
Sprinkler Damage Can Be Avoided, Insured 
 
One of the best safety features offered in a multi-unit residential complex is 
the automatic sprinkler system. They save lives and prevent many millions of 
dollars in property damage each year. As with everything, though, there can 
be a downside. 
 

 

Sprinklers also cause damage to residents’ property when they accidentally go off or 
when they continue dispersing water after a fire has been contained. The fire 
department controls the scene until the fire is out and building deemed safe. Sprinklers 
will be shut off by the fire department, but problems can occur when valves have not 
been properly maintained. In those cases, residents can turn to property owners for 
compensation. 
  
There are multiple reasons fire suppression sprinklers can malfunction. Sprinklers that 
are placed too close to heat sources can activate unnecessarily. Installation location is 
critical. Those placed too close to heating ducts or light fixtures should be evaluated by 
a licensed, insured professional who will recommend any changes necessary to prevent 
accidental activation. 
  
Damage to the head and corrosion can also set sprinklers off. Establish a routine 
inspection plan for all your units that include a close look at sprinklers and deciding 
what may be required to prevent accidental activation. Follow NFPA 25 guidelines when 
scheduling periodic sprinkler inspection and testing to be performed by a licensed, 
insured professional in addition to ‘visual only’ self inspections conducted by you or 
your staff. 
  
In some cases, faulty installation or defective materials can cause a malfunction. Many 
defects would, or in some cases at least should, be detected during a professional 
inspection which may provide an additional avenue toward recovery for damages if 
something was overlooked. In those cases a property owner might be able to turn to 
the manufacturer or installer for coverage of damages, but there are no guarantees you 
would succeed. In the meantime, residents who have suffered losses could have you in 
court and you will need to have the damaged structure repaired regardless. 
  
Earthquakes and other events that cause the building to shake can also cause 
sprinklers to activate unnecessarily. 
  
Take Preventive Measures 
  
At least yearly, have a licensed and insured professional test fire suppression 
sprinklers   in accordance with NFPA25 guidelines to make sure they have adequate 
pressure, aren’t damaged, and can be shut off. It’s not uncommon for sprinklers to 
activate for a small fire and then flood not only the initially affected unit, but also other 
units below. 
  
Note that some states have laws against anyone other than the fire department 
shutting off sprinklers and alarms. Check with the local authority having jurisdiction to 
be sure who is allowed to do this. Also, the local fire authority must be advised when a 
system is to be shut down for maintenance or defect regardless of why it’s being done 



or who is doing it. 
  
When sprinklers do accidentally go off or fail to shut off, they can cause heavy losses of 
property and force residents to seek temporary housing elsewhere. In a recent case in 
Rhode Island, a fire was quickly contained, but a failed shutoff of sprinklers left dozens 
of residents homeless.  While renters insurance may help in such cases, many residents 
don’t carry that coverage. They will probably turn to you for compensation for their 
property losses and out-of-pocket living costs. Moreover, you could lose rental income 
from multiple units for the time it takes to repair the apartments that were damaged, 
and possibly lose residents altogether. 
  
Talk to your insurance agent about your commercial property and liability policy. Make 
sure you are covered for the losses caused to resident’s property for the damage done 
to the units, for resident’s temporary living expenses, and for lost rental income. If your 
apartment building is located in an earthquake hazard zone, you would be wise to add 
earthquake sprinkler activation coverage as well, if available with your insurance 
company. 
  
Also discuss what coverage you have in the case of accidental activation due to faulty 
installation or defective parts. In some cases, that kind of coverage could be highly 
restricted. 
  
These incidents happen more often than you might expect, so pursue a good risk 
management strategy that includes regular inspection and maintenance of fire 
suppression systems, instruction to residents and property managers on care (such as 
don’t paint sprinkler heads or hang things from them, and carrying quality 
renters  insurance). 
 
Thoughts? Please share. 
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