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Over the last several years, the role of first 
responders in an emergency situation has become 
all too familiar.

Since the 9/11 attacks, the training programs of our law enforcement 

officers, firefighters, paramedics, rescue workers and the like, have 

undergone curricular changes to prepare these critical roles for any 

event that requires immediate attention, be it a natural disaster or 

terrorist strike. And as any one of these first responder groups will tell 

you, they could not do their jobs without the teamwork, planning, and 

communication that go into every well-executed emergency plan.

On a smaller scale, but much closer to home, disaster preparedness 

for your dealership requires a well-written plan of execution, 

coordination among staff, and most importantly, communication. The 

staff members entrusted with key responsibilities in the early stages of 

a disaster are, in effect, your dealership’s emergency responders. They 

will assist in protecting and preserving the dealership, and ensure that 

business operations resume as soon as possible after disaster strikes.

Introduction
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Who should be your dealership’s emergency 
response team members?

It’s likely you have some employees in your dealership right now who 

could rise to the challenge. The people you trust to get things done, 

make wise decisions quickly, and handle stressful situations with 

professionalism will be the same individuals you want to lead your 

disaster preparedness and recovery efforts. These people are your 

dealership’s heroes, and they’re the ones you can count on when 

your business needs them most.

Why should you have a plan?

Ben Franklin said it best: “By failing to prepare, you are preparing 

to fail.” Aside from the obvious benefits of having a plan in place, 

such as ensuring the safety of your employees and the preservation 

of your business, there are some unseen benefits as well. For your 

staff members, just knowing a plan exists will help provide peace of 

mind during an intensely stressful situation. Knowing your emergency 

responders are at the ready will give your dealership’s staff, 

customers, and vendors a sense of relief that operations are being 

handled at the most professional level and in the most orderly manner 

possible. Being fully prepared will also reflect well on your business 

and serve to benefit your dealership’s success in the long run.

Review, update and rehearse

The following pages contain valuable information that your 

dealership’s entire staff will find helpful. Your emergency responders, 

in particular, will want to be familiar with this material, and we also 

suggest sharing it with any new employees as part of their initial 

orientation and training. This information, together with the attached 

plan template, will provide your emergency responders with a solid 

foundation for defining their roles in a disaster situation. It is important 

to remember, however, that even the best-written plan won’t benefit 

anyone if it’s simply stored on your network or collecting dust in a 

drawer. It should be regularly reviewed, updated, and even rehearsed 

periodically to ensure that when the time comes, everyone will know 

what to expect and how to react. 
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We’re all familiar with the major natural disasters that tend 

to strike the same parts of the country year after year. From 

earthquakes and forest fires on the West Coast, to hurricanes along 

the East and Gulf Coasts, most of us are well aware of what hazard 

zone we live in and when the season for each type of disaster occurs. 

The most common natural disaster in the U.S., and perhaps the most 

underestimated, is flooding. This is one disaster that definitely does 

not remain in the zone, which also explains why it ranks among the 

highest in terms of property damage, particularly where vehicles  

are concerned. 

Some disasters, however, are not related to weather or geographic 

zones, and can occur with little warning and even less time to prepare. 

A terrorist strike, utility outage, or civil unrest can all happen suddenly, 

with the potential to cause a great deal of alarm and damage.

Types of Disasters 
and the Damage They Can Cause

You can insure your tangible assets

Even if destroyed, most tangible assets can be covered by some type 

of insurance. However, in order to claim damages to your property, 

you need to prove ownership of that property to begin with, so a 

thorough record of your inventory, building contents, and equipment is 

a must-have to ensure the best recovery of those losses.  

Your inventory is certainly at risk. It was estimated that Hurricane 

Katrina damaged about 300,000 vehicles in 2005, and the New 

York Times reported in 2012 that Mark Schienberg, president of the 

Greater New York Automobile Dealers Association, said every one of 

the 425 new-car dealerships his organization represented “had been 

affected in some way” by Hurricane Sandy.
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Regardless of the size of their impact, most disasters have one 

thing in common: they typically cause a chain reaction of hazardous 

events that can take weeks, or even months, to resolve. Power 

outages, fires, gas leaks, live wires, and toxic spills are just some of 

the side effects that can compound the damage already wreaked by 

the initial calamity.

