ARE YOU READY
FOR A

CATASTROPHE?
Disaster Preparedness for Your Business
By Desiree R. Lindbom-Cho
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riends of our family joke that
disaster follows us. When we
lived in New England, there
was a flood—the kind of flood
that had local police knocking on our condo door to tell
us a mandatory evacuation
was in effect. In 2008, we headed out of
the flood zone, and Hurricane Gustav
welcomed us to Louisiana with a twoweek power outage. Shortly thereafter,
reports of Hurricane Ike devastating
the Houston area made us question our
move to the South.
Luckily, in these situations, we were
able to evacuate or bunker down without
too much fuss, but these events have also
forced my family to consider personal
disaster management plans for minor
and major evacuation procedures. We’ve
also begun to think about how much
food and water to keep in the house
should we have to shelter at home.
Such plans are fairly simple and easy to
execute because my family has very few
moving parts, but what does a business
owner do to prepare for disaster? Which
moving parts of a business should be
considered?

DISASTER STRIKES!

Today’s media hype gives us
24-hour access to the worst-case
scenarios in natural and technological/
man-made disasters. The International
Federation of the Red Cross notes
that natural hazards can be slow or
sudden events. Hurricanes Gustav and
Ike loomed threateningly on national
meteorological radar for days, giving
families and businesses time to prepare
compared to Nepal’s recent earthquake
and resulting landslide, which came
with grim suddenness and deadly
consequences in April of this year.
Technological/man-made disasters
such as a lone gunman or chemical
spills often occur without warning but
seem preventable in hindsight.
Francisco Sanchez, Liaison and
Public Information Officer for the Harris
County Office of Homeland Security and
Emergency Management, notes that
other disasters can also occur. Pandemics like Ebola prompted U.S. officials to
quarantine international travelers with
symptoms of the virus but influenced
the very way business was conducted in
affected cities and countries abroad.

Russell White, executive vice
president of Cotton, a global solutions
provider of disaster recovery services,
says that technological development
means some disaster can prevented:
“With the help of multiple weather and
imagery sites available for strategic
communication and planning, we have
been able to better prepare our clients
and forecast requirements necessary to
prevent potentially damaging effects.”

STEP ONE: RISK ASSESSMENT

While the media might give us
pause and create some anxiety over
disaster preparedness, Sanchez notes
that preparation is quite straightforward if you know where to begin.
First, business owners should do a risk
assessment.
Consider what is likely to happen
in your area. Sanchez recommends
looking at what has happened in
your region in recent years. While
we might think of hurricanes as an
automatic threat near the coastal
regions of Texas, Sanchez cites other
issues: “In the past five years, we’ve
responded to ice storms and hazardous
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spills more than hurricanes.” Scott
West, an independent agent and media
spokesperson for the Independent
Insurance Agents of Houston, concurs:
“Be familiar with your own particular
topography. It’s the unexpected that
nails you.”
In addition to weather-related
threats, a business might face
massive wild fires that cover an entire
region, accidental fires contained
at one brick and mortar site, terror
attacks, and chemical explosions.
Considering the risks an area is
prone to is easy with the websites provided in this article, but Sanchez says
that in addition to contacting your
local office of emergency management for weather-related events, it
benefits us all to just be neighborly.
If your business is new to an area,
meet those around you, ask questions
about what’s unique to the neighborhood, and take people’s answers

SANCHEZ AGREES THAT INNER VULNERABILITIES ARE
IMPORTANT TO ASSESS. HE NOTES THAT HAVING A BACK UP
OF YOUR DOCUMENTS IS KEY. TODAY PEOPLE NEED TO KNOW
HOW TO USE THE CLOUD TO THEIR ADVANTAGE.
into account when doing your risk
assessment.
White says business owners should
be assessing a myriad of areas as well.
How will property be accessed in the
event of a disaster? What if it cannot
be? How will employees be safe at home
should a disaster strike? How can first
responders be actively coordinated in the
event of a disaster? What is the rule of
law and the impact of local jurisdictions
on your business’s recovery effort?
White also notes that disaster
preparedness/recovery companies

