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Oh, That’s a Good One 
Ever hear the one about the tenant who burned down a self-storage 
building? How about the guy who took a joyride on a golf cart and ended 
up inside a unit? Or maybe the woman who crashed her car into the 
security gate? 
 

The unfortunate truth is sometimes 
customers leave their mark on a facility in a 
way that causes property damage and 
frustration for the business owner, managers 
and other tenants. 
 
If a tenant causes damage to your site, 
you must be prepared to take the 
following five steps.  

Photo courtesy of Self-Storage Talk community 
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Step 1: Secure the Scene 
So the incident just happened. What do you do 
first? If anyone is injured or claiming to be 
injured, call the police and emergency medical 
unit immediately. It’s always advisable to call the 
police for a number of reasons. First: 

 

 A police report is a helpful documentation 
tool that generally includes a description of 
the incident and resultant damage as well 
as a list of the parties involved. 

 The report will include statements relating 
to the incident that were made directly to 
the officer. 

 The report will be very useful for any 
insurance claim and claims made by other 
tenants who may have suffered damage.  



Step 1: Secure the Scene 
Second, the police can help determine further 
action needed such as marking hazardous areas 
with caution tape or barricades at the scene. 
Finally, an officer can help restore a sense of 
stability and control after a chaotic event. 

 

If there are no injuries, the damage appears minor, 
and you’re wondering whether you should bother 
to call the police, err on the side of caution and 
make the call. After relating the nature of the 
incident, the police department will help 
determine whether an officer needs to visit 
the property. 



Step 1: Secure the Scene 
Assuming the damage didn’t result in any 
bodily injuries, your first priority is to 
document the event and its aftermath. It 
can't be stated strongly enough that 
documentation is one of the most 
important factors contributing to a 
thorough understanding of the facts that 
should lead to a fast and appropriate 
claims resolution.  



Step 1: Secure the Scene 
Take photographs of everything to document the extent and severity of 
the damage. As you move through each step of the process, take detailed 
notes regarding your observations, people you speak with in person and 
by phone, the phone numbers of everyone you call, and a detailed 
summary of every conversation relevant to the incident. 



Step 2: Call Your Insurance Agent 
Once things have settled down after the initial event, it’s time to notify 
your insurance agent or carrier to start the claims process. One of an 
agent’s responsibilities is to assist policyholders in situations just like this. 
Even if your insurance company doesn't ultimately end up paying for the 
damage, your agent represents your interests and will help you navigate 
the process if your claim is with the other carrier. 



Step 2: Call Your Insurance Agent 
Assuming a tenant caused the property 
damage, it’s not advisable to contact his 
insurance company unless you’re advised to 
do so by your agent. In many cases, the two 
agents—yours and the tenant’s—will work 
out the claim details between themselves to 
achieve a satisfactory resolution for both 
parties. Situations such as this demonstrate 
the benefits of requesting evidence of 
insurance documentation from residential 
and commercial tenants such as auto, home 
and business coverage. 



Step 3: Prevent Further Damage 
In addition to claims-handling, your insurance agent will provide 
information about what you should do next to prevent further damage 
to the property or injury to an employee or customer. From boarding up 
a damaged roll-up door to securing a broken security gate, your agent 
can assist you in taking the actions necessary to prevent more extensive 
and costly damage.  

 

He can also help to ensure the facility 
doesn't become liable for damage or injury 
resulting from negligence on your part after 
the initial incident. 



Step 3: Prevent Further Damage 

Most insurance carriers will approve 
funds for necessary emergency-related 
repair and remediation efforts. For this 
reason, it's important to document your 
efforts and save all receipts. 

 



Step 4: Notify Affected Tenants 
If a tenant causes damage to the contents of someone else's storage unit, 
you’ll need to notify the affected customer of the situation. The first goal is 
to get him to the property to inspect the damage in his unit. In certain 
scenarios, such as a fire, access to damaged units may be restricted until 
it's safe to enter. 
 

As soon as the premises have been cleared by the police or fire 
department, customers should physically inspect their own stored items. 
They may need to file insurance claims with their respective carriers. This 
inspection is the start of the documentation process for their claims. 



Step 4: Notify Affected Tenants 
Another benefit to having customers inspect their own damaged units is it 
relieves the facility of the burden of being second-guessed later in the 
claims process. Let’s use the example of a tenant backing a truck into 
another customer's unit. 



Step 4: Notify Affected Tenants 
The manager calls the customer and 
reports that the roll-up door was dented, 
but the damage is very minor, and there's 
really no reason to be concerned. Six 
months later, that tenant opens his unit to 
discover the so-called minor dent actually 
caused considerable damage to his stored 
belongings. Now that customer could file 
an insurance claim against the tenant who 
backed into the door as well as your 
facility for misrepresenting the nature and 
extent of the damage.  

Photo courtesy of Self-Storage Talk community 
moderator Madman. 



Step 5: Be Helpful and Prepared 
Hold periodic meetings with your managers and staff to prepare for 
situations like this. Everyone needs to be ready to assist if necessary. 
Prepare a list of emergency numbers and store it in a designated location 
for staff to use in the event of a crisis. 