Back up your data

Even harder to recoup than the loss of tangible assets is the loss of 

your data. Taking care to protect your data, both digital and physical, 

is essential in getting your business back up and running after a 

disaster. Having a data backup or using a secure, hosted service is 

your best insurance for data loss.

Many dealerships continue to keep hard copies of certain types of 

data, confidential customer information, and contracts. It is important 

to remember that paper records must also be protected from 

damage, loss, unauthorized use or disclosure, and other risks.   

What can you do to protect your dealership from the various types 

of disasters and the damage they can cause? The answer lies in four 

basic steps: mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery.
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Step One: Mitigation
Given the chaotic nature of a disaster situation, there will 

inevitably be unforeseen obstacles and circumstances beyond 

your control. The key is to be as prepared as possible with those 

things that do fall under your control. The following questions and 

guidelines will help to reduce the risk of loss and damages to your 

dealership well before the disrupting event occurs.

Is your building up to code?

Florida is no stranger to hurricanes, a fact well reflected in its ever-

evolving building codes. Hurricane shutters, for example, have long 

been rendered obsolete, as impact-resistant window requirements 

began back in 1992 after the devastation of Hurricane Andrew. By 

1994, Dade County had developed new codes to make homes and 

commercial buildings more wind resistant, with particular emphasis 

on roofs and windows. In 2001, the state revised its code to match 

Dade County’s. With revisions around the state continuing through 

present day, any coastal structure built within the last couple of years 

is relatively hurricane-proof with particular emphasis on roofs  

and windows. 

Galveston, Texas, however, is another story. An unforgettable image 

taken after Hurricane Ike in 2008 shows a lone, newly built home, 

seemingly unscathed, amidst a stark, flattened landscape. Most of 

the other homes in this section of the Bolivar Peninsula had been built 

before the current codes went into effect.
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It would be wise to have your buildings inspected for any part of the 

structure (the roof, for example) that might have been built or repaired 

under an outdated code and could pose a risk should a disaster occur. 

Is your valuable equipment safely secured?

When it comes to protecting office, technical, and computer 

equipment in a disaster, you’ll be ahead of the game if you take 

measures to store these items securely year round. For example, 

those in areas prone to flooding can keep critical computer hardware 

safe up on pallets and everyone can protect important documents 

using fireproof filing cabinets.

   

We also suggest keeping a register of computer software equipment, 

including the manufacturer, specification, date of purchase, serial 

number, price paid, software installed and licenses purchased. In 

addition to storing this information electronically, it wouldn’t hurt to 

have a paper copy stored in a fireproof safe, preferably in an offsite 

storage facility.
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Step Two: Preparedness
Do you have the right insurance coverage?

When it comes to physical assets, there is a type of insurance for just 

about everything.

Unforeseen incidences such as theft, accidents, floods, fires, and 

other catastrophic events are typically covered by property and 

casualty insurance. You can set liability limits to make sure that when 

an accident occurs, the insurance company pays the full amount. It is 

important to purchase the right kind of insurance for your dealership 

since there are policies specifically designed for the auto dealership 

industry and include coverage exceeding that of other property and 

casualty insurance.

Business interruption insurance (also called business income 

insurance) will protect you from your lost earnings in the event you 

cannot operate your dealership after a covered loss, or if the loss 

causes a reduction in your earnings. This means if you lose income  

as a result of the loss, you can typically recoup those losses minus  

the expenses you would have paid anyway.  

This type of coverage may also help you pay any extra expenses to 

keep your business running because of the loss. For example, if you 

have to relocate temporarily, your business interruption insurance 

would probably not pay for all utilities at your new location, but it 

would likely pay the difference if your utility costs went up as a result 

of having to temporarily move.

