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With winter break approaching it’s a good time to start thinking about what steps will be taken to 

monitor and protect your facilities while they will be primarily vacant over the holidays.  A vacant 

building is much more susceptible to significant damage since nobody is there to quickly identify a 

problem.  Being proactive can prevent some major headaches and costly repairs for your District.  

Nobody wants to get a call right before school is about to resume informing you that one of your 

buildings had lost heat and that it went unnoticed for days.  It doesn’t take long for Montana’s cold 

winter temperatures to do some significant damage to a building, especially when water lines freeze and 

break.   

I have personally adjusted a claim that occurred over winter break where a citizen that was passing-by 

the school called and informed the administration that there was water flowing out the front door of 

their building.  It turned out that the heating system shutdown which caused a water line to freeze 

which resulted in water running through the building for days.  This call came in days before kids were 

supposed to return to school.      

Water damage can have many negative effects on your building in both the short and long term.  Just a 

one-eighth inch crack in a pipe can spew out more than 250 gallons of water per day, destroying floors, 

ceilings, furniture and contents.  That doesn’t even account for the interruption this causes staff and 

students.      

Many modern heating systems now have alarms that are meant to trigger when the temperature drops 

below a certain point, however, these alarms can and do fail, and should not be solely relied upon.  One 

of the best tools to prevent long term heat loss in a building is to have one of your staff members do a 

daily walk through of your buildings to make sure all mechanical systems are functioning properly.  If a 

heat system fails this will typically allow enough time to identify the problem and have it repaired before 

any significant damage occurs.  During really cold temps it may be necessary to conduct a walk through 

twice a day.  Below are some additional recommendations to help keep your facilities protected during 

our long Montana winters: 

1. Make frequent visits buildings, especially those areas that are unoccupied. 
2. Inspect all areas along the perimeter of the building to ensure they are sealed and that 

there are no drafts. 
3. Drain wall hydrants and fire pump test connections that may be exposed to freezing. 
4. Verify that underground water mains have adequate depth of cover. Water mains that do 

not have adequate cover can be isolated and shut off to protect them from freezing. 
5. Maintain an appropriate interior temperature (50°F and above). It is strongly recommend 

that you check your building daily to ensure the mechanical systems are functioning 
properly. 

6. Consider installing an automatic low temperature alarm system, but this should not be 
solely relied on. 

7. Know the location of your building’s main water shut-off valve. The quicker you can turn off 
the water, the better chance you have to minimize potential water damage. 

8. If a building is going to be vacant for an extended period of time consider shutting the main 
water valve and having plumber drain and winterize the lines.   


