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Storm Preparedness at the Office 
 
Note: This is the third in a three-part series about storm preparedness. Previous installments covered how 
to prepare for severe weather at the jobsite and on the road.  
 
Key Points 

 While employees in the field are particularly vulnerable to severe-weather hazards because they 
could be on the road or outdoors on jobsites when storms strike, being prepared at your company’s 
home base – its office, shop and equipment/material storage sites – is equally important. 

 Lightning, high winds and large hail can threaten any location, and tornadoes, flooding and 
hurricanes are possible at many. If lightning (the second-leading cause of weather-related deaths, 
after flooding) strikes a building or nearby power line, it can travel into the building through the 
plumbing or electric wiring. People using corded telephones and computers, electrical 
tools/appliances or plumbing fixtures are at risk. Approximately 5 percent of lightning victims are 
struck while talking on a corded telephone, according to the National Weather Service. 

 Being prepared for severe weather requires management and employees to commit to a continuous 
process of planning and training and testing and revising emergency actions. 

 
Employers’ and Supervisors’ Checklist 

 Be aware that federal OSHA’s General Duty Clause requires you to provide workplaces free from 
recognized hazards – including those associated with severe weather – likely to cause death or 
serious physical harm.  

 Review your insurance coverage to learn what is and isn’t protected from storm damage at your 
office/shop. 

 Develop a storm-emergency plan as part of a general emergency-action plan that addresses all 
emergency situations your company and employees could face. Under federal OSHA regulations, 
most firms with more than 10 employees must have a written emergency-action plan meeting 
requirements under 29 CFR 1910.38. The agency allows smaller companies to communicate their 
plans orally. For assistance creating general emergency-action plans, see OSHA’s Emergency 
Action Plan Checklist and Ready.gov’s guidance for businesses on developing and implementing an 
emergency-response plan. 

 Include OSHA-advised components in severe-weather emergency plans: information on conditions 
that will activate the plan; outline of your chain of command; details on designated places to take 
shelter or evacuation procedures and routes (floods and hurricanes); methods for ensuring all 
personnel are accounted for; and procedures for securing hazardous materials on the site. Also 
include descriptions of conditions calling for suspension/resumption of work activities. 

 Review the plan with employees when it’s put in place, at least annually thereafter, and whenever 
it’s updated (regularly evaluate the plan and make necessary changes). Employees should know the 
overall plan as well as their specific roles in it. Make learning the plan part of new employees’ 
training. 

 Give all employees a copy of the plan and post it in highly visible places in your office and shop 
buildings. 

 Assign employees specific duties under the storm-emergency plan and create a checklist for each 
role. Also designate and train alternates. Responsibilities could include monitoring weather reports 
and updating management, directing personnel outdoors to enter a building, directing people indoors 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_id=9726&p_table=STANDARDS
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/evacuation/checklists/eap.html
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/evacuation/checklists/eap.html
http://www.ready.gov/business/implementation/emergency
http://www.ready.gov/business/implementation/emergency
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/evacuation/evac.html
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to designated shelter areas and accounting for workers, visitors and customers as they arrive in 
shelter areas. 

 Depending on the number of buildings and employees you have, you might need to create teams 
and assign the above duties to people on each team. 

 Weather watchers or monitors (remember, there should be one of these on each field crew as well) 
should: 
- Be familiar with severe-weather warning terms as well as your community's emergency plans and 
warning signals. 
-Review forecasts through the Internet (smartphone applications are available for this) or via radio 
(consider purchasing battery-powered weather radios available at many electronics stores). National 
Weather Service advisories, watches and warnings can be monitored at weather.gov/cle. 
Thunderstorm and severe-weather forecasts are also online at spc.noaa.gov. Free text and email 
weather warnings also are available from multiple sources. 
- Keep an eye on current conditions. Be on the lookout for dark clouds, increased wind, thunder, 
lightning and heavy rainfall. 
-Notify a supervisor/manager of current and predicted weather hazards.  
-Activate the storm-emergency plan as needed when a supervisor/manager is not on site. 
-After the storm-emergency plan has been activated, continue monitoring the weather and updating 
management personnel so they can make an informed decision about when to resume work.   

 Develop a system for knowing who is in company buildings in the event severe weather activates 
your storm-emergency plan. Keep a list of employees and maintain a visitor log at the front desk or 
reception area. Assign someone to take the lists to shelter areas or assembly areas when buildings 
are evacuated (due to flooding, for example) and compare the names on the lists to those present.  

 Establish an alarm system to warn workers of hazards including severe weather. Under federal 
OSHA’s emergency-action plan standard, employers must have and maintain an employee alarm 
system that uses a distinctive signal for each purpose and complies with requirements in 29 CFR 
1910.165.  