Having to relocate temporarily can have its own potential pitfalls, 

unless steps are carefully taken to avoid them. For example, any 

equipment moved to the new location may or not be covered, 

depending on what your policy states. Knowing the ins and outs  

of your coverage before relocating will save you time, trouble  

and headaches.   

Insurance needs will vary depending on where your dealership is 

located, whether you rent or own the building, and other factors.  

So, it’s a good idea to thoroughly discuss your needs with your 

insurance agent to ensure proper coverage of your dealership.
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Where is your data stored, and where is it backed up?

If you’re using a data management system (DMS), then your data 

is probably stored in a data center with a backup system already in 

place. In the event of a disruption, your provider will be able to work 

with you to repair and recover any missing data. Remember, they can 

only recover what has been saved on the system, so in a situation 

where you have some advance warning of an impending threat, you 

will want to properly shut down your system to ensure the data is 

saved. In a sudden power outage, your DMS provider will likely only 

be able to save what was on the most recent backup. 

Data centers are rated using the Uptime Institute’s Tier Classification 

System, which consists of Tier I through Tier IV. Since all data centers 

are not created equal, we suggest you become familiar with the rating 

of your provider’s data center (see Helpful Links for additional reading 

on data centers).

 

Questions to ask your DMS provider include:

•  How is your data backed up?

•  How would you access your system if you couldn’t get into 

your dealership?

•  What is the rating of your provider’s data center?

 

If any data is actually stored on your dealership premises, we strongly 

advise using a remote server for backup. The most significant 

disadvantage of onsite storage is the danger of your data being 

destroyed in a catastrophic event. But with all the options available 

today for data backup, having your server room washed out by a 

flood or burnt to a crisp does not have to mean all is lost. 
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Among those options are:

•  Cloud services — Be sure to choose a secure, reputable 

provider with a proven track record of reliability, as the main 

concern here is keeping your data yours.

•  External hard drive — Back up your data to an external drive 

on a schedule that would allow you to recreate the lost data 

in a timeframe that wouldn’t be too difficult to overcome. 

The external drive should be encrypted and kept offsite in a 

secure place or at a third-party storage facility.

For the protection of your physical (e.g. paper) 
records, we recommend the following measures as 
part of the disaster mitigation process:

•  Ensure that strong locks are installed on any doors and 

windows leading to the areas where records are kept. If 

possible, keep these records in an area without windows.

•  Keep your filing cabinets and storage areas locked at all 

times when not in use.

•  Wherever possible, store records in disaster-proof containers, 

or arrange for a service to pick up critical records regularly.

•  Label all files, folders, and containers to clearly indicate  

their contents.

•  Ensure that smoke detectors, fire alarms, security systems, 

and even video cameras are installed in areas where records 

are kept, and test this equipment regularly.

•  In the face of an impending threat, check to ensure locks are 

working properly, and files have not been moved or left out in 

the open.  

•  Only grant access to records storage areas to a small 

number of trusted and qualified personnel, such as your 

members of your emergency responders operations and 

communications teams.
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Do you practice safe disposal of hazardous 
materials?

A particularly dangerous casualty of hurricanes and flooding is the 

dissemination of toxic chemicals throughout floodwaters. While 

disposal of hazardous waste is regulated by both federal and state 

agencies, many businesses — dealerships included — do not always 

follow best practices for waste disposal. There are plenty of online 

resources available, which are typically published by each state’s 

environmental office, as regulations can be specific to topography or 

climate. We have included the Environmental Compliance Manual for 

Automotive Recyclers from the State of Florida, under Helpful Links.  

The following are some general best practices for proper 

disposal and storage of hazardous materials:

•  Used fuels and solvents should be disposed of as  

hazardous water.

•  Antifreeze should be recycled. 

•  Ethylene glycol and propylene glycol should be stored and 

recycled separately.

