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Meeting the Challenges of Winter 

 
The winter months can mean frigid temperatures, large amounts of snow, freezing 
rain, and other unpleasant weather conditions.  These conditions can make day-to-
day activities difficult, especially for people with disabilities and older adults.  For 
example, a person who uses a wheelchair may be able to easily get to the bus 
stop on a summer day, but not after a heavy snowfall in the winter.  Snowfall can 
even drastically reduce depth perception and hide familiar landmarks on the 
ground for a person with even a slight visual impairment. 
 
Getting around in the snow: 
People with disabilities and older adults may need help to get around in the snow. Walking on snow that is rutted 
and uneven can be treacherous.  A person’s grip can be affected by the cold, making it harder to hold on to aids, 
such as a cane or walker; and even maneuvering a wheelchair can be difficult if your hands are cold.   
 
Sharing our Sidewalks: 
Keeping sidewalks free of snow and ice is important for everyone’s safety, but it can be the difference between 
getting out or staying home for people with disabilities and older adults. To provide better access and prohibit 
barriers you can: 
 
• Make sure that the sidewalk in front of your business or home has a clear passage.  Shovel sidewalks so the 

path is wide enough to allow a wheelchair to move freely and that it will allow access to the curb ramp. 
• Keep the entry area clear so people can enter and exit easily. 

• Ask customers to move cars that block curb ramps or access to  
       the sidewalk.  
• Help monitor accessible parking spots to ensure that unauthorized  
       parking is enforced. 
• Most cities have snow removal ordinances that require residents to  
      clear snow from their sidewalks within a reasonable amount of time  
      after a snowfall.  Find out what your city ordinance for home and  
       business snow removal requirements are. 
 
        



Health-related information provided in this fact sheet is for informational purposes only and should not replace advice from a medical professional. The ND 
Disability Health Project is funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) through a grant (1 u59 DD000278) to the North Dakota Center 
for Persons with Disabilities at Minot State University. Opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect the official policy of the CDC. 
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Pay It Forward…..  
Pass it on to others who may 
find this information helpful. 

V i s i o n :  

All people in ND have 
access to information and 
services they need to 
maintain good health and 
wellness.  There are no 
health disparities between 
people with and without 
disabilities that are based 
solely on the presence of 
a disability. 

Sources: 
• Keep Your Sidewalks Clear of Snow and Ice (http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/public-works/) 
Additional Resources: 
For information regarding your city’s snow removal ordinance, contact your Public Works Office 

Outwit Winter 
There are ways to address the harsh winter months in North Dakota.  Snow and 
ice make it harder to travel outdoors and the cold makes it harder to do things 
once we are there.  For some people, these are seen as barriers, but for others 
these pose health risks as well. For persons with disabilities and older adults, the 
winter months may seem particularly limiting.  There are steps that can be taken 
to protect ourselves, such as staying informed of weather conditions, being 
prepared for a storm during the winter months, and protecting our body from the 
cold weather. 
Staying informed: 
Become familiar with the terms and phrases that weather forecasters use to 
describe winter weather patterns: 
• Winter Storm Watch: a storm is likely to happen 
• Winter Storm Warning: the storm is entering the area 
• Blizzard Warning;  Strong winds and snow in the area can create severe 

wind chill, near-zero visibility and large snow drifts 
• Winter Weather Advisory;  Be alert, winter weather conditions are expected 

to cause hazardous roadways 
Preparing for a storm: 
Preparing your home for the winter months can create a safer environment for 
you.  You should  prepare your home with nonperishable food items, water, extra 
blankets, battery powered lanterns and flashlights, a battery operated radio or 
television, a supply of medications or other necessary healthcare items, and 
emergency oxygen if needed. 
Protecting your body: 
Some people with sensory issues may have difficulty maintaining their body heat.  
If you must be outdoors, dress in layers of clothing, including a thermal layer for 
extra warmth.  It is also a good idea to carry a cell phone.  If you use a 
wheelchair, wrap a blanket around your legs to help conserve body heat because 
cold weather places you at greater risk for hypothermia.  Frostbite, which occurs 
when the top layer of skin freezes, can occur in less than 10 minutes on exposed 
skin.  Another health risk can be asthma triggered by the cold air, so try covering 
your mouth and nose during particularly cold days and carry your inhaler if you 
are prone to asthma attacks.. 
Winter months can make people feel isolated.  Hopefully these tips will help to 
reduce stress and ensure your safety and the safety of those around you. 

The ND Disability Health Project can provide technical assistance to assist with 
health promotion, staff training and education, and disability awareness.  Contact 
us at 800.233.1737 or visit our website at   
www.ndcpd.org/health  
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