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The frequency and severity of water escapes and severe weather in the last several 
years has contributed to rising insurance premiums across Canada and unfortu-
nately this also affects the Golden Horseshoe. The trend towards rising insurance 

premiums and skyrocketing deductibles is being countered as much as possible by In-
surance Brokerages. There are also four phases of planning that Corporations’ Board 
Members and Managers can undertake to minimize Water Claims and Risks to help 
combat rising premiums and deductibles in your Building.  

 
1. Understand the most probable risks in your Building and the location 

in your Municipality 

The most probable risks can be broken down into 2 primary categories Extreme 
Weather/Climate Change, like we are witnessing this year in British Columbia and un-
foreseen Plumbing Water Escapes.  
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Could extreme weather create a costly 
disaster in your Building? Is your Building 
in a location that is vulnerable?  

Just look at what has happened in 
past major weather events closer to 
home here in Southern Ontario, and the 
Golden Horseshoe. It is evident that cer-
tain Municipal areas are much more 
prone to damage due to aging storm and 
sewer infrastructure.  When an extreme 
rainstorm hit Burlington there were 
Townhome Complexes that had water 
coming through foundations and up 
through floor drains due to municipal 
overload.  

There were high rise buildings located 
in low-lying areas suffering costly disas-
ters due to parking garage drainage sys-
tems that could not keep up.  

Extreme rainstorms happened again 
in Hamilton a year later. Heavy sudden 
rain overloaded high rise roof drainage 
systems and there were buildings that 
had drainpipe connections split allowing 
thousands of gallons to spill out.  

Torrential rain often follows damaging 
winds. Does your Townhome complex 
have roofing that can sustain heavy 
winds? In areas throughout the Golden 
Horseshoe there have been major dam-
ages from rainwater following back-to-
back windstorms.   

What can be considered unforeseen 
plumbing Water Escapes? On the topic of 
weather and the upcoming winter sea-
son, it should be recognized that severe 
cold can lead to some very devastating 
burst pipe escapes. Despite the global 
warming trend, we have still experienced 
recent winter temperature plunges burst-
ing pipes in High Rise and Townhome 
complexes. There have been burst radia-
tors in older buildings with radiators lo-
cated below windows (Unit Owner 
leaving window open during cold snap!). 
The most common risks for plumbing fail-
ures occur within actual Units – a leading 
concern is Unit Owners performing DIY 
plumbing that result in burst plumbing 
such as toilet lines and burst faucets.  

educating Unit Owners to prevent future 
disasters?  

To withstand extreme weather, invest 
in recommended upgrades to building 
systems, drainage, utilities, and exterior 
elements. In Townhome complexes if 
roofing is a prone area reference techni-
cal fact sheets on wind ratings when en-
gaging roofing trades, ie.  new laminated 
shingles have much higher wind ratings 
when installed to manufacturer specifi-
cations. If your building is a High Rise in 
a low-lying area, prevention measures 
may include new installations ie. backup 
pumps –higher capacity pumps, and dis-
charge systems to address storm/high 
water. Invest in improved alarm systems 

This article only touches on some of 
the probable risks. Ultimately, knowing 
your own building and the residents, and 
its location within your municipality, a 
Manager can identify their own most 
probable risks.  

 
2. Prevention 

The probability of water damage is 
many times over the probability of fire 
damage, and other building disasters. 
Once the most probable risks are identi-
fied why not consider what alarms and 
prevention systems are available for 
weather related water entry and plumb-
ing escapes?  Are you addressing the sus-
ceptible areas in your building and 

and generators, recognizing that with se-
vere storms, power outages can occur. 
Your building may also require site grad-
ing improvements to prevent flooding. 
Other examples of prevention against 
plumbing water escapes specific to your 
building can be identified by 3rd party 
specialists. Engineering Firms that special-
ize in Property Condition Assessments can 
review plumbing systems and identify 
risks such as susceptible copper piping.  

 Training programs for building main-
tenance staff and performing routine 
maintenance on building systems are 
other measures of prevention.  These may 
include cleaning out parking garage 
sump pits, clearing drainage systems, and 
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testing operating generators.   
Recognize that plumbing water es-

capes most often occur within Unit 
Boundaries. Provide Unit Owners with a 
‘Unit Owner Responsibility Chart’ with 
specifics on plumbing and related sys-
tems and components including water 
supply and drain connections to sinks, 
baths, and toilets. These components in-
clude Appliances, and Heating/ Cooling 
systems such as Fan Coil Units.  Also pro-
vide ‘Water Damage Prevention Check-
lists’ based on the probable sources. The 
checklist may include; “maintain heat 
during absence or vacation in winter 
months”, “must use licensed plumbers 
for installing plumbing fixtures”, “warn-
ing to shut off taps when there are water 
service interruptions”.  