•  Used motor oil, brake fluid, transmission fluid, lubricating 

oil, compressor oil, gear and metalworking fluid without 

chlorinated compounds are all considered used motor oil 

and can be mixed. If used motor oil is recycled, it is not 

considered hazardous waste. 

•  Shop towels containing solvents, paints, stains, or other 

chemicals may be flammable, toxic, or contain dangerous 

solvents. They should be disposed of as hazardous waste or 

sent to a specialized laundry facility. 

•  Damaged or leaking batteries should be stored in closed 

containers to prevent toxins from entering either the sanitary 

sewer or storm sewer.

•  Storage containers should be clearly marked and kept at a 

convenient height, but not on the floor.
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The role of emergency responders in preparedness

The communications team 

Your communications team should know where all the dealership 

insurance information, like policies and agents’ contact information is 

stored, both electronically and in hard copy. The team will need this 

information in the event they need to file claims when recovery begins. 

A good exercise would be to periodically check the locations where this 

information is stored to ensure it has not been moved or misplaced.

The team should also ensure that all employee contact information, 

especially cell phone numbers, is included in your disaster 

preparedness plan and routinely updated. These critical phone 

numbers should be stored electronically and on paper in places that 

can be easily accessed during a disaster. In addition, there should 

be at least one emergency contact associated with each employee. 

Cell phone usage will typically surge in a disaster situation, which 

can put a strain on local networks or bring service to a grinding halt 

all together. However, because it does not create the same type of 

network congestion, texting will often continue to work and can serve 

as a critical means of communication for anyone caught away from 

home or the workplace. The importance of keeping this information 

current cannot be overstated.

Since connecting with customers will be among the first tasks for the 

communications team in the recovery phase, they will want to sync 

with the operations team when planning on how to retrieve customer 

data. Talk to your CRM provider about how you can access this data 

quickly. Having a process already in place for accessing and using 
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this data will make it much easier to serve customers as soon as 

realistically possible once the disastrous event has passed. 

The operations team 

Your operations team should know how and where your data is 

backed up. Logins and passwords for accessing the data should be 

memorized by the team. If there is no electricity or Wi-Fi connection, 

the team will not be able to do much in the way of data recovery until 

connections are restored, but having the necessary information at 

hand will be invaluable when the time comes.

Your operations team should also keep a fresh supply of batteries, 

radios, and flashlights in a location that can be easily accessed during 

a power outage. In the case of an extended power outage, the team 

may want to look into the use of an emergency power generator. If 

you don’t already keep one onsite, we suggest investing in one, or at 

the very least, include a list of vendors in your disaster preparedness 

plan who provide generators for sale or rent, along with any other 

businesses that provide disaster recovery equipment and supplies.

Resuming operations will be the key task of this team during the 

recovery period. But what if the building is too damaged? You may 

need to set up business in a temporary location. Your options (a trailer, 

an office at another location, a home office, etc.) should be thoroughly 

explored in advance, and at least two designated locations should be 

clearly spelled out in your disaster preparedness plan. Remember, if 

several businesses in the area are affected by the disaster, you could be 

competing with other displaced business owners for a temporary spot.
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Step Three: Response
What to do when disaster strikes

How you respond to a disaster depends largely on how much warning 

you receive. In an ideal situation, you would have enough time to 

communicate with your emergency responders, power down your 

data system, charge up your cell phones and laptops, secure the 

building, close the business and send your employees home to be 

with their families before the danger sets in. 

But if this were the average scenario, it wouldn’t be called a “disaster”.  

First and foremost, the safety of your employees, customers, and 

anyone else in the dealership at the time is top priority. If there is 

ample notice, your emergency responders will step into action the 

moment the warning comes in and calmly usher everyone out of 

the building, see them safely to their cars and send them on their 

way. However, in the case of civil unrest, a lockdown situation, or a 

tornado, the safest option may be to remain inside the dealership. 

