
   

   

Risk Control Bulletin  
Winter Freeze Up Precautions 

 

 

Too many businesses find themselves unprepared when 
normal winter weather suddenly turns extreme. During a 
severe cold spell, sprinkler or water pipes can freeze, 
burst, and produce devastating losses. Water damage 
from this type of incident, known as a freeze-up, can af-
fect products in storage, paperwork, records, furniture, 
machinery, computers, and all types of electronic equip-
ment. If the water leakage goes undetected for an ex-
tended period (over a weekend, for example), extensive 
flooding can result. Total costs often reach hundreds of 
thousands of dollars. 

In "deep-freeze" conditions, a broken window or an open 
door in an un-insulated or unheated area can let in 
enough cold to freeze nearby piping and start a catastro-
phic chain of events. Any equipment that contains or uses 
water, produces condensate, or depends on pneumatic 
controls is vulnerable to freezing. Other conditions that 
make your business susceptible to freeze-ups are heating 
systems that lack reserve capacity beyond their normal 
heating load, poor building insulation, and piping run out 
of doors.  

The following guidelines will help you plan for and imple-
ment preventive measures to better protect your business 
from the threat of freeze-ups. 

Before the Cold Sets In 

If at all possible, implement these measures in the fall, 
before the onset of cold weather. 

1. Update your Emergency Response Program for 
winter emergencies to including appropriate re-
sponse procedures for deep-freeze conditions.  

• Appoint one or more members of the Emer-
gency Response Team to monitor weather 
forecasts and initiate winter emergency pro-
cedures when appropriate.  

• Develop procedures and priorities to be im-
plemented when you lose heat and/or elec-
tricity.  

2. Determine which processes are dependent upon 
continued building heat or electricity for safety 
(i.e., processes that are subject to solidification or 
runaway reactions) and need prompt attention.  

3. Identify equipment, processes, and piping that 
contains or uses water or other liquid subject to 
freezing; they will need to be promptly and thor-
oughly drained if heat or electricity is lost.  

4. Identify building areas that are unusually difficult 
to heat or that lose heat rapidly. Install ordinary 
thermometers to allow temperature monitoring 
during cold spells.  

5. Identify equipment that is vulnerable to freezing. 
Prepare the equipment for cold weather by:  

• Draining and securing any idle equipment,  

• Draining condensate frequently,  

• Providing adequate heat or locating the 
equipment in a heated enclosure, and/or  

• Protecting it with suitable anti-freeze.  

6. Service the heating system before the heating 
season begins. Make sure adequate supplies of 
alternate fuels are on hand if the system is capa-
ble of dual firing.  

7. Inspect and maintain the building shell to mini-
mize unnecessary openings. Fix windows and 
doors so they close tightly. Caulk, insulate, and 
weather-strip as needed. Close and seal un-
needed dampers, louvers, and vents.  

8. Drain condensate from dry-pipe sprinkler system 
piping by opening the priming water level drain 
valve until the water in the riser has been ex-
pelled, and by using the auxiliary drains installed 
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at system low points. If there are any trapped 
sections of branch line piping, it may be neces-
sary to remove sprinklers and drain the water into 
a bucket.  

9. Open any on-site fire hydrants and allow water to 
flow until it is flowing clear. This measure flushes 
any debris from the underground main and exer-
cises the hydrant valve. Then slowly close the 
hydrant, making sure that it drains. Water can 
often be heard draining from the hydrant, and you 
will notice suction if you place a hand over the 
hydrant hose connection as the drainage occurs.  

During Cold Spells 

• Monitor temperatures every few hours in vulner-
able areas.  

• Provide safe, portable heaters for vulnerable ar-
eas that might fall below 40 degrees.  

• Provide heat or steam tracing for exterior piping 
that either contains liquids or needs to maintain 
constant temperatures.  

• Use tarps to erect temporary windbreaks. For a 
permanent windbreak, consider planting ever-
green trees and hedges upwind (prevailing winter 
wind direction) of vulnerable buildings and equip-
ment. 

 
 
The information, examples and suggestions presented in this material have been developed from sources believed to be reliable, but they should not be construed as legal or other professional advice. 
CNA accepts no responsibility for the accuracy or completeness of this material and recommends the consultation with competent legal counsel and/or other professional advisors before applying this 
material in any particular factual situations. This material is for illustrative purposes and is not intended to constitute a contract. Please remember that only the relevant insurance policy can provide the 
actual terms, coverages, amounts, conditions and exclusions for an insured. All products and services may not be available in all states and may be subject to change without notice. CNA is a registered 
trademark of CNA Financial Corporation. Copyright © 2010 CNA. All rights reserved. 
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