
Copper Theft Causes Gas Leaks, Fires 
 
Copper theft persists as a serious problem nationwide, and apartment and condominium 
buildings are easy targets. While the copper loss itself can be costly, the property damage 
done in the commission of the theft can be even more expensive. 
 

 

Copper theft and losses to U.S. businesses is valued at nearly $1 billion annually, according to 
Department of Energy statistics. It affects plumbing, baseboard heat, phone and electricity, gas and 
HVAC systems as well as renovation projects that are in progress. Early in May 2014, for example, a 
copper thief tore washing machines and gas dryers from the wall of a common laundry room to cut 
out the copper pipe. The machines and walls near them were destroyed, and the cut lines allowed gas 
and water to escape into the room. The destruction and hazardous conditions weren’t discovered until 
a resident entered some time later to do a load of laundry. 
  
Thieves are not careful when they steal, so residual damage can occur in the wake of their activity. 
That includes water damage, gas leaks, appliance failures, foundation problems and even fires. 
Repairing after severe damage can lead to ancillary costs, such as debris removal or building upgrades 
to meet new codes. 
  
Vacant units are particularly vulnerable, but thieves will attack anywhere they can exploit an 
opportunity. That includes outside HVAC units that have copper lines and poorly monitored storage or 
maintenance areas that offer access to piping. A quick-and-dirty theft of $100 worth of copper could 
cause tremendous multiples of that in collateral property damage. 
  
Some property managers have taken steps to reduce theft of copper by caging HVAC units and 
denying easy access to rooftops. Motion-activated wireless video security systems and alarms can 
enhance good lighting as an anti-theft measure. Some companies also offer audio that activates when 
the system detects motion to alert thieves they are now being filmed. Extra security measures are 
particularly important at vacant properties, since commercial property insurance policies typically 
restrict or exclude coverage when vacancy rates exceed certain levels. In occupied properties, 
deductibles can be high - $10,000, $25,000 or much more, depending on the policy language. 
  
Additionally, your policy might restrict coverage payouts to the value of the damaged property after 
depreciation rather than its replacement value, and without ordinance and law coverage, elevated 
costs of repair due to changes in building codes or other laws might not be part of what the insurer 
pays. 
  
To combat the epidemic of copper theft and protect against financial losses, talk to your insurance 
agent about your risk management and insurance coverage for this exposure. 
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