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Shelter Terminology 

  

Due to the response to Hurricanes Hermine and Matthew in 2016, county mass care planners expressed 

a need to standardize shelter terminology in the State of Florida.  As a result, a cross section of American 

Red Cross, county and state emergency managers developed the following for incorporation in 

statewide shelter documents.   

Shelter:  A designated place or building of relative safety that temporarily provides services with the 

goal of preserving life and reducing human suffering.  

There are three (3) main shelter types.  These shelter types are used when communicating with the public 

about shelter selection: 

General Population Shelter:  Facilities provide protection from harm in the event the persons must 

evacuate their homes and who have no other option for sheltering.  These shelters provide basics such 

as food, water, and basic first aid.  Persons evacuating to a general population shelter should bring their 

own supplies such as blankets, toiletries/hygiene items, medications, and clothing.  To the extent 

possible (based on availability, cost, and need), generators may be made available in general population 

shelters.  

Special Needs Shelter (SpNS):  Location(s) that are, in whole or in part, designated under Chapter 252 

and Section 381.0303, Florida Statutes, to provide shelter and services to persons with special needs 

who have no other option for sheltering.  These shelters are designated to have back-up generator 

power.  Special needs shelter services are to minimize deterioration of pre-event levels of health.  See 

Rule 64-3.010(1), Florida Administrative Code.  Typically, these capacities are determined based on 60 

square feet per person. 

Pet Friendly Shelter (PFS):  Location(s) that are, in whole or in part, to provide shelter and services to 

persons with pets who have no other option for sheltering.  These shelters may allow caregivers to 

remain with pets.  These shelters provide basics such as food, water, and basic first aid.  Persons 

evacuating to a pet friendly shelter should bring their own supplies such as pet food, pet cages/carriers, 

blankets, toiletries/hygiene items, medications, and clothing.   

Mass care planners use various scenarios when planning for shelter site selection.  Below are specific 

distinctions in the shelter scenarios used when planning shelter operations: 

Evacuation Shelter:  A safe congregate care facility that provides services and is utilized for populations 

displaced by an emergency or disaster event.  An evacuation shelter may be located either inside (risk 

shelter) or outside (host shelter) of the disaster impact area and are typically operational for a period to 

not normally exceed 72 hours.  Typically, these capacities are determined based on 20 square feet per 

person. 

Risk Shelter:  Facilities designated as risk shelters may be located within the hazard risk zone 

(i.e., lie in the forecast path and associated error cone of an approaching hurricane or severe 

storm).  Construction of these facilities meets established minimum safety requirements 

considered for least risk decision making for the community.   
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Host Shelter:  A facility that is safe and provides services, and is located outside of a hazard risk 

area.   

Recovery Shelter:  A facility that is safe and provides services, and is located outside of a hazard risk 

area.  For populations displaced by an emergency or disaster event.  Typically, these capacities are 

determined based on 40 square feet per person.  May also be known in some documents as a Standard 

Shelter. 

Short-Term Shelter:  A safe congregate care facility that provides services and is utilized for a 

period not to normally exceed two (2) weeks for populations displaced by an emergency or 

disaster event. 

Long-Term Shelter:  A safe congregate care facility that provides services and is utilized for 

durations typically longer than two (2) weeks for populations displaced by an emergency or 

disaster event. 

Mega-Shelter:  An arena, stadium, convention center or similar high-occupancy facility that is used to 
shelter an exceptionally large population of evacuees from a major disaster.  Mega-shelters are often 
designed, planned, or designated to accommodate more than 5,000 evacuees in dormitory area(s) at 
the same time.  A mega-shelter may be used at any time in the emergency cycle (evacuation, response 
and recovery) and may be located inside or outside of the disaster impact area. 
 
 
Essential Services available to all shelters residents: 

1. Water for basic hydration of shelter residents 

2. Could be less than three (3) full meals per day 

3. Limited access to health services to include basic first aid 

4. Adequate space in designated common areas, for clients to sit or lay on personal items 

brought with them to the shelter 

Note: Cots and Blankets are not Essential Services 

 

Standard Services that may be available in Recovery/Short-term and Long-term shelters: 

1. Water for basic hydration and possibly hot beverages such as tea or coffee 

2. Three (3) meals per day (hot or cold) in combination with snacks 

3. Adequate space to sit or lay in common areas, usually gymnasiums, that are designated 

as dormitories  

4. On site or remote access to Health Services staff to determine care needs of residents 

5. On site or remote access to Mental Health Services/Counselors to provide emotional 

support to shelter residents 

6. On site Casework Services to assess unmet needs of shelter resident’s 
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1 Note:  This terminology has been created using a combination of existing terminology from the 2016 Statewide 
Emergency Shelter Plan and the White Paper:  Guidelines for the Implementation of Functional Needs Support 
Services (FNSS) in General Population Shelter in the State of Florida [2011] 