Your city’s law enforcement may even require everyone to remain 

inside until the order is lifted — in which case, your emergency 

responders would do a thorough check to ensure no one was left 

outside, in danger, on the premises. 

While one team is seeing to the safety of everyone present, you will 

want to have others designated to secure the building and property. 

Wherever possible, turn off and unplug equipment as instructed by 

the manufacturer or provider, turn off appliances and lights, lock 

the garage and any doors other than the main entrances and close 

your gates. We do suggest leaving your security cameras running, 

depending on the situation. They could potentially capture valuable 

information in a case of civil unrest, but be destroyed in a natural 

disaster, in which case you may want to take them down if  

time permits.

In the case of a predictable natural disaster, such as a hurricane, 

you could have as much as three days’ notice as to whether your 

business will be directly affected or not. The storm will likely have 

been on the radar for days before that, allowing people plenty of time 

to prepare their homes, fill their gas tanks, and stock up on supplies 

such as non-perishable foods, batteries, and drinking water. 
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Assess property damages

The first rule of thumb is: document everything. Take pictures with 

your phone if you don’t have a camera handy, write down details, and 

shoot videos if possible. Any conversations with law enforcement and 

fire personnel, emergency workers, and insurance agents, as they 

pertain to damages or loss of property, should be documented as well.

Additional steps to take in assessing damages include:

•  Contact your insurer — they can arrange emergency repairs

•  Take photographs of the damage 

•  Don’t dispose of damaged items unless they pose  

a health hazard

•  Keep details of specialized equipment suppliers so things 

can be repaired or replaced quickly

•  Consider whether you need to source temporary premises 

to continue doing business — temporary premises may be 

covered by business interruption insurance

The role of emergency responders in response

The communications team

The communications team will be prepared with all the necessary 

contact information, evacuation routes, and weather tracking 

information. They will want to have a plan for communicating this 

information to the rest of your staff. Much of this information will also 

be available via local news outlets, radio stations, and social media 

networks. The disaster preparedness plan should contain alternative 

addresses or locations where staff will be staying until it’s safe to 

return to work. Social media can be a viable alternative for posting 

updates on the status of the dealership, as well as for keeping in 

touch among employees, customers, and the community.
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The operations team 

The operations team will assess whether to move business operations 

to a temporary location or remain at the dealership, depending on the 

nature of the disaster, the level of risk, and how much time they have 

once the warning is announced. Once the safety of all employees 

is managed and under control, the operations team can take the 

necessary steps to ensure that the business will be able to function 

from a safe, secure location. Ensuring the security of the building 

and property will be a top priority for the operations team during the 

response period as well.  
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Step Four: Recovery
Getting back to normal

When the dust has settled, the situation is under control, and you’re 

able to take a deep breath, you will want to check on your employees’ 

well being, assess your property damages, and resume operations. 

However, upon returning to the location of your dealership, there are 

several precautions you should take to ensure everyone’s personal 

safety and to confirm there is no potential threat from hazardous 

materials, electrical problems, structural damage or contamination. 

For a complete list of safety and security measures to follow 

when re-entering a place of business after a disaster, and 

before assessing damages, we recommend this article from 

the National Association of Wholesaler-Distributors (NAW):

https://www.naw.org/nawnews/news_article.php?articleid=476

Check on your staff 

If your communications emergency responders have been successful 

in carrying out their duties, they should be able to give you an update 

on the status of your employees. For a more efficient use of time, 

it’s a good idea to have predesignated check-in times for staff to 

either call or text their updates to a manager or communications 

team lead. An organized system of communicating should be 

spelled out in the disaster preparedness plan. 

Resume operations 

Whether you are able to resume operations from the 

dealership, or need to move to a temporary location, there 

are some basic operational tasks that will need  

immediate attention. 

