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Water Damage Prevention Planning Guide
Damage from water intrusion is one of 
the most common causes of damage to 
condominiums, commercial residential 
properties, hotels, offices and retail 
establishments. High rise properties are 
especially vulnerable to high severity claims. 
Even buildings with high-quality water 
systems, new plumbing systems, and formal 
inspection and preventative maintenance 
programs can experience leaks. The newest 
water detection technology is only as good as 
where it is installed. A formal water damage 
mitigation plan is a critical step in protecting 
property from water damage. 

Small water leaks can go undetected for 
significant periods of time, creating significant 
damage that is not immediately seen or 
detected. Once released into the building, 
water can cause major issues, including:

 » Physical damage and deterioration 
to building materials and structural 
members. 

 » Contents and equipment damage.
 » Related business impacts, such as loss 

of rents or business income, unforeseen 
repairs and perhaps even reputational 
risk.

To help prevent or reduce loss due to water 
intrusion, building owners should:

 » Understand their exposures.
 » Take proactive measures to avoid water 

damage.
 » Be fully prepared to act when a water 

loss occurs. 

This calls for a thoughtfully prepared Water 
Damage Prevention Plan (WDPP) that is 
routinely updated and exercised. Each 

WDPP should be site-specific based on the 
size, age, height and construction of the 
building. Some buildings tend to have higher 
exposure than others. For example, hotels 
and condominiums may be exposed to water 
leaks from plumbing leaks related to a large 
number of sinks, toilets, HVAC equipment and 
more. High-rise buildings have the potential 
for a multi-story water damage loss, whereas 
older buildings can be subject to unexpected 
water intrusion due to maintenance issues. 
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DEVELOPING YOUR WATER 
DAMAGE PREVENTION PLAN 
(WDPP) 
Developing a sound WDPP requires a good 
deal of thought, planning and knowledge 
regarding site-specific water intrusion sources 
and potential exposures. The payback can 
be significant when you consider what is at 
stake: loss exposure, disruption to business 
and the potential of risks that are not covered 
by insurance policies.

Based on the unique features and operations 
of the facility, the WDPP should incorporate 
the following measures, including procedures 
for both clean water and contaminated water 
incidents:

 » Create a log to track history of leaks and 
resulting damage.

 » Document potential sources of water 
intrusion and points of entry.

 » Create detailed plans or schematics of 
liquid piping systems, to include the 
location of shutoff valves.

 » Establish a valve shutoff authority, 
and review/update when changes in 
personnel and facility layouts occur.

 » Conduct annual inspections and provide 
appropriate annual maintenance.

 » Enhance mitigation efforts by obtaining 
the necessary supplies, such as tarps, 
wet vacs, buckets, etc., to minimize 
damage.

 » Conduct an annual facility vulnerability 
risk assessment.

 » Identify repair and remediation 
contractors, and where possible 
establish pre-event contracts.

 » Review, update and exercise the WDPP 
annually. 

SOURCES OF WATER INTRUSION
All buildings are susceptible to water damage from a myriad of sources. The chart below, 
while not exhaustive, points out multiple water sources that can originate from outside or 
inside of a building. 

EXTERIOR INTERIOR
Roofs, roof drains and drain lines Heating and cooling systems

Roof eaves and ice dams Mechanical systems – water tanks, chillers, air handlers

Gutters and downspouts Appliances – washing machines, dishwashers, toilets, etc.

Windows, doors and vents Wet areas – showers, baths, laundry, etc.

Siding and shingles Domestic water lines, drains, drain lines

Foundations Sewage systems, sump pumps

Bulkheads and below-grade door openings Fire sprinkler piping, heads, standpipes and valve rooms

Groundwater Roof drain piping that runs inside a building

Irrigation systems Unheated attics, basements and crawlspaces

Septic Systems
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HIGH RISK AREAS FOR WATER 
INTRUSION
Three major areas can be sources of potential 
water intrusion in every building:

 » The building envelope (roof, walls and 
floors).

 » Interior systems, including piping for 
domestic water, process liquids and 
sprinkler protection, as well as building 
equipment and appliances. 

 » Exterior exposures, such as surface 
water from improper landscaping, 
gutters and downspouts and weather-
related hazards.

Building Envelope 
Watch for points of entry, such as windows, 
doors, and vents that can admit water if not 
well maintained. Poor flashing or caulking 
can lead to slow leaks and eventually more 
serious water intrusion.

Examine the roof deck. Is it aged or poorly 
maintained? Flat roof decks act like large 
water collectors when improperly designed 
or maintained. If there’s evidence of water 
ponding, this can lead to long-term roofing 
problems, including water seepage beneath 
the roof membrane, resulting in deterioration 
of the roof substrates and eventual damage 
to the roof deck itself.

