
MANAGING WATER DAMAGE IN HIGHER ED FACILITIES:  
Developing a First Responder Plan



Water damage can wreak havoc on educational institutions, not only causing 
financial losses but also disrupting the learning environment. Particularly 
in higher education, where valuable assets and critical information are 
at risk, establishing a robust first responder plan is imperative. 

The following outlines a comprehensive strategy for developing a first 
responder plan to effectively mitigate and manage water damage.

Managing Water Damage in Higher Ed Facilities:  Developing a First Responder Plan

HVAC system issues
Malfunctions in heating, ventilation, 
and air conditioning (HVAC) 
systems can cause condensation, 
leaks, and even mold growth.

Human error
Accidents such as leaving 
taps running or not addressing 
minor leaks promptly can lead 
to substantial water damage – 
and potentially mold, mildew, or 
structural damage – over time.

UNDERSTAND THE RISKS
Before crafting a first responder plan, it is crucial to understand the specific 
risks associated with water damage in higher education. These risks can vary 
depending on the campus’ location, infrastructure, and climate. Common sources 
of water damage include:

Natural disasters
Floods, hurricanes, and heavy 
rainfall often result in widespread 
water damage, especially in 
areas prone to such events.

Plumbing failures
Aging or faulty plumbing systems  
can lead to leaks, burst pipes, and  
sewage backups.

Roof leaks 
Damaged or poorly maintained 
roofs can allow water to infiltrate 
buildings, causing interior damage.



Infrastructure
Evaluate the condition of campus 
buildings, plumbing systems, 
and roofs. Identify areas prone 
to water ingress and areas with 
critical infrastructure, such as 
data centers and libraries.

Climate and geography
Analyze local climate and 
geographical features – for 
example, whether the area is 
typically prone to flooding and/
or if extreme weather events are 
common. Understanding these 
factors will help to tailor a plan 
that addresses specific risks.

Building occupancy
Determine the number of 
students, faculty, and staff  
who occupy each building.  
This information will help 
prioritize response efforts  
and evacuation plans.

Critical assets
Identify valuable equipment, 
documents, and assets that 
need protection from water 
damage. Prioritize these  
assets in the response plan.

ASSESS VULNERABILITIES
Once potential sources of water damage 
are identified, conduct a thorough 
assessment of vulnerabilities throughout 
campus structures. This assessment 
should consider the following key factors:
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DEVELOP A FIRST RESPONDER PLAN
With a clear understanding of risks and 
vulnerabilities, the first responder 
plan can be specifically tailored 
to an educational institution. 
Here are the key steps to 
creating an effective plan:

1  Establish a response team.
Designate a response team consisting 
of trained staff members who will 
be responsible for coordinating and 
executing the plan – and ensure that 
the team includes individuals with 
expertise in facilities management, 
safety, and emergency response.

2  Define roles and responsibilities.
Clearly outline the roles and 
responsibilities of each team member. 
Assign specific tasks, such as shutting 
off utilities, evacuating buildings, 
and salvaging valuable assets.

3  Streamline communication.
Establish a robust communication 
protocol, including both internal and 
external communication. Also, ensure 
that team members can quickly and 
effectively communicate during 
emergencies, even if traditional 
communication methods fail.

4  Set emergency plans.
Develop evacuation routes and 
shelter-in-place locations for 
different buildings on campus, 
and conduct regular drills to 
ensure that all occupants are 
familiar with these plans.

5  Protect assets.
Identify critical assets that require 
protection from water damage 
and develop a clear plan for 
relocating or safeguarding these 
assets during an emergency.

6  Mitigate potential damage.
Implement preventive measures, 
such as regular maintenance of 
plumbing and HVAC systems, 
roof inspections, and flood 
barriers in flood-prone areas. 
Install moisture detection and 
alarm systems to alert staff to 
potential leaks or water intrusion.

7 Train, train, train.
Train staff, students, and faculty 
on the first responder plan. 
Conduct regular training exercises 
and drills to ensure everyone 
knows what to do in case of 
water damage emergencies.
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8  Plan ahead for restoration.
Develop a recovery plan that  
outlines steps to assess and repair  
water damage after an incident. 
Establish relationships with local 
restoration companies and contractors 
who can assist with cleanup and repairs.

9  Document and review.
Maintain detailed documentation  
of the first responder plan, including 
maps, contact information, and 
emergency procedures. Review and 
update the plan regularly to account for 
changes in infrastructure or risk factors.

10  Integrate with larger  
       emergency plans.

Ensure that the first 
responder plan is integrated 
with the institution’s overall 
emergency management 
plan. Collaborate with local 
emergency responders, such 
as fire departments and 
emergency management 
agencies, to coordinate efforts.

CONCLUSION
Developing a first responder plan for water damage in higher education is critical for 
safeguarding an institution’s assets and ensuring the safety of students, faculty, and 
staff. By understanding the specific risks and vulnerabilities unique to each campus 
– and by implementing a comprehensive plan that covers prevention, response, and 
recovery – facilities staff can effectively manage water damage incidents and  
minimize their impact. 

To be successful, plans should include ongoing training, communication,  
and collaboration with local emergency responders. Effective planning for 
water damage risks will help protect your institution for years to come.


