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nes, Safe Rooms & Freestanding Storm Shelters

By DOUG HERBERT

HE THREAT OF TORNADOES IS VERY REAL FOR
MANY PEOPLE IN THE UNITED STATES. HOW-
EVER, THERE ARE THINGS YOU CAN DO TO
PROTECT YOUR FAMILY FROM SEVERE STORMS.

Oklahoma residents are still picking up the pieces from
the deadly tornado that struck Oklahoma City in May 2013,
causing 20 facalities. At 2.6 miles, the EF5 tornado was the
widest ever recorded.

As of July, there were 43 tornado-related fatalities in the
US during 2013. In 2012, 62 fatalities were linked to torna-
does. The year 2011 was particularly deadly for tornadoes
with April 25-28 producing 358 tornadoes stretching from
Texas all the way up into southern Canada. Alabama - and
especially Tuscaloosa - witnessed much of the destruction.
During that three-day period, 348 people were killed and
damages totaled nearly $11 billion.

A month later, Joplin, Mo. experienced the deadliest single
tornado since 1947. The tornado leveled the town, killing 158
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people, injuring 1,150, and causing close to $2.2 billion worth of
damages. It ranks as the costliest single tornado in U.S. history.

Tornado alley isn’t the only place to witness deadly
tornadoes. In fact, tornadoes have occurred in all 50 states.
Surprisingly, tornadoes are more common in Florida than
Oklahoma, though they tend to be weaker.

SAFE ZONES IN BASEMENTS

For homes that have basement foundations, there are built-
in “safe zones” that a family can move into in case of a severe
thunderstorm or tornado warning. These are locations where
tall concrete walls create a corner in the basement.

The arrows in the illustration show the natural safe zones
in a walkout basement foundation. (See Illustration A.) These
are the areas where you and your family are the safest during
a tornado or severe thunderstorm. The goal should be to get
as far away from exterior walls and windows as possible, since

this is where shattered glass and flying debris will come from.
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SAFE ROOMS IN BASEMENTS

Most people don’t realize that a safe room can be con-
structed for a very reasonable cost at the same time as a new
basement foundation. A safe room is a foursided concrete
room integrated into a basement wall that has a concrete
top, or ceiling. Underneath the front porch is a popular
location. (See Illustration B.) This type of safe room becomes
a fireproof and disaster-proof room.

Multipurpose safe rooms can be used for many things,
including a refuge during a home invasion. A few examples
include:

e Cigar room (humidor)

* Food storage room

* Gun display room

* Panic room for refuge

* Wine tasting and storage cellar

Safe Rooms can store your family's valuables, such as
important paper documents, antiques, jewelry, photographs,
guns and ammunition and computer backups. Keep in mind
that basements have the risk of a water pipe in your home
leaking or bursting - causing flooding - than you do of get-
ting a direct hit from a tornado. For this reason, you should
always elevate storage for valuables at least 4” above the floor
in your safe room. Depending on your use of the space,
you can store items in large, inexpensive plastic containers.
These work well for protecting valuables and don’t have to
be elevated from the floor. Larger items can be raised off the
floor with wood blocks, pedestals, or even concrete blocks.
Gun safes or document safes should be raised up on blocking
and bolted to the vertical concrete wall behind the safe for
added security and safety.
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SAFE ROOMS FOR SLAB-ON-GRADE FOUNDATIONS

Homes built on a slab-on-grade foundation don’t have the
luxury of a basement for safety. However, a four-sided room
with concrete walls and a concrete top can be constructed
on the concrete slab to serve as a safe room above-grade. It
is constructed immediately after the concrete slab, before
framing begins. The rest of the wood framed house is then
constructed around the concrete structure. Integrating a safe
room into the walk-in closet of the master bedroom works
well. (See Ilustration C.) The interior of the closer is framed
and finished as if the concrete walls weren't there. If a wood
framed home is demolished by a direct hit from a tornado, a
safe room such as this will be left standing with its occupants
safe and sound. This type of safe room can also double as a
panic room for a home invasion threat.

FREESTANDING TORNADO SHELTERS

For families happy with their existing home who want bet-
ter protection from severe storms, detached tornado shelters
are becoming increasingly popular. These concrete structures
can be constructed near an existing home, close enough for
a family to retreat to in case of a tornado warning. They are
often built into the side of a hill or buried underground.

DOOR SELECTION

For safe rooms in basements and on slab-on-grade founda-
tions, the door selection is important. There are many
options available, from simple, hollow core wood doors, all
the way up to actual safe doors that are similar to those used
by banks. The most secure doors have their jambs cast into
the concrete wall during the wall construction. Some people
prefer to conceal their safe room with a hidden door built
into a bookcase. The biggest challenge in choosing the right
door is balancing security with aesthetics.

CONCRETE HOMES

A concrete home provides the ultimate shelter from
storms. When the above-grade walls are constructed with
concrete, your entire home becomes a safe room. From the
inside and outside, a concrere home can look just like any
other home in a neighborhood. The significant benefits of
an above-grade concrete home include reduced heating and
cooling costs, mildew resistance, improved indoor air quality,
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immunity from termites, and most of all - protection against

(€ severe weather and the deadly projectiles that can go through

conventional walls, harming people inside.

FAMILY SAFETY PLAN
Regardless of which structure you choose to protect your
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family and valuables, you should have a Family Safety Plan

that addresses what to do in an emergency. For homes with

a basement, the Plan should include a designated safe zone
where everyone meets up in case of a tornado warning

or severe thunderstorm. For homes with safe rooms or a
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detached tornado shelter, the Plan instructs family members

to take shelter in those structures. Use severe thunderstorms
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as opportunities to review and rehearse your Plan with every

family member.

Within this safe zone or safe room, you can have an

emergency kit that contains first aid supplies, flashlights, a

I battery powered radio, and maybe even some candy bars and
a board game to keep the kids occupied while you wait for
the storm to pass.

Safe rooms and freestanding storm shelters can protect
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your family and your valuables against tornadoes, wild fires,
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house fires and even burglars. Architects and homebuilders
===
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can easily design and build safe rooms into their homes to

protect their clients. Homebuilders can offer safe rooms as
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options on their homes with basement foundations or for

slab-on-grade construction. The safe room can be equipped
with surveillance and security equipment such as monitors
linked to house cameras, an auxiliary power source, firearms,
supplies and direct access to a security company.

As you can see, there are many options available for pro-
“FORMING A (8 37 FUTURE, ONE BLOCK AT A TIME.” tecting your family and valuables from tornadoes and other
severe weather. It's up to you to choose which option is right

Build Witb ; for you, and then begin implementing your plan. ¥l
Confidence

The Bitterness of poor
quality lingers long after
the sweetness of a cheap

Doug Herbert is a twentyfour year veteran of the concrete industry.
He is President of Herbert Construction Co., which constructs concrete
homes, residential basements and commercial foundations throughout
the Southeast from its headquarters in Atlanta. Doug serves on the
board of directors of the Concrete Foundations Association of North
America (CFA), and is a CFA Certified Concrete Technician. He has

been a Certified Instructor with the National Association of Home
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Builders and has educated homebuilders and others on the merits

* No Blowouts
* No Waste

* No Lifting
e No Woarries

and proper use of concrete. Doug is
a regular presenter for the CFA and
has spoken at World of Concrete.
Herbert Construction Co. is a 2013
and 2012 winner of the CFA’s Project
of the Year for Basement Foundations,
and the 2011 winner of the CFA's
Project of the Year for Concrete Homes.

Now welcoming new representatives

1-877-627-3555
superfo rmicf.ca

For more information, wisit wwaw.

HerbertConstruction.com.
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