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Hurricanes and Beyond
Minimizing Your Disasters
by Kathy Danforth

I

n large part, wind and water are beyond the control of individuals,
associations, and the government. And while a variety of other
scenarios may plague a community—from terrorism to fire to lightning—the majority of catastrophes are caused by these two elements. In
the case of Florida’s most common disaster, a hurricane, they work in concert. Next to hurricane damage, public adjuster Harvey Wolfman with The
BCH Group notes, “Tornadoes are the most common cause of damage in
the northern part of the state, and pipe leaks cause the largest amount of
claims in the southern part. When an air conditioning pipe in a water tower
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breaks and water is going down
the entire face of the building,
it’s an extreme event!”
Wolfman attributes the frequency of pipe failures, especially in South Florida, to a
number of factors. “In South
Florida the pipes are old,” he
notes. The use of PVC piping
as opposed to more durable
copper also contributes to the
dilemma. Housing patterns
come into play, with Wolfman
observing, “The construction
in Florida was supposed to be
just people coming down for
the winter, but now there’s
more of them and they may
leave a unit vacant eight
months out of the year.”
Troy Visser, president of
Universal Condominium Insurance, remarks, “The number
one loss outside of hurricanes
is by far water damage from
pipes breaking. The higher the
number of stories in a condominium, the higher the loss.”
Quick discovery and repair is the
key, both in terms of damage
done and insurance coverage.
“A little bit of water can turn
into a big problem quickly,”
Visser states. “You can have
buckled flooring, cabinets
needing replacement, and
mold growth very quickly if
you don’t leave the air conditioning on. I usually get a
couple of calls each year from
people whose unit is covered
in mold, and most of the time
there’s no coverage for that.
Sudden and accidental damage is covered, but damage
that wouldn’t have occurred
if it had been remedied right
away usually isn’t.”
Wolfman has seen, “The
water travels, and in 72 hours
you may have mold, which
will also travel to other units.
In some older units on the

beach, we have to check the popcorn ceiling for asbestos if there is a
leak, because there is asbestos in the popcorn,”—thus complicating
the entire scenario.
In the case of pipe leaks, there are fortunately ways to avoid the
situation. Visser highly recommends, “Have an annual inspection of
plumbing, both pipes and drains, for any leaks or signs of deterioration. Associations can also help their owners turn off water if they’re
going to be gone for an extended period. Another option is a condositting service, where they are trained to come through and walk in
sock feet to check pipes and drains and see if anything is out of place.
They’re very quick, so it’s not very expensive, but if you have a problem you’ll catch it in a week as opposed to several months.”
Loss of any kind will probably lead to recovery, repair, and dealing
with your insurance company. To keep that process from becoming
catastrophic in itself, plans already need to be in place and records

secured at an off-site location. It will be too late to take pictures of
what was destroyed, lower your deductible, or pre-arrange a contractor after a devastating event.
Visser points out basic items to note for insurance coverage. “Make
sure you have adequate limits on your insurance policies. The state
helps in that it requires appraisals every three years for condominiums.
Citizens Insurance requires an appraisal every 12 months and most
other companies require an appraisal every 18 months.”
“There are coverage factors beyond limits that people overlook, and
the biggest one to consider is law and ordinance coverage,” according to
Visser. In the event that substantial damage occurs, a building can lose
its grandfathered status such that rebuilding must be done to current
building codes, costing more than the original construction. “When you
get an appraisal to rebuild an existing structure, the appraiser looks at
exactly the materials you have and what it would cost to rebuild as it
sits today,” Visser explains. “When you get an appraisal, for an older
building you need to know the amount to insure for on a hazard policy
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and on a flood policy. You also need a third valuation for replacement
to current building codes to know what your exposure is.”
Unfortunately, Visser notes, “Law and ordinance coverage is hard to
get for the people who really need it, with buildings constructed before
1995. The buildings constructed after 2005 can get it freely, but they don’t
really need it. It’s like when you go to the bank and the people who
need the loan can’t get one and the people who don’t need one can.”
If insurance isn’t available or feasible, and there would be a significantly higher cost to rebuild up to current codes, Visser advises, “You
have to treat that amount like a deductible. Quantify it so you know
your exposure and plan accordingly. If you’re not reserving for that,
arrange a line of credit or have a plan in place to borrow those funds.”
Another surprise expense can come from wind damage. Visser
observes, “People sometimes forget that when an association has a
loss that for most the wind deductible is a percentage of the building
value, not the claim amount.”
In some cases this may result in a bank loan or special assessment.
Visser points out, “Associations may forget that unit owners with
a homeowners insurance policy may have some coverage that will
reimburse them for assessments resulting from a covered loss. Before
you go to the bank, associations should check how much of the assessment can be passed to unit owners who will have the cost covered
under their own homeowner policy.” After Hurricane Wilma insurance coverage of assessments was scaled back by many companies,
and it was also standardized to apply to the carrier at the time of the
assessment rather than at the time of the initial damage.
“Before a loss is the time when you go to the bank and get a line
of credit, when your buildings look great—not after a loss,” Visser
cautions. “What they will want to know is how many unit owners
are behind on their dues and are they coming back? Are we going to
get in a situation where everybody is behind on their dues and the
association is not going to have the funds to pay the bank back?”
Following a destructive event an association will need to prove their
loss. To enable that, Wolfman states, “The first thing that everybody
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needs to do is photograph
their property now. Take
movies or still pictures, but
every little thing on the property needs to be photographed:
every fence, pole, tennis court,
swimming pool, common
area, and building interior
and exterior. The pictures
need to be sent where they
will not be ruined, or uploaded into computers and
sent safely into cyberspace.”
Visser comments, “I don’t
think there are a lot of associations doing this adequately.
Following a loss, it’s up to the
association to prove that the
damage is due to the recent
hurricane, for example. It
sounds easy to do, but the
problem is that insurance companies are not going to replace
or repair items that were
already damaged. One of the
biggest issues has been balconies that are structurally cracked
or have rust. The question
is, ‘How much damage was
caused by deferred maintenance?’ That’s the gray area.”
Following the 2004–2005
hurricanes, some claims were
still in court in 2009–2010, with

