely no one-size fits all approach to assembling a 96-hour kit.  Pray, plan, and with 

Heaven’s help we'll be able to do our best for our loved ones. 

 
 
 
To make your own fire starters, turn a small Ziploc baggie inside out and scoop out about a tablespoon of 
any 100% petroleum jelly…doesn’t have to be Vaseline to work…but going to stick with the term Vaseline.   
 
Now turn the baggie right side out, with the Vaseline inside, and add a handful of large cotton balls.  (Make 
sure they are 100% cotton—synthetic fibers don’t light well.  And dryer lint, though popular in some crowds, 
tends to have synthetic fibers in it.)   
 
Mush the cotton balls and Vaseline together.  You want to get as much Vaseline into the cotton balls as 
possible, without totally saturating them.  You need to have some dry cotton in the middle to be able to light 
the cotton ball easily.  If you only add a light amount of Vaseline to the cotton balls, they will ignite well, but 
there won’t be enough fuel in them to burn very long.  If you add too much Vaseline, you’ll have to work 
harder to find cotton fibers to light with a spark. Vaseline is extremely stable and cannot be lighted with a 
match. Need a wisp, thread, of cotton ball.  Add more cotton balls or Vaseline as needed.   
 

Before packing these little gems away, you should really try a few out to make sure you’ve done them right 
and they are going to do their job when you need them.  
 
Pull one ball out and tease out some dry fibers from the middle.  Set it on some foil in a pan and light the 
cotton fibers.  The fire starters should light with the first match and burn for at least four minutes.   
 
If it worked, then squeeze the air out of the baggie and seal it.  Store the fire starters in your camping gear 
and emergency kits.  If your fire starters didn’t burn long enough, work in more Vaseline.  If they were 
difficult to light, store a dry cotton ball or two with your starters so that you can add some cotton fibers to 
the starters to facilitate ignition. 
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