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Many persons who oversee or work in a 
property room have at one time or another 
considered it a disaster. We sometimes think we 
may be better off losing all our property and 
evidence to a flood, hurricane, tornados, 
earthquake or hazmat spill. While some of us 
may feel that way at times, we all know we have 
critical evidence within our facilities that needs to 
be safeguarded for future prosecutions and or 
appeals.  
 
Many of us may have evidence that may justly 
convict a defendant or perhaps exonerate an 
unjustly imprisoned inmate. For those reasons 
alone, we need to protect the evidence we have, 
and prepare for what may happen in a moment’s 
notice.  
 
Identify the hazards in & around your 
facilities  
 
Property rooms notoriously are placed in 
basements of many public safety buildings. In 
most instances, this is the most hazardous place 
for storing valuable evidence and records. Many 
below grade floors and basements have 
exposed natural gas lines, pressurized water 
lines, and waste drains running through them. 
Additionally, below ground levels are most at 
risk of flooding due to storm surge and 
seasonally rising rivers. Consider what your 
hazards are by doing a quick analysis of the 
hazards present in and around your property 
room and in your community. Determine how 
you can mitigate the affects of these hazards. 
Here are some questions to ask when doing a 
hazard analysis of your facilities:  
 
• Do you know if your facility is in a known 
floodplain? Check the United States Geological 
Survey (U.S.G.S.) Flood Maps by going to 
<www. USGS.gov.> If your property room is 
located in a floodplain, is critical property and 
evidence raised off the floor to minimize damage 
from a flood? Are computer servers and paper 
records also raised up off the floor? Is your data 
backed up to an off-site location?  
 
 

 
• If you are in a hurricane or tornado prone 
environment, is your facility engineered to 
disaster resistant construction standards? Was 
your building built before more stringent building 
codes that were instituted after recent severe 
hurricanes?  
 
• If your facility is an area that is subject to 
extreme winter weather, is it built to sustain 
heavy snow and ice loads on the roof?  
 
• Is your community in an earthquake prone 
area? If so, do you know where the known faults 
are and if you are built in a liquefaction zone? If 
you are in an old masonry building, have the 
walls been reinforced to meet the 2006 
International Building Code (IBC), (this 
incorporates building standards from the 1933 
Field Act of California).  
 
• Is your facility in an area subject to a tsunami 
or a seiche (a standing wave in an enclosed or 
partially enclosed body of water)?  
 
Knowing the hazards under, in and around your 
property room is the first step to making your 
room safer, and mitigating the hazards is the 
next step, which may take more work and 
financial resources. Work with your facilities 
manager, the emergency manager of your 
community or someone else who has the 
expertise to help guide you through the process 
on how to determine the hazards and best 
mitigate the affects of the hazard in your 
property room. By knowing what your hazards 
are and how you can reduce their impact, will 
help eliminate many injuries, reduce lost or 
damaged property, and allow you to increase 
the potential for maintaining operation of your 
room after a disaster.  
 
For example, some law enforcement agencies 
and courts in Louisiana experienced 
catastrophic consequences to their evidence as 
a result of Katrina related flooding. Many of 
these evidence storage areas were in below 
ground level storage rooms that were completely 
flooded.  
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Video documentation of this devastation is 
available for viewing from a link located at 
<http://www. iape.org/resourcesPages/video. 
html#overview> Knowing the local hazards for 
ground level flooding may prompt agencies in 
these flood prone areas to store evidence and 
important records in attic storage areas instead.  
 
Mitigate, mitigate, mitigate.  
You may not be able to change the physical 
location of your property room unless you are 
planning a new building and location. For those 
who need to stay in an area with known 
hazards, consider mitigating against these 
known hazards as soon as possible.  
 
If you are fortunate enough to have the option to 
relocate, or are in the stages of planning a new 
site from your property room facilities, do your 
homework before the move or build to determine 
the safest location possible for your new facility. 
Knowing the hazards and presenting the facts to 
those who make the decision will help in 
selecting the best site possible.  
 
