
RISK ENGINEERING

IT PAYS TO DO YOUR HOMEWORK WHEN IT COMES  
TO PREVENTING WATER DAMAGE.

continued

Water intrusion and liquid damage are two 
of the leading causes of commercial property 
losses and can result in some of the most 
disruptive property damage claims.

What makes water damage prevention so challenging  
for educational institutions is the wide range of occupancies 
including:

• Research labs with high-value equipment

• Libraries with technical literature and potentially  
rare books and fine art

• General classrooms

• Dormitories

• Large, sprawling campuses – some new state-of-the-art 
construction, some on the National Register of Historic 
Places

Some education institutions are open and occupied year-
round, while others shut down and become less occupied 
during school breaks.

High-rise properties have the potential for multi-story water 
damage losses, leading to high-severity claims. What’s more, 
some of the older and sometimes less-cared-for buildings can 
be subject to sudden and unexpected water intrusion due to 
exposed conditions going unnoticed or left unattended.

Our Experience Tells Us That:
• The leading causes of water damage loss for education 

institutions are related to accidental discharge from 
HVAC systems, burst pipes, appliance failures and 
leaking roofs – many times due to lack of preventative 
maintenance or older pipe erosion; sprinkler and 
domestic pipe freeze-ups in vacant spaces like attics, 
closets, bathrooms and classrooms due to inadequate 
heat and/or poorly supervised areas during winter and 
spring breaks and from sewer drain backup.
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Note: Data from The Hartford Middle & Large Commercial segments, Marine and Programs on 
policies written from 01/01/2014 thru 12/31/2018 with losses.
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• With life safety sprinklers now generally required in 
dormitories, sprinkler leakage has been on the rise, 
sometimes due to physical damage by students hanging 
items on sidewall sprinkler heads and other pranking.

• Water damage from overflowing domestic water 
appliances such as toilets, sinks and bathtubs – often 
due to student carelessness or vandalism.

Many of these losses lead to high-severity claims, but 
many are preventable through some of the following  
water damage prevention measures.

More specifically:
• Contractor and construction quality make a difference. 

And contractual risk transfer to the appropriate party 
is critical to managing loss exposure given that new 
construction losses are often associated with sub-par 
plumbing installation.

• Conducting daily inspections of vulnerable areas 
and monitoring low temperatures in unattended 
areas – especially during school breaks – can pay huge 
dividends in loss avoidance.

• Designing a water damage prevention program that 
includes monitoring building with IoT water leakage 
sensors can provide location-specific, real-time alerts  
to avoid high-severity claims. This protection is now 
much more affordable.

EXAMPLES OF WATER DAMAGE LOSSES

In recent years, water damage claims from 
education facilities have resulted in millions 
of dollars of direct and indirect financial loss. 

Some recent examples of water damage losses include:

• A sprinkler pipe burst in an unheated attic due to 
extreme cold at a university in the northeast, causing 
significant water damage to nine research labs, electrical 
utility rooms, storage rooms and offices below. This 
damaged critical equipment including desktop 
computers and approximately 10 larger pieces of 
equipment resulting in $4.1M in damages.

• A third-floor toilet supply line failed due to normal 
wear and tear in a private school. This caused building, 
furniture and equipment damage to lower floors and 
resulted in more than $1M in total damages.

• A physics teacher demonstrating a sling shot 
experiment during class, tied string to two sprinkler 
heads and then exerted pressure, which caused the 
sprinkler heads to discharge a high volume of water 
into the building. This damaged several classrooms, 
upper and lower cabinets in two laboratories, along 

with the vinyl tile floors in the labs and adjacent 
hallways resulting in $464K in damages.

WATER DAMAGE ADDS UP FOR 
EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS

These losses show that once water is released into the 
building, it can cause major issues including:

• Direct Costs: Cleanup, construction/material replace-
ment, mold remediation, highly sensitive equipment 
repair/replacement and increased insurance premiums.

• Indirect Costs: Indoor air quality issues, delayed opening 
of the school year, interruption of student curriculums, 
loss of student enrollment and tuition fees, legal fees, 
time spent managing public relations and other 
business interruption impacts.