an insurance company suing
associations for insurance
fraud. A judge scaled back
some insurance payments,
saying that some damage was
due to failure to properly
maintain property rather
than due to the hurricane.
With some companies the
burden of proof is on the
insurance company, but with
others such as Citizens it is
up to the association to prove
that damage was due to the
peril. Visser summarizes,
“The lesson is that if you document prior to a loss, you
can prove to the insurance
company that there was no
deferred maintenance and
eliminate that whole line of
inquiry. The key is that you
don’t want to be in the legal
system because everything
will take three to four years
longer than it should.”
Wolfman recommends,
“You need to take pictures
before every storm season,
and put the date on them.
You can put a calendar in the
picture and circle the date or
you can include a phone with
the date on it in the picture.
It’s simple but time consuming; just make it part of the
property manager’s job.”
As another part of expediting the claim process,
Wolfman says, “You need to
have a copy of the minutes of
every board meeting for the
last two years. It’s one of the
first things the insurance
company will ask for. Let’s
say that two years ago the
association said, ‘We need
to replace our roofs because
they’re worn out.’ If the
storm damages the roofs and
the association tries to get
their roofs replaced, when
the insurance company finds
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in the minutes that the roofs already needed replacement, it’s big
trouble. They will subpoena records if they need to, so it’s a very
important thing to have ready.”
Other information that needs to be kept secure and available
includes any recent survey and inspection reports, and any repair
invoices for the past year, especially for roofs. “If the insurance
company and attorney find out this information a year or two
into the claim, it’s terrible,” Wolfman states.
Following the hurricane
events several years ago,
Though hurricanes are not
Visser observed that the
the only type of disaster to
associations that minimized
their damage generally tackvisit Florida, hurricane season
led their emergency repairs
is a great time to ensure that
immediately rather than
the community has done what
arranging the entire repair
they can to prevent and mitijob before beginning. “A lot
gate damage from any source.
of associations try to assess
Preparing in advance for the
the damage initially and
repair stage is a step that can
interview and find a conalso benefit the association
tractor. They have to put a
immeasurably by hastening
scope of work together from
removing wet material and
recovery from whatever
drywall and drying out the
blows in!
building to reconstructing
the building. These are two
separate and distinct tasks. The emergency repairs are needed
immediately, and all the insurance companies will pay for that.
Then you take your time on putting a scope of work together to
do the actual reconstruction.”
“The time to interview emergency restoration contractors is
before you have a loss,” Visser recommends. “They’ll have a
scope of work, a fixed fee schedule, and an agreement or preauthorization for if you have a loss. They’ll have your buildings
documented—how many there are, how high they are, and what
they’re made of. If they need to bring materials, they’ll already
know how many windows you have and that kind of stuff. If you
have a loss, the forms are already signed and they’ll tarp roofs,
board up windows, remove wet drywall, and start to dry the building out if power’s available, depending on what you’ve arranged.”
The question does arise—if they’ve signed up multiple clients,
can they all be served, and in a timely manner? “We recommend
using a national firm with multiple locations that will send supplies and teams to help out local offices,” Visser says. “They prestage semi-trailers full of tarps and plywood and manpower. In
my experience, the fee schedules are about the same with a local
or a national company.”
Though hurricanes are not the only type of disaster to visit
Florida, hurricane season is a great time to ensure that the community has done what they can to prevent and mitigate damage
from any source. Preparing in advance for the repair stage is a step
that can also benefit the association immeasurably by hastening
recovery from whatever blows in!
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