Managers should further develop the 
Prevention Measures applicable for their 
location for combatting extreme weather 
and unforeseen plumbing water escapes.   

 

3. Disaster Response Planning 
The following outlines a ‘Building Dis-

aster Response Plan’ before a water dis-

aster strikes. The Plan needs to be readily 
accessible to all building administrators, 
board members, and accessible by on call 
staff. In the event of a major emergency 
the ‘Plan’ needs to be easily located by 
the staff member appointed to become 
the Emergency On-site Administrator.  

This document should include a list of 
Unit Owners with current contact num-
bers and notations for a ‘Persons Requir-
ing Assistance during Evacuation List’. 
Other important considerations include; 
how to ensure emergency access into 
Units, quick accessibility to master keys 
(and riser shut offs) and a copy of all 
builders plans, structural, mechanical, 
electrical.  

Within the Plan set up pre-designated 
trades familiar with your building, ie.  
Plumbing Trades, Electrical Trades and El-
evator Trades, which are often required 
for major water disasters.    

Two key aspects; Check ‘Public 
Weather Alerts for Ontario’ – this Web-
site provides warnings for extreme 
weather.  The second key aspect to all 
Disaster Response Planning is to have a 

pre-designated and approved Insurance 
Contractor’s contact information with de-
tails on the resources they can provide.  

 
4. When Disaster Strikes 

The following is applicable on a case-
by-case basis depending on severity. Pre-
suming a major water disaster occurs, 
here is a point form checklist:  

• Enact Buildings Emergency Plan and 
applicable portions of Safety Plan and 
any PRA – Persons Requiring Assis-
tance Plans if needed for the building 
or affected areas of building,                               

• Ground elevators at 2nd floor                              

• Establish Source(s) of water entry and 
mitigate/stop if possible - determine 
extent of damages in Common Areas 
and Units  

- Insurance approved contractor 
can use Infrared and Moisture 
Detection equipment to help 
determine the source and extent 
of water path. 

- Insurance approved contractor 
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can utilize large commercial scale 
drying resources 

• Assign single point of contact for 
Communications with Media 

• Communicate, post notices and be ac-
cessible for the inevitable challenges 
from the Unit Owners 

a. Clarify Condo and Unit Owner 
responsibilities – Reference Unit 
Owner Emergency Planning Guide 
and distribute past Bulletin on 
Responsibilities when damages 
occur  

b. Notify Insurer and advise Owners 
and Residents /Tenants to contact 
their own Insurer(s).   

 
In closing, another fundamental as-

pect is the importance of consulting with 
your Insurance Broker. They have the ex-

pertise to help determine the applicable 
coverage for your Building. The Broker 
can explain the deductible that would 
apply dependent on the source of the 
Water Loss. It is recommended that call-
ing the broker early after a disaster and 
keeping a claim ‘on hold pending deter-
mination ‘can help make informed deci-
sions and potentially help towards 
combating rising premiums and de-
ductibles in your Building.   

Even with the best laid planning, ex-
treme weather and plumbing water es-
capes are inevitable. Knowing your 
Building’s most probable risks is the first 
step. Taking the appropriate prevention 
measures for your location and preparing 
a Disaster Response Plan are the next 
steps. When a major disaster strikes be 
sure to assign an approved Insurance 
Contractor and consult with your Insur-
ance Broker. These Four Phases of Plan-

ning will minimize the quantity/scale of 
water claims and risks for your Condo-
minium Corporation.  
 
 
Bill Calhoun is the owner of 
ServiceMaster Restore Oakville.  Bill has 
several IICRC Restoration Certifications 
including Fire Damage Restoration, 
Water Damage Restoration, and 
Commercial Drying. As an Atrens-
Counsel Preferred Contractor, Bill has 
over 20 years of experience in insurable 
losses.  He has extensive knowledge of 
how to minimize the frequency/severity 
of insurance losses for Condominium 
Corporations and Property Management 
Firms..    
 


