The What-if Situation

By Tom Engblom

During a recent business trip, I was watching a huge fire on television of a warehouse that was owned by a sincere individual! He was so concerned about the potential loss of his building and employees’ jobs that he offered a reward of $250,000 to the fire departments to save the building from the overwhelmingly large fire. Several fire departments tried to take control of the fire but failed to do so because of the intense heat and winds. In desperation, the owner reiterated his statement about the reward to the media but doubled it to $500,000! Suddenly out of the darkness an older fire truck was rumbling towards the inferno speeding past the modern sophisticated fire equipment that was intimidated by the heat and smoke. The older truck/crew stopped in the middle of the blaze as if this were routine and began extinguishing the blaze. Personally I would have not believed the situation either — but it seemed as if a miracle was occurring on television. Upon completion of this monumental task of putting the intense fire out quickly and efficiently, the news media swarmed the fire crew of this battered older fire truck and questioned them about what they would do with the reward of $500,000. The fire captain simply answered, fix the brakes of the truck! As a board member or manager, have you planned for the unforeseen emergency occurrence at the association? 

As a former Property Manager, I was always concerned about a disaster occurring at a property such as fire, flood or blood, and if I was prepared with the staff or vendors that had become familiar with the property nuisances to effectively deal with emergencies in a timely manner. I have dealt with disasters monetarily from $2,000 up to $2,000,000. 

To deal with these, I pursued a number of advanced designations to become wualified to help in these situations. Prior to earning advanced designations each potential candidate must typically complete a case study within a specified time frame on a particular property. I have taken segments from the case studies I completed and incorporated them into this article.

When any great or sudden calamity occurs that has the potential to create widespread destruction and distress, a comprehensive disaster plan can save lives and minimize the damage to community associations. Preparation can minimize the damaging effects of disasters and potentially save association funds. 

A detailed disaster plan should include the seven P’s: Perils consideration, Planning, Preparation, Prevention of damage and destruction, Peril occurrence, Post-peril reaction and restoration, and Post-peril evaluation of the plan (Community Association Institute, Disaster Planning 1999, p.4). 

Planning for a disaster will include considering the perils that might geographically affect the association such as fire, flood, or even a tornado — but should not exclude a peril because it is not common to the area. To create a comprehensive plan, the Disaster Planning Committee should review all aspects of the plan before distribution. The Disaster Planning Committee at the Association may consist of trained professionals within the industry such as fire personnel, police personnel, utility representatives, management and the board of directors. The Disaster Planning Committee should continually monitor mock drills, regular updates and constructive reviews from outside the Association. 

A further consideration in maintaining an accurate disaster plan for the association by the Disaster Planning Committee is the monetary aspect of covering uninsured losses or insurance deductibles that must be paid when a claim occurs.

Inasmuch, if the association employs a maintenance staff, each employee can be assigned a specific job during the disaster to perform i.e. Building Engineer designating the Fire Captain of the association. Henceforth, the Committee should solicit residents by memorandum requesting volunteers with unique skills that may assist when a peril occurs, i.e. paramedics, trades people, etc. Upon careful consideration of each volunteer’s skills and demeanor by the Committee, the volunteers should be trained pursuant to the Emergency Plan protocol.

A successful disaster plan will not succeed unless correctly implemented as outlined in the procedures. a number of mock drills should be held to correct any inadequacies that may occur with each scenario. During the training process, the following groups should be present to provide insight on the Emergency Plan: trained professionals, association membership, management, maintenance, and the board of directors. 

Upon completion of the aforementioned Emergency Plan, it should be disseminated at numerous training sessions for residents and confirmed by each resident’s signature. The resident training period should not exceed 60 days. 

Initially all residents must be trained, and failure to comply could result in a fine as authorized in the association’s governing documents. Additional training sessions will occur for the building captains on a quarterly basis. After the initial training of residents, a monthly session will occur for new members as outlined in the Disaster Plan procedures for the association to prevent overwhelming losses for the association. 

A disaster plan or manual is a unique tool that a seasoned manager would create to prevent losses for the association. I have seen damage and destruction to associations that were catastrophic — and fortunately the associations were funded with their reserves. However, in two scenarios the association required lending from financial institutions.

In conclusion, discuss the various possible losses that could occur with management, insurance representatives, lending institutions and your staff or vendors so you are prepared for that “what if” situation!

