
Editor’s Note: Supplement 2 provides information on preparing propane companies for 
natural disasters. It is based on a presentation titled “Natural Disasters and the Propane 
Industry” [1], by Stuart Weidie (President and CEO of Blossman Gas, Inc.) and Eric Kuster 
(former Director of Safety and Training at Tri-Gas & Oil Co., Inc.) at an industry 
conference in 2006. The editor thanks Mr. Weidie and Mr. Kuster for sharing the 
information they learned after Hurricane Katrina. The editor also thanks Bruce Swiecicki, 
who prepared the supplement. While the information in the supplement is based on a major 
hurricane, it is applicable to planning for all types of natural disasters. Those who work in 
the supply chain of key fuels, such as propane, can use this information as a guide to 
preparing their organizations for dealing with natural disasters.

SUPPLEMENT 2
Preparing Propane  
Companies for Natural  
Disasters

Introduction
Between 1996 and 2006, the U.S. Federal Emergency Man-
agement Agency (FEMA) declared there were more than 56 
emergencies per year on average due to natural events. The 
emergencies ranged from snow and ice storms during winter 
and thunderstorms during summer in the northern states; 
hurricanes, floods, and wildfires in the southern states; hur-
ricanes, floods, and tornadoes in the eastern states; earth-
quakes, mudslides, and wildfires in the western states; and 
floods, thunderstorms, and tornadoes in the central states.

The effects of natural disasters on the propane industry 
include supply disruptions to retail marketers and propane 
users, damaged and missing tanks and other equipment, and 
an increase in the release of liquefied petroleum gas (LP-Gas) 
from tanks and the possible ignition of released propane. See 
Exhibits S2.1 and S2.2, which show a propane container 
formerly located at a bulk plant and propane tank foundations 
after Hurricane Katrina, respectively.

It is impossible to be totally prepared for a natural 
disaster given the uncertainty of when, where, and to  
what degree a natural disaster may occur. The allocation  
of personnel and financial resources to develop and  
maintain a contingency plan is dependent on the ability  
of a propane retail marketer or user to make available the 
labor and assets that may be required. However, resources 
exist that would familiarize a propane marketer with the 
basic preparations necessary to minimize the impact of a 

EXHIBIT S2.1

Propane Container Moved by Hurricane Katrina.

natural disaster on their business. Information for areas 
subject to high winds, floods, and heavy snowfall is 
available from several sources.

Exhibit S2.3 is a map from the American Society of 
Civil Engineers (ASCE) showing maximum wind speeds for 
the Gulf Coast of the United States. Wind speed maps of 
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other areas are available in NFPA 5000®, Building Construc-
tion and Safety Code® [2]; ASCE 7, Minimum Design Loads 
for Buildings and Other Structures [3]; and other sources. 
Flood maps are available from FEMA and local sources.

The following general topics can also be researched on 
FEMA’s website at www.fema.gov:

	 l Protecting a business
	 l Recovering from an emergency situation
	 l Flood maps and insurance
	 l Contractors and vendors

EXHIBIT S2.2

Two Propane Container Foundations After the Containers Were 
Washed Away in Floodwaters Resulting from Hurricane Katrina.

EXHIBIT S2.3

Basic Wind Speed — Western 
Gulf of Mexico Hurricane and 
Coastline. (Courtesy of ASCE)

Pre-Emergency Planning
While planning for a natural disaster, it is reasonable to as-
sume the following:

	 l Electricity may not be available for several days or 
more

	 l Phone service (including cellular) may not be available 
for several days or more

	 l Propane storages facilities may be damaged
	 l Access to certain parts of a service area may not be pos-

sible for several days or more
	 l Supply of LP-Gas may be curtailed for several days or 

more

During the planning phase for emergencies, meet with 
emergency service providers — including the fire and po-
lice departments and other organizations such as the Red 
Cross — to make sure their capabilities are well under-
stood and to allow those services to become familiar with 
the resources that the retail marketer or propane user can 
and/or must provide. For example, a hospital may have 
emergency power systems fueled by propane when elec-
tricity is not available.

Emergency response agencies, such as the fire and po-
lice departments, will be counting on a retail marketer to 
supply fuel for emergency heating, cooking, and hot water. 
Ensure that it is clear to everyone which resources would be 
available in an emergency and the quantities that can be 
expected. Present each agency with a list that documents 
these resources. During the planning phase, it is useful to 
have a current list of parts, tanks, appliances, and vehicles 
that other propane marketers and key users in the area can 
use. Make contact with local financial institutions that are 
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able to make cash or credit available to the propane retail 
marketer in the event of