When it comes to paying employees for the time that your 

business is closed following a disaster, regulations vary depending 

on the length of the closure and whether the employee is exempt 

or nonexempt. The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) requires 

employers to pay covered, nonexempt employees no less than 

the federal minimum wage for any hours actually worked. It also 

requires overtime at one-and-a-half times the regular rate of pay 

for all hours worked in excess of 40 in a week. There are additional 

https://www.naw.org/nawnews/news_article.php?articleid=476
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rules that apply to employees who are exempt from overtime 

requirements, but, overall, pay requirements are not subject to waiver 

during natural disasters and subsequent recovery efforts. 

In addition, depending on how long your business remains closed 

following a disaster, you may or may not have to pay salaried, exempt 

employees for those days. According to the Department of Labor, if 

an employer closes the business due to inclement weather or other 

natural disasters for less than a full workweek, the employer must pay 

the employee’s full salary even if:

•  The employer does not have a bona fide benefits plan

•  The employee has no accrued benefits in the leave bank

•  The employee has limited accrued leave benefits and 

reducing the accrued leave will result in a negative balance

•  The employee has a negative balance in the accrued  

leave bank

For more information on paying employees during and after a 

disaster, please see the corresponding link under  

Helpful Links.

The role of emergency responders in recovery

The communications team

The communications team will want to follow through on these tasks 

as soon as it’s realistically feasible:

•  Check on fellow employees for their well-being and the 

status of their homes and families.

•  Once damages have been assessed, begin calling or 

emailing insurance agents in preparation for filing claims. 

•  Work with operations to begin calling or emailing customers 

to communicate the condition of their vehicles, status 

of repair orders, etc., as well as contacting any law 

enforcement agencies if fleets are maintained by  

the dealership.

•  Call clean-up crews, or businesses that remove debris, fallen 

trees, etc., as needed.

•  Post updates of the dealership’s status to your website and 

any social media accounts used for the business. Social 

media is the go-to source of updates when major disasters 

or events take place. 
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The operations team 

The operations team will assess whether business can be conducted 

from the dealership or a temporary remote location. 

Once this is decided and operations are in place, the team will 

oversee: 

•  Business operations that require immediate attention, such 

as employee payroll 

•  Status of repair orders and any other business related to 

parts and service 

•  Office equipment needs, such as a manual credit card 

machine if there is no Internet service 

•  Assessment of how long the dealership will remain closed 

and work with communications to convey this to staff  

and customers 

•  Once damages have been assessed, begin calling or 

emailing insurance agents in preparation for filing claims

Other tasks to consider:

•  Assessing damages — vehicle inventory, customer vehicles, 

building damage, etc. 

•  Cleaning up — do you need to call in professionals?

•  Documenting, photographing and video taping the premises

•  Maintaining security of the building — does security need to  

be hired?
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Conclusion
The power is in the planning

When it comes to withstanding a major interruption of your business 

operations, the power is in the planning. Being well prepared and 

rehearsed for a disaster will not only determine the success of your 

dealership’s immediate recovery, but the overall survival of your 

business could be affected as well. Having emergency responders 

who can quickly put your plan into action will have a tremendous 

impact on the speed at which your dealership recovers and, ultimately, 

whether or not it survives in the long run. 

Downloadable infographic

To assist you with your planning, we have created this  

downloadable infographic:

Download 15 Items to Survive a Disaster

Helpful Links

Agility Recovery from the U.S. Small Business Administration

FEMA CERT Training 

Data Center Security Ratings

Environmental Compliance Manual for Automotive Recyclers 

Paying Employees When Disaster Strikes

FEMA Risk Assessment Tools

http://www.cdkglobal.com/industryinsider/15-items-to-prepare-for-disaster
http://www.preparemybusiness.org/
http://www.fema.gov/community-emergency-response-teams
http://www.techrepublic.com/article/demystifying-uptime-institutes-complex-tier-rating-system-for-da
https://www.dep.state.fl.us/waste/quick_topics/publications/shw/hazardous/AutoR/AutomotiveHandbook_2
http://www.shrm.org/hrdisciplines/compensation/articles/pages/pay-when-disaster-strikes.aspx
http://www.fema.gov/determine-your-risk
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