like his can help with the assessment
stage: “This includes, but is not
limited to, identification of risks that
can bring about disasters by conducting risk analysis covering threats to
business continuity and pre-disaster
assessment of critical infrastructure
with emphasis on the vulnerabilities
that may affect the likelihood of
catastrophic failure for an enterprise.”
Sanchez agrees that inner vulnerabilities are important to assess. He
notes that having a back up of your
documents is key: “Five years ago, I
would’ve said ‘Xerox it and put it in a
waterproof envelope.’ Three years ago,
I would’ve said, ‘Have a thumb drive.’
Today people need to know how to use
the cloud to their advantage.”
Technology backups are all well
and good, but West notes that having
the right corporate insurance is also
key. He recommends that larger
businesses ask their IT department
for everything that could happen
and possible solutions. Then, ask an
insurance agent about cyber liability
and transfer risk. Smaller businesses
can ask how to add these features on
to plans that already exist.

Fire
Assessment should also be done
on the physical building itself. For instance, in the event of a building fire,
consult with local fire departments
for evacuation routes and other considerations. Curtis Carsey of Classic
Protection Systems, a company that
specializes in fire alarm systems
and inspections, emphasizes that a
local fire marshal can only help so
much, though: “They know a little
bit about a lot of things: types of
doors, exit paths, locks, fire alarms,
sprinklers….”
Utilize companies like Carsey’s,
which specialize in inspections and
up to date fire alarm systems, to assess
if your building is up to code, if it will
be grandfathered into existing laws,
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or if those laws will not apply after
a certain date. Carsey recommends
finding a state-licensed company—
with licensed technicians—that has
been in operation for a minimum of
three to five years
Tom Ballou of FireTron also
emphasizes assessing long-term
needs. He notes that installing fire
alarm systems can be pricey but that
asking a provider for the proper
infrastructure is important: “Codes
are evolving and changing. Make
sure the system you get is flexible
and expandable.”

employers can set up an out-of-state
number for employees to contact
about questions regarding the condition of a business that might be in a
disaster zone.

Insurance
Finding the right insurance agent
to assist in drafting a plan based on
the risk assessment is important.

West understands that we all want to
stay away from the “used car salesperson personality.” Once you know the
ins and outs of your business, such
as how much cash flow you need to
operate, how you might use different
sites, and who you absolutely need to
keep on the payroll even if operations
are at a standstill, West says, “Ask a
friend in a business similar to yours.

Window Film
Eddy Russell, president of Sunset
Glass Tinting, a company that
specializes in safety and security
window films, agrees that assessment
is key. He notes that there is no one
floor that can be more vulnerable
than another in the event of a large
weather disaster like a hurricane
but that business owners can assess
their needs by considering which
floors need the most protection:
“Go through your building, and if
windows sustained damage, where
would this absolutely not be able to
happen?” He recommends that floors
with elevator controls, IT equipment,
other specialized equipment, or
personnel should be considered above
all others.

STEP TWO: DEVELOP A PLAN

After considering the risks a
business might have, Sanchez says
the second step is to develop a plan:
“Write it down, and document the
risks and what you would do for
each one.” Some plans can apply to
any situation while others will be
more specific to a certain event. For
instance, plans for a fire will be vastly
different than plans for a tornado.
In addition to knowing whether
you should shelter in or evacuate,
a plan should include how many
supplies, such as food and water,
should be kept on site. Employers
should also make sure there is a way
to communicate with employees.
Earl Armstrong, spokesperson for
the Region 6 Federal Emergency
Management Association notes that
sometimes you can reach people by
sending a text even if regular cell
phone service is down. In addition,
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NUMBERS TO KNOW

Sanchez’s three-step plan for disaster preparedness is easy to carry out with the
community resources available at the tips of your fingers. Information is only a
click or phone call away. Of course, in any emergency situation, call 9-1-1.
WHO

HOW

Harris County Office of Homeland Security
& Emergency Management
(713) 881-3100

Click on the “Prepare” tab for up to date information on disasters and disaster
preparedness. Evacuation routes and county plans are available.

www.readyharris.org

Houston Police Department
(713) 884-3131

Click on “Get Informed” for crime statistics based on where reports were
filed. Find a station near your business under “Organization.”

www.houstonpolice.org

Houston Fire Department, Public
Education Office
713-934-2344

Check out the Frequently Asked Questions page for information on
evacuations, fire codes, and commercial permits and inspections.

http://houstontx.gov/fire/FAQs

Independent Insurance Agents of Houston
713-914-8140
www.iiah.org

Type the keywords “find an agent” into the site’s search tool if you are
interested in speaking with an independent agent. Additional services are
included such as disaster restoration, appraisal, etc.