 Establish procedures for sounding emergency alarms in relation to severe weather. For employers 
with 10 or fewer employees in a particular workplace, federal OSHA states that direct voice 
communication is an acceptable procedure provided all employees can hear the alarm.  

 Test alarm systems frequently and develop plans to communicate warnings to employees with 
disabilities or who do not speak English. 

 When called for by your storm-emergency plan (because of a tornado warning or other severe-
weather threat), broadcast a warning throughout all buildings instructing everyone to move to shelter 
areas identified in your plan. In the case of thunderstorms, warnings could alert employees to move 
indoors and stay away from showers, sinks, other water sources, appliances, and corded 
telephones, computers and other electric equipment. Early alerts might also tell employees when 
they should close shop doors/bays and store and secure equipment, tools, materials and chemicals 
in preparation for a storm. 

 Know when it is safe to allow employees to resume work in an office or shop environment. To 
provide protection from lightning for workers in open shops and for employees who must use corded 
computers, telephones and other electrical devices, this is generally 30 minutes after the last 
observed lightning or sound of thunder.  

 Follow federal OSHA’s guidelines for designating tornado-shelter locations: An underground area, 
such as a basement, provides the best protection. If underground shelter is not available, choose 
small, interior rooms or hallways on the lowest floors possible and rooms constructed with reinforced 
concrete, brick or block with no windows and heavy concrete floors or roof systems. Avoid large 
rooms that have flat, wide-span roofs. 

 Consider building a safe room to protect your employees. 

http://www.weather.gov/cle/
http://www.spc.noaa.gov/
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=9819
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=STANDARDS&p_id=9819
http://www.fema.gov/fema-p-320-taking-shelter-storm-building-safe-room-your-home-or-small-business
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 Prepare an appropriate number of disaster-supply kits and store them in areas where employees will 
take shelter and in company vehicles. Ensure employees know where the kits are and what they 
contain. 

 If your office is located in an area vulnerable to hurricanes, include in your storm-emergency plan an 
evacuation plan that meets federal OSHA and other regulatory requirements and ensures 
employees can get to safety. 

 Contact your local county geologist or county planning department to learn whether your business is 
in an area prone to flooding. If so, your emergency-action plan should include a flood-evacuation 
plan as prescribed by federal OSHA and any state/local regulations.  

 See federal OSHA’s guidance for tornado preparedness and response, hurricane preparedness and 
response and flood preparedness and response.  

Employee Dos and Don’ts 
Do: 

 Know and follow your company’s storm-emergency plan. Understand the overall plan and your role 
in it. 

 Make sure you or another member of the office or shop staff is serving as a weather watcher. See 
weather-watcher duties above. 

 Ensure materials, equipment, tools, chemicals, etc. in the shop and equipment/material yard are 
properly stored and secured. Cover loose materials, store chemicals, tools and anything else that 
could become a projectile in an enclosed area, and secure equipment, trash cans and other objects 
that could be picked up by wind or carried away by heavy rain. 

 Know your company’s alarm system for warning you of severe weather and other hazards. 
 When your company issues a severe-weather alarm or when you determine it is necessary, close 

windows, doors (including shop doors/bays) and move to a designated or appropriate storm-safety 
area (basement or interior room) or evacuate (in the event of flooding or a hurricane threat). 

 
Don’t: 
 Take shelter from lightning in an open shop or other partially enclosed area. If you see lightning or 

hear thunder, you are in danger of being struck if you are outdoors or in an open structure. You need 
to be in a fully enclosed building with plumbing and wiring. Go inside the office or secure the shop by 
closing doors, bays, etc. 

 Go near windows or plumbing fixtures or use corded telephones or computers or electrical 
tools/appliances when thunder can be heard and for 30 minutes after the last sound of thunder. 

 Think you will be safe from tornadoes or high winds in mobile/portable structures. 
 Fail to respond to alarms or weather-related instructions from management or co-workers 

performing duties under your company’s storm-emergency plan. 
 
This safety newsletter is provided by the National Association of Landscape Professionals (NALP) as a service to its members. Neither NALP nor its employees make 
any representation or warranties, express or implied, regarding the use of or reliance on the information provided herewith, regardless of its format or means of 
transmission. Members assume sole responsibility for compliance with safety requirements. NALP is not responsible for and expressly disclaims all liability or 
damages of any kind arising out of the use, reference to or reliance on any information contained within this publication. 
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http://www.ready.gov/kit
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/hurricane/preparedness.html
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/flood/preparedness.html
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/flood/preparedness.html
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/tornado/preparedness.html
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/hurricane/preparedness.html
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/hurricane/preparedness.html
https://www.osha.gov/dts/weather/flood/index.html

