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"Every storm teaches us something 

we thought we already knew."

Purpose: Share critical lessons 

that separate successful disaster 

response from costly mistakes

Personal Stakes: Our professional 

reputation and community safety 

depend on learning from past 

failures

Let's dive in!

The Reality Check!



Pre-Storm Planning Failures: 

The Foundation Cracks

A. Documentation Disasters

Pitfall: "We'll remember where everything is"

Reality Check: Post-storm chaos erases corporate memory!

Lesson Learned: Importance of mapping of every significant tree on commercial 

properties.

Municipal Impact: After Irma, cities that lacked pre-storm tree inventories faced 

300% longer recovery times.

Action Item: Implement digital asset management systems before next season.



Pre-Storm Planning Failures: 

The Foundation Cracks

B. Species Selection Blinders

Pitfall: "That tree looked good in the PlantAnt!"

Reality Check: Non-native species often become projectiles.

Lesson Learned: Prioritize wind-resistant native species in commercial landscaping.

Municipal Impact: Cities with poor species planning faced $2M+ in additional 

cleanup costs.

Devil in the Details: Consider mature size and failure patterns, not just aesthetic 

appeal



Pre-Storm Planning Failures: 

The Foundation Cracks

C. Contractor Vetting Shortcuts

Pitfall: "Anyone with a chainsaw can help"

Reality Check: Unqualified contractors cause more damage than storms!

Lesson Learned: Pre-qualifying contractors saves weeks of recovery time.

Municipal Impact: Cities without vetted contractor lists experienced fraudulent billing 

exceeding 40%.

Action Item: Establish/Verify contractor certification requirements now, not during 

emergencies. Have a primary and a secondary disaster recovery contractor.



Immediate Post-Storm 

Response: Where Good 

Intentions Go Wrong
A. Assessment Mismanagement

Pitfall: "Squeaky wheel gets the grease" approach

Reality Check: Aesthetic priorities override safety priorities.

Lesson Learned: Establish clear risk assessment protocols beforehand.

Commercial Center Impact: Malls that prioritized parking lot aesthetics over 

structural hazards faced higher liability issues.

Devil in the Details: Document why you didn't remove seemingly stable trees that 

later failed.



Immediate Post-Storm 

Response: Where Good 

Intentions Go Wrong
B. Debris Chain of Custody Chaos

Pitfall: "Just get it to the curb"

Reality Check: Improper debris management creates secondary disasters.

Lesson Learned: Separate organic debris by size and contamination level.

Municipal Impact: Cities with poor debris protocols faced FEMA reimbursement 

losses of 25%+

Commercial Impact: Shopping centers that mixed construction debris with tree 

waste faced significant disposal cost overruns.



Immediate Post-Storm 

Response: Where Good 

Intentions Go Wrong
C. Workforce Safety Assumptions

Pitfall: "Our crew knows how to be safe"

Reality Check: Storm debris creates unfamiliar hazards.

Lesson Learned: Post-storm safety briefings should be non-negotiable!

Overlooked Detail: Electrical lines in trees may remain energized for days.

Statistical Reality: 40% of post-hurricane injuries occur during cleanup, not during 

the storm



The Big Picture Failures: 

Systematic Breakdowns

A.Communication Infrastructure Collapse

Pitfall: "Cell towers will work"

Reality Check: Modern communication depends on vulnerable infrastructure.

Lesson Learned: Establish redundant communication systems (ham radio, sat phones).

Municipal Impact: Cities without backup communication faced coordination failures 

costing millions.

Statistical Reality: Major retailers with communication plans reopened 60% faster



The Big Picture Failures: 

Systematic Breakdowns

B. Supply Chain Myopia

Pitfall: "Equipment will be available when we need it"

Reality Check: Everyone needs chainsaws and chippers simultaneously.

Lesson Learned: Regional equipment sharing agreements prevent bottlenecks.

Devil in the Details: Fuel availability often determines operational capacity.

Municipal Impact: Cities that pre-positioned equipment reduced response time by 

70%.



The Big Picture Failures: 

Systematic Breakdowns

C. Insurance Documentation Disasters

Pitfall: "Insurance will figure it out“.

Reality Check: Poor documentation equals poor reimbursement.

Lesson Learned: Standardized damage assessment protocols are essential.

Commercial Impact: Properties with inadequate documentation received 30% less 

insurance payouts.

Action Item: Train staff in forensic photography and damage assessment



Long-Term Recovery: The 

Marathon Mistakes

A. Replanting Without Learning.

Pitfall: "Let's put everything back the way it was“.

Reality Check: Repeating mistakes guarantees future failures.

Lesson Learned: Use recovery as opportunity for resilient redesign.

Municipal Impact: Historically, cities that replanted identical species faced repeated 

storm damage.

Commercial Impact: Properties that upgraded landscaping saw increased property 

values.



Long-Term Recovery: The 

Marathon Mistakes

B. Mental Health and Workforce Burnout

Pitfall: "We're tough, we can handle anything“.

Reality Check: Disaster fatigue leads to poor decisions and safety incidents.

Lesson Learned: Rotate crews and monitor for stress indicators.

Personnel Impact: Industry retention rates drop 25% after major disasters without 

support systems.



Actional Recommendations: 

What Do We Do Differently Now

A. The "Pre-Hurricane Checklist“

1. Consider a digital tree inventory with GPS coordinates.

2. Pre-qualified contractor network with verified insurance.

3. Equipment pre-positioning agreements with neighboring regions.

4. Standardized communication protocols including backup systems.

5. Staff training in emergency documentation procedures and functional 

exercises.



Actional Recommendations: 

What Do We Do Differently Now

B. The "Response Protocol“

1. Safety-first assessment system with documented decision criteria.

2. Debris management plan that meets FEMA requirements.

3. Daily safety briefings with hazard-specific training.

4. Real-time documentation of all decisions and expenditures.

5. Public communication strategy that manages expectations.



Actional Recommendations: 

What Do We Do Differently Now

C. The "Recovery Framework“

1. Soil health assessment and remediation plan.

2. Climate-resilient replanting strategy using proven species.

3. Workforce mental health monitoring and support systems.

4. Lessons learned documentation for future reference.

5. Community education programs to prevent future mistakes.



The Professional Imperative

Challenge: Every hurricane season tests our professional competence.

Opportunity: Well-executed disaster response builds lasting community trust.

Responsibility: Share knowledge to elevate industry standards.

Call to Action: Implement these lessons before the next storm, not after.

"Our communities 

depend on our expertise 

when it matters most.“



Final Thought:

"The best time to learn 

from mistakes is when 

they're someone else's 

mistakes."

Janitorial         Landscape        Security        Disaster Recovery



Sources:

1. Florida Urban Forestry Council disaster response guidelines.

2. FEMA debris management best practices.

3. ISA storm response protocols.

4. Municipal case studies from recent hurricane responses.

5. AshBritt’s Institutional Knowledgebase.

6 SFM Services Institutional Knowledgebase.

Janitorial         Landscape        Security        Disaster Recovery
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