The following items are worthy or consideration 
for any site:  
 
• What contingency plans are there for a disaster 
that renders our facilities structurally 
uninhabitable?  
 
• Are you taking steps to mitigate the damage in 
the event of a tornado?  
- Is a weather radio available 24/7? 
-  Are roof joists strapped to the walls?  
-     Is  there a “safe place” designated for   
      personnel to shelter in place? 
-     Are exterior doors secured with top and  
      bottom pins, or a security bar?  
-     Are exterior windows tempered glass?  
-     Are battery operated emergency lights  
      available? 
-     Are flashlights and extra batteries  
      immediately available? 
-     Is a first-aid kit and large packages of  
      sterile bandages (or sanitary napkins)  
      and tape available? 
-     Are emergency gas and water shutoffs  
      labeled and tools available to close them      
      off?  
 
 

-   Is an emergency generator available  
     to supply emergency power? 
-    Is each employee instructed to carry a police  
      whistle at all times? 
 -   Are evidence storage records backed-up to   
     an off-site location? 
 
• Are you taking steps to mitigate the damage in 
the event of a hurricane?  
- Is a weather radio available 24/7? 
- Is there an evacuation plan in place? 
- Are roof joists strapped to the walls? 
-   Are exterior doors secured with top and  
     bottom pins, or a security bar? 
-   Is there a method to board or shutter any  
     exterior windows? 
-   Are emergency gas and water shutoffs  
    labeled and tools available to close them   
    off?     
-   Is emergency power available to run sump  
    pumps? 
-   Are battery operated emergency lights  
    available?  
 

 
 
• Are you taking steps to mitigate the damage in 
the event of an earthquake?  
-  Are stationary shelves bolted to the ground  
    and each other in known earthquake areas?  
-   Do safety wires or stretch cords keep articles   
    on the shelf in earthquake zones?  
-   Are heavy objects relegated to bottom  
    shelves?  
-   Are objects hanging on the wall secured with   
    earthquake straps?  
-   Are battery operated emergency lights  
    immediately available? 
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-   Is an emergency generator available to  
    supply emergency power?  
-   Are emergency gas and water shutoffs  
    labeled & tools available to close them off?  
-  Does the emergency plan identify “duck and 

cover” areas, such as under desks, under 
counters, structurally sound areas such as 
next to exterior walls, exterior doorways?  

-   Are there hazardous materials in the property   
    room, such as car batteries and chemicals 

that could fall over and spill onto the floor, or 
shelving that could cause personal injury,    
loss or damage of evidence, or start a fire or    
other disaster in the building? 

- Are flammables in the property room or 
adjacent to the room where a disaster could 
cause them to spill, rupture or explode?  

 
Learn about and use safety equipment in 
the property room  
 
Having the right safety equipment, knowing how 
it works, having it in the right areas and keeping 
it in good working condition will help keep you 
and your associates safer in the property room.  
 
Having the appropriate safety infrastructure as 
well as hand-held safety devices can potentially 
reduce damage to the contents of your property 
room, and more important, enhance your safety 
and the safety of others in the property room. 
Again, knowing what is needed and where to 
secure the needed equipment can be easily 
provided by persons in the emergency 
management field.  
 
Conclusion  
 
There are many factors to consider in managing 
your property room, and hopefully this article 
brings forth issues you may not have thought 
about before. Perhaps knowing the hazards and 
mitigating them may save your life and maintain 
critical evidence from unnecessary destruction.  

 
 
Steve Campbell currently serves as the 
Emergency Management Coordinator for the 
City of Issaquah, Washington. He is certified by 
the Int’l. Assn. of Emergency Managers as an 
Associate Emergency Manager. Steve is also a 

member of the IAPE Board of Directors and may 
be reached at: s.campbell@iape.org.  
 
Bob Giles was the Disaster Preparedness 
Coordinator for the Burbank Police Department 
from 1991-2003. Bob is also a member of the 
IAPE Board of Directors and may be reached at: 
r.giles@iape.org.  
 
 


