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PREPARING FOR POWER CUTS – ADVICE FOR ELDERLY OR HOMEBOUND FOLK. 
Author: David Dawson MSc CEng MIMechE  - david.dawson43@btopenworld.com 

 

The recent power cuts in Lancaster have caused a lot of problems.  This situation may happen 

again not just because of bad weather such as long freezing conditions, floods and gales, but 

because our national electricity system does not have the spare capacity it used to have for 

very severe weather. Below are some simple guidelines to help protect you and your home. 

 

HEATING AND COOKING.  In practical terms, you may  have to use what you already have – 

if it works without electrical power.  It is good to have already more than one type of supply for 

heating.  Almost all modern gas-fired central heating systems depend upon an electricity 

supply, so if that fails, so does the heating. However it may take up to 24 hours in a well-

insulated house for the temperature to fall to a level where there could be a danger to health.  

Shut doors in rooms you are not going to use.  Gas supplies are much more assured and so if 

you have a gas cooker hob and gas fire, you should be able to use these. However it may be 

that the spark ignition systems depending on mains supply may not work, so get one of those 

hand-held “clicking” piezo-spark lighters or lay in a box of long matches where you can  keep 

your fingers away from the flames when they first light up!  Bottled gas heaters and paraffin 

stoves are not recommended.  See the comments below in red on LIGHTING which also apply 

here. There is also a danger of carbon monoxide poisoning, especially from old or poorly 

maintained appliances with poor ventilation, which may also apply to solid fuel stoves.   

Anyone who is thinking about house alterations, or moving house, should consider carefully the 

benefits of having some balance between both gas and electricity supplies. Even a wood or 

solid multi-fuel stove has good features, but of course you need to keep sufficient supplies of 

dry, seasoned hardwood easily accessible.   If you think you might get chilled, pile on the 

woollies BEFORE you feel chilled! 

 
LIGHTING.  The most dangerous and upsetting situation is a sudden loss of electric lighting, 

where you might fall over things, trip or fall down 

steps.   Therefore keep a small LED torch close by 

you or in three places you know, such as a side 

table near your favourite chair, bedside table or 

kitchen worktop.   LED torches, such as the ones 

in the picture, are much better than old 

fashioned ones with filament bulbs because they:  

 give a strong light 

 can stay on longer 

 weigh a lot less 

 are robust 

 are cheap – as little as £2 at garages 

The picture shows a complete one and a 

dismantled one.  Replacing the AAA batteries is a 

bit fiddly and you may need help to put them in. 
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For longer lasting bigger lights, there are LED lanterns with larger batteries and there are mains 

re-chargeable ones which you could keep well-charged and ready for use when trouble comes.   

 

Anything with a flame should be avoided if possible, due to the danger of setting things on 

fire, especially curtains.  

         

 Candles are not a good idea these days, but if you have candles, use only ordinary 

straight non-ornamental ones set in a proper candle-stick holder, not just stuck in a 

bottle or on a saucer.  Note that “fat” ornamental candles are pretty useless, as after a 

bit the wick drowns in its own melted wax.  

 Oil lamps are likewise not a good idea, especially if they have not been well maintained 

and recently tested. Oils or fuel other than standard paraffin or certified lamp oils 

should NEVER be used. 

 Camping gas stoves can give a good light but beware, as these can have very hot 

surfaces which can cause fires and also serious burns if touched.  Any change of 

cylinders MUST be done outside in  the open air 

 

TELEPHONES.   Emergency radio pendants  may work in an emergency but only if the receiving 

station, wherever it is, has power and it may not!  Mobile phones may not work either. Note 

that the type of portable telephone which you might expect to use, for example to contact 

family or friends, may not work. These are the ones which sit in a “docking station” where the 

handset is re-chargeable from the mains through an ordinary three-pin plug. These usually 

depend on having a mains supply to send the signal down the landline. No mains – no signal!  

However if you have an old push button one which plugs directly into a BT socket without any 

fancy gizmos in between  like docking or charging stations, it will probably work. If you don’t 

have one, then they are still available from the likes of Currys.  They can cost as little as £7.  In 

the pictures below, you can see both types of phone; a portable one and a push-button one 

with big buttons.   They are both connected at the same time to the BT socket through a 

signal splitter or divider plug. 
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