A WRITTEN PLAN CAN MAKE  
ALL THE DIFFERENCE

To help prevent or reduce significant loss  
due to water intrusion, education leadership  
and facility staff should team up to design  

a written Water Damage Prevention Plan with the 
following priorities:

• Establish your water damage prevention team  
and provide training.

• Outline pre- and post-event job responsibilities.

• Identify the location and properly label shut-off valves.

• Enhance site inspection activities to include high-risk 
areas of potential water intrusion.

•  Identify water intrusion prevention and control measures.

• Establish post-event restoration and recovery strategies, 
including contractors under retainer.

• Transfer risk contractually to responsible parties.

DETERMINE HIGH-RISK AREAS  
FOR WATER INTRUSION

In general, there are three major areas that 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 appliances; and

• Exterior exposures such as surface water from improper 
landscaping, gutters and downspouts and weather-
related hazards.
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LEARN MORE.
For more information, contact your Risk Engineering consultant from The Hartford 
today or visit us at TheHartford.com/riskengineering.

The information provided in these materials is intended to be general and advisory in nature. It shall not be considered legal advice. The Hartford does not warrant that the implementation 
of any view or recommendation contained herein will: (i) result in the elimination of any unsafe conditions at your business locations or with respect to your business operations; or (ii) be an 
appropriate legal or business practice. The Hartford assumes no responsibility for the control or correction of hazards or legal compliance with respect to your business practices, and the views 
and recommendations contained herein shall not constitute our undertaking, on your behalf or for the benefit of others, to determine or warrant that your business premises, locations or 
operations are safe or healthful, or are in compliance with any law, rule or regulation. Readers seeking to resolve specific safety, legal or business issues or concerns related to the information 
provided in these materials should consult their safety consultant, attorney or business advisors. All information and representations herein are as of February 2020.

The Hartford® is The Hartford Financial Services Group, Inc. and its subsidiaries, including Hartford Fire Insurance Company. Its headquarters is in Hartford, CT.
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For more information, please review the following related TIPS: 

Water Damage Prevention Planning

Contractual Risk Transfer

COMMON SOURCES  
OF WATER INTRUSION

Exterior Water Sources
• Roofs, roof drains and drain lines

• Roof eaves and ice dams

• Scuppers, gutters and downspouts

• Windows, doors and vents

• Siding and shingles, and other openings

Interior Water Sources
• Domestic water lines, systems and drain lines

• Appliances – washing machines, dishwashers, toilets, 
sinks, etc.

• Wet areas – showers, baths, laundry and wet closets

• Unheated attics, basements, crawl spaces and  
valve closets

• Heating and cooling systems, piping and radiators

• Fire sprinkler piping, heads, standpipes and valve rooms

ELECTRONICALLY MONITORING  
YOUR HIGH-RISK EXPOSURES

Consider installing water intrusion detection systems in 
critical areas – especially if your facility has had a history 
of water damage events. These areas include:

• Unheated attics or basements
• Research labs with critical equipment
• Libraries with rare books
• Fine arts displays 
• High-rise dormitories

This technology has come a long way in recent years  
and can include any and all of the following features 
based on your local needs:

• Wireless technology
• Easy, non-intrusive installations
• Detection connected to control valves for automated 

operation (shut in the event of an emergency)
• Setup to provide alert notification to smartphones
• Connected to local or remote monitoring services
• Analytics on water usage provided by vendors

https://www.thehartford.com/loss-control
https://www.thehartford.com/risk-engineering/public/login?TYPE=33554433&REALMOID=06-b6755b22-7feb-45d7-97c0-710dc22d136f&GUID=&SMAUTHREASON=0&METHOD=GET&SMAGENTNAME=-SM-ERse%2bc82ctLFMFShb%2fUv7mDizjYR86fN6TfqcXlVWvacV%2fjozF0%2bGwQydVbcUTUv&TARGET=-SM-https%3a%2f%2fwww%2ethehartford%2ecom%2frisk--engineering%2ffiles%2fwater--damage--prevention--planning--2%2epdf
https://www.thehartford.com/risk-engineering/files/ContractualRiskTransfer.pdf