Ready
800-621-3362 (FEMA)

Ready is a national public service organization and has information on how
to evaluate and improve your plans. Should a disaster happen to you, use
the number to contact FEMA for help.

http://www.ready.gov/business

Ready Houston
http://www.readyhoustontx.gov

Small Business Administration
(716) 843-4100
https://www.sba.gov/content/disasterplanning

Texas Division of Emergency Management
(512) 424-2208

Ready Houston is a local affiliate of Ready. See the tabs labeled “Videos”
and “Training” for more information on what to do in a disaster and how to
prepare for one. Local phone numbers are also included under “Partners.”
Resources include a list of sites to help with advance planning and a link
to information from the Environmental Protection Agency on industrial
shutdown operations. See the left sidebar for what to do after a disaster.

Click on “Division Info” near the bottom of the home page for information on
preparedness and recovery.

https://www.txdps.state.tx.us/dem/

ASSESS IF YOUR BUILDING IS UP TO CODE, IF IT WILL BE GRANDFATHERED
INTO EXISTING LAWS, OR IF THOSE LAWS WILL NOT APPLY AFTER A CERTAIN DATE.
CARSEY RECOMMENDS FINDING A STATE-LICENSED COMPANY—WITH LICENSED
TECHNICIANS—THAT HAS BEEN IN OPERATION FOR A MINIMUM OF THREE TO FIVE YEARS
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Interview agents. Agents should
have access to a number of different
insurance companies.”
Chris Sailors, managing partner
for Fred Brown Property and Casualty, agrees that trusted advocates are
essential and noted that the Independent Agents system makes it possible
for an agent to work with hundreds of
different carriers. A business owner
should have their agent’s full transparency: “Ask questions pertaining to
what insurance companies have been
approached on your behalf.”
In addition, West advocates for
finding an agent who will honestly
explain non-insurance solutions to a
business owner: “Small business who
have $10,000 per year in premiums or
less can order standard policies like at
McDonald's but Supersize it by tacking
on something like off-site premises
power interruption, but a non-insurance
solution is to just get a generator.”
West emphasizes that a good
agent will also be willing to give
a business owner quotes for a
variety of scenarios so cost-benefit
analyses can be weighed and will
help businesses find the right kind
of insurance add-ons such as flood,
relocation, off-site premises power
interruption, etc. Sailors notes other
areas about which to ask: directors
and officers liability, employment
practices liability, cyber liability and
network security coverage, fidelity
crime coverage, and appropriate
limits of business interruption
coverage.

Evaluating Safety and Security Film
Once a plan is being written,
business owners should ask about the
quality and kinds of the products they
may want to secure. Eddy Russell touts
that the safety and security film his
company vends withstands an impact
of a four-foot 2 by 4 fired out of an
air cannon. Additionally, film can

optionally be attached to a window
frame so that if glass is broken, the
areas where the film is installed will
have some protection.
Considering costs to execute the
plan being written must be done.
Russell notes that security film also
has sun control, which pays for itself
in two to four years in energy costs.

Choosing a Disaster Recovery Company
White also emphasizes that if a
business decides to use a company
that provides disaster recovery
services, the business is in charge:
“The partner client is the ultimate
authority for the allocation of emergency resources. The best disaster
recovery companies should provide
‘turn-key’ resiliency services to the
partner client that should include
contingencies for, but not limited to,
the following: business continuity
planning, catastrophe consulting
and management, incident command
structure and emergency response,
restoration and recovery, construction, roofing, environmental, logistics
service, food services, security, and
communications.”
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Additionally, larger projects qualify for
CenterPoint Energy rebates, which can
help recuperate expenses.