Is roofing equipment drained directly into 
roof drains or downspouts, instead of the 
roof itself? Make sure roof drains, scuppers, 
gutters and downspouts are properly 
secured, well maintained and unclogged. 
Make sure gutter downspouts actually move 
water away from the building. 

Do the roof drains enter and pass inside the 
building? If so, do they pass over critical 
equipment, electrical rooms or elevator 

shafts where a pipe break or leakage could 
result in a major loss? 

Interior Systems 
It is important to identify all potential 
sources of water and other liquids and to 
know exactly where the zonal, floor and main 
shutoff valves are located. Creating a valve 
list or map, conducting regular inspections 
and exercising these valves will be critical 
to ensuring that all systems are in proper 
working order.

Older piping systems are more commonly 
prone to failures. These systems require 
greater maintenance and testing to assure the 
integrity of the pipe, fittings and equipment. 
Also, some public and private water supplies 
contain damaging materials that increase 
the overall corrosion rate of internal piping 
systems. Proper water treatment, system 
maintenance and testing must be practiced 
in order to ensure system integrity.

Unheated areas can lead to frozen pipes. 
Heating systems failures, especially in attics, 
basements and water closets are the cause 
of many frozen pipe water damage losses. 
Even in northern cold weather climates, 
standard practices ensure that vulnerable 
areas are properly heated and that low 
temperature monitoring is provided. In 
temperate climates, cold snaps can lead to 
pipe freeze-ups in unheated areas, such as 
attics, crawl spaces, basements, closets and 
sprinkler valve rooms. Make sure there is 
adequate insulation, and permanent or safe 
temporary heat supplied in these spaces. 
When heat isn’t possible, these spaces should 
be electronically monitored to alert facilities 
personnel when temperatures start to reach 
dangerously low levels. 
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Alternatively, staff should check these spaces 
frequently to monitor and avoid long heat 
outages during severe cold snaps.

Due to the sheer number of appliances, 
cooling and heating piping and radiators in 
any building, they are the most prevalent 
root causes of water damage losses. For 
that reason, it is important for the facility’s 
personnel to monitor the condition and 
maintenance of:

 » Appliances
 » Heating systems
 » Water tanks
 » HVAC systems and cooling towers
 » Water supply connections
 » Shutoff valves
 » Piping and flexible connections

Sewage systems can also lead to water 
intrusion through backup of floor drains and 
other sewer piping. The cause of these sewer 
backups can be located long distances away 
from the building, yet still create a significant 
loss. Knowing the loss history of your facility 
and sewer back-up events is helpful in 
determining preventative measures. 

Sump pumps are a critical piece of equipment 
and they are sometimes all that stands 
between a safe, dry basement and a flooded 

one. Often, low-lying facilities or basements 
with seeping foundation walls will admit 
nuisance water. The installation of sump 
pumps can help to discharge this water from 
the building. 

It is well known that fire protection sprinkler 
systems have greater than a 97% success 
rate of fire control when they are properly 
designed and cared for. Most times these 
systems are monitored for water flow and 
security tampering to ensure they’ll work in 
the event of a fire. Facilities should also ensure 
that effective sprinkler system maintenance 
and alarm contracts are in place as an added 
measure to prevent non-weather-related 
water damage losses. If sprinkler systems 
leak, we generally have the benefit of water 
flow alarms and instant notification if the 
alarms are well maintained.

Exterior Exposures 
Water intrusion can also occur from surface 
water or other nearby water sources during 
heavy rainstorms. The most vulnerable 
areas include below-grade door openings, 
bulkheads, windows, vents and other building 
penetrations.
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ADDITIONAL LOSS PREVENTION AND MITIGATION CONSIDERATIONS

Electronic Monitoring 
Consider installing water intrusion detection systems in critical areas, especially if your facility 
has had a history of water damage events. This technology has come a long way in the last 
few years and can include any and all of the following features, based on your facility’s needs:

 » Wireless technology
 » Easy, non-intrusive installations.
 » Detection devices that are connected to control valves for automated shut down in the 

event of emergency.
 » Alert notifications to smart phones.
 » Connection to local or remote monitoring services.
 » Vendor-supplied analytics on water usage. 

Critical Equipment
Your critical equipment is extremely vulnerable when a water event occurs. 

 » Data or media centers
 » Main computer rooms
 » Telecommunication systems
 » Hospital diagnostic equipment or laboratories
 » High tech manufacturing clean rooms

Even small amounts of water could result in immediate shutdown and significant damage 
to this equipment, resulting in high operational impact. It is critical to be aware whenever 
domestic water supply or sprinkler protection piping has been installed over or near this 
equipment.