 

It should go without saying, but customer 
service makes a big difference in how your 
facility recovers after this type of event, 
particularly if it results in property damage 
or inconvenience for other customers. If units 
have sustained damage, offer to move those tenants into new units as soon 
as possible. If the security gate has been broken, make emergency or 
temporary repairs quickly. 



Step 5: Be Helpful and Prepared 
Above all, keep the lines of communication 
open with your customers. Send out an 
e-mail or call to let them know about the 
situation, any restrictions that may be in 
place, and the expected timeline for 
resolving any outstanding issues.  

 

Customers who have sustained damage may 
be looking for someone to blame. 
Maintaining high standards of customer 
service improves the facility’s goodwill and 
may help to reduce the chances of claims 
and lawsuits directed toward the business. 



Navigating the Aftermath 
Damage to your facility is costly, disruptive and frustrating for you and 
your customers. Navigating the aftermath by documenting, involving your 
insurance agent, preventing additional damage, and providing notification 
and excellent customer service can lead to a positive resolution for your 
self-storage operation. 



What Do Your Peers Have to Say?* 
The following insight and advice was shared by facility operators on 
selfstoragetalk.com, in a discussion thread titled, “Customer damages 
building. Do I call his insurance company?” See what fellow owners and 
managers advise and have done in similar situations. 
 

Keep in mind these are facility operators, not legal 
or insurance experts. Be sure to consult your own 
agent before acting on their advice. Every situation 
will be unique, depending the location and 
individual circumstances.   

* Supplemental material. Not part of  the author’s original article.  
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Advice From Member SMSSId 

1. Notify YOUR insurance carrier ASAP. That’s what we pay the big 
premiums for. They will either tell you what you need to do or send 
out an adjuster. They are working for you. 
 

2. Notify the tenant where the damaged occurred. They will need to 
check the item in the unit. You might want to consider over-lock and 
have the tenant come into the office (check with your agent). 
 

3. Have someone cover the damaged area with plywood or wafer board 
to help protect the tenant’s items.  
 

4. If you have empty units, you could offer one to the tenant that has the 
damaged unit. 

* Supplemental material. Not part of  the author’s original article.  



Advice From Member MZC&D 
Personally, I would call his insurance and explain what happened and ask 
what exactly they need from you to file a claim … I would guess two to 
three estimates and maybe a picture. They may want to send out their 
adjuster to take a look. 

 

I would also explain to them that you are going to have the repairs done 
right away, so they will need to write the check to your company and not a 
contractor. Now if they give you a hard time, then I would contact my 
insurance guy and let him go after them. 

 

If you can't get anything out of the guy or his insurance, you have to 
consider how much it will cost to repair and how much your deductible is. 
Sometimes it’s not worth it to run through insurance. 

 

* Supplemental material. Not part of  the author’s original article.  



Definitely have a police report. Here, in our city, the police might provide 
a report and then say, "It is on private property, and we do not prosecute 
claims like these.” But note: 

 

 People act differently towards police and might be more likely to 
admit guilt. 

 The story can't change after the report.  

 Judges really take that police report as correct if it goes to trial. 

Advice From Member lenmay 

* Supplemental material. Not part of  the author’s original article.  



I've been down this road several times with a variety of commercial 
properties and causes. These are a few things that I've learned:  

  

 If the damage clearly exceeds the amount of my deductible, I'll notify 
my agent. Otherwise no.  

 

 The legal structure of the injured or responsible parties (personal, 
corporate, partnership, etc.) doesn't have any bearing on whether we 
contact our insurance company.  

 

 We file a police report only if a crime has been committed (for example, 
if someone damaged our property and left without notifying us). 

Advice From Member tomokc 

* Supplemental material. Not part of  the author’s original article.  



  We can file a police report if WE are the victim, but not if a customer 
is the victim (for example, if he claims that something was stolen from 
his unit).  

 

 I don't deal with the responsible party's insurance company, I deal with 
the responsible party. It's up to them whether or not to involve their 
insurance company, file a claim, etc. If their insured becomes involved, 
then I turn it over to mine and let them deal with one another.  

 

 Some insurance companies are ethical and forthright, but not all. The 
unscrupulous will run you ragged, waste your time, tell you things that 
aren't true, negotiate in bad faith, and low ball every offer to you. I don't 
deal with them. 

Advice From Member tomokc 

* Supplemental material. Not part of  the author’s original article.  



The Lies They Tell! 

This photo was shared by 
SST Moderator 
JamestownStorage#8. 
According to this member, 
a woman backed her rental 
truck into the building, 
then looked right into the 
nearest surveillance camera 
and pointed at the damage. 
But when questioned about 
it by the facility operator 
the next day, the tenant 
denied causing the injury. 

* Supplemental material. Not part of  the author’s original article.  



Thank you! 
Thank you for viewing our slideshow. Please be sure to download the PDF 
copy for future reference. 

 

To view the complete Self-Storage Talk discussion on tenant facility 
damage, including many examples and stories not included in this 
presentation, visit the thread “Customer damages building. Do I call his 
insurance company?” in the Legal and Insurance Issues forum. 

 

For educational products that teach strategies on dealing with 
insurance-related issues, please visit the Inside Self-Storage Store. 
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