
What to watch out for when a building is partially destroyed 
 
Fires, storms and explosions can do a lot of damage, but most apartment 
buildings make it through such events still standing. That’s a good thing most 
of the time, but on occasion, either because of local laws or ordinances, 
insurance requirements or cost factors, the unharmed portion of an apartment 
or condominium building will have to be razed as part of the repair process. 
And there is more... 
 

 

Reasons for this include damage to foundations or upgraded building code requirements 
for lot coverage, earthquake or wind resistance, among others. Whatever the legal 
mandate, a building owner will be faced with costs for demolition, debris removal and 
property replacement on both the portion of the building that took the direct hit from 
the cause of loss, as well as the portion that didn’t. 
  
Many commercial insurance policies provide coverage for such circumstances under 
“ordinance and law” coverage, but that’s not always standard in a policy, and available 
coverage limits vary, so building owners need to make very sure they have it, and 
that’s it’s adequate. Additionally, policies are different in terms of how they calculate 
debris removal and demolition costs. If those are in some way benchmarked to the 
square footage of damaged property, there may be insufficient coverage for the 
undamaged portion of the building that also has to be demolished. 
  
If your building is old enough to have lead paint or asbestos still in it, you may have 
other concerns about costs since highly specialized hazardous materials crews will 
probably be needed and disposal costs for tainted materials are higher than for typical 
construction materials. You should check with your agent make sure your insurance 
policy doesn’t exclude coverage for asbestos-related materials or other hazardous 
items. 
  
Securing the Property 
  
Beyond demolition, debris removal and hazmat containment, building owners also have 
responsibility for securing the property if residents are not permitted back in. A building 
that has suffered a partial loss may be closed to all residents – even those whose units 
were not directly affected by the damage. 
  
Those residents, and those whose apartments were damaged but not consumed by fire 
or swept completely away by wind or flood, will likely have valuable personal items that 
remain perfectly intact. Those belongings are prime targets for post-disaster theft. Yes, 
it’s unfortunate, but there are many thieves who look for exactly such situations so they 
can enter damaged buildings and make off with other’s property. 
  
Residents who are not permitted into a partially damaged building to retrieve valuables 
have an expectation that the building owner will properly secure their units to prevent 
unlawful entry and burglary. Those unit holders may be able to make liability claims 
against building owners who don’t fulfill their property security obligations. 
  
Not securing a partially damaged building may lead to other disasters, as well. For 
example, homeless people might take up residence in an unsecured building – or one 



that has been secured but isn’t monitored for breaches. Indoor fires started by these 
homesteaders for cooking and warmth can quickly lead to uncontrolled burning, ruining 
previously unharmed units and property left behind. 
  
Develop a risk management plan that includes post-disaster security. That should 
include short-term and long-term needs. Talk with your insurance agent about 
coverage for debris removal, demolition of unharmed portions of your building, rental 
losses for the units that are unharmed but can’t be occupied, and security for residents’ 
property and the whole building while claims and reconstruction are worked through. 
  
Questions or thoughts are always welcome! 
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