Picking the Right Fire Alarm Systems
and Equipment
Carsey notes that asking the right
questions of your consultants is
especially important. For fire alarm
systems and equipment, he recommends asking installers who else in
your area can service the products
you are buying so that business
owners are not constrained in
working with only one company.
Ballou also notes that a business
might not be able to afford everything
upfront, so equipment can be added
steps at a time. After installing minimum
requirements by law, business owners
can incorporate when to buy certain
other items. He recommends that having
a way to notify people in a building in
the event of a fire via live voice paging or
prerecorded messages should be one of
the first considerations.
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FIRE INSPECTION STICKER
COLOR CODES
BLUE = PASS
YELLOW = NOT UP TO CODE
RED = BROKEN/NOT IN WORKING ORDER
WHITE = EQUIPMENT SERVICED
STEP THREE: TEST YOUR PLAN

Once a risk assessment has been
done and a plan has been drafted,
Sanchez notes the importance of putting
the plan to the test: “Train employees
and walk through the plan, give time for
questions, and make sure all resources
are available [to carry out the plan].” This
means employers should check storage
rooms and make sure insurance policies
are up to date in addition to checking in
with employees.
Such tests are not a one-time
occurrence. They should be carried out
at least once a year, if not quarterly.

Sanchez recommends using June 1st
as a good training and test day since
local news media reminds viewers start
of hurricane season. He also notes that
September is National Preparedness
Month, which may be a good time to
schedule trainings and tests. Regardless, employers should schedule these
into the company calendar.
Carsey agrees, noting that commercial buildings must be kept up to code. A
consulting company like his own should
be licensed to do inspections annually on
fire alarm systems and wet sprinklers as
well as on any other specialty equipment

such as safety doors, extinguishers, and
the like. Inspections will include physical
evidence that such work was done: stickers with a technician’s license number
are color-coded to show the date of
inspection and what was accomplished
(see table on opposite page).
Testing the plan is especially
important when it comes to the simple
fact that any business will have some
turnover. New employees may not
know where to find emergency plans
and/or supplies, and old employees
who were assigned certain roles in
disaster plans may have left since plans
were updated.

Planning for disaster and building
up after a loss does not have to
be overwhelming or done alone.
Sanchez emphasizes, “Preparedness
is a partnership between emergency
management and the private sector. The
longer it takes to open, the more likely
it will fail in the next year. It’s important
that businesses take that responsibility.
Get up and going for businesses

means the community recovers faster.
Emergency management wants to see
those businesses succeed.” N
Desiree R. Lindbom-Cho is an educator
with over 10 years of experience. She is
a self-employed educational consultant,
editor, and free-lance writer from her home
in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Contact her
at d.cho@nbizmag.com.

THE AFTERMATH

Inevitably, disaster will strike. When
it does, being functional to prevent
loss of revenue and potential loss of
employees who may seek employment
elsewhere is essential, but what can a
business owner expect to happen, and
what should a business owner do to
become productive again?
West notes that if an insured
business interruption claim occurs, an
adjuster will request financial data for
the prior 6 to 18 months to adjust the
claim. A business making a profit will
have an easier time substantiating a
revenue loss due to an insured event. If
the event is widespread, such as a large
tornado in an urban area, a hurricane,
or major flood, adjusters from all of the
country may be brought in to speed up
the process.
If the loss only involves one client,
a simple claim can be handled in as
little as a week or two. Luckily, West
points out that business owners are
protected by law: “State law often
dictates a maximum time frame for
adjuster contact as well as timelines
for estimates to be provided to the
insured. Often, as a sign of good
faith, at the first meeting of the
adjuster and the insured, an advance
payment will be provided to handle to
the emergency needs of their policy
holder.”
Sanchez says that when disaster
happens, it is also a good time to reevaluate the affordability of new technologies.
For instance, a window film that protects
against hurricane force winds may have
been too expensive a few years ago but
is now an affordable option, and fire
preventative materials for flooring or
furniture may now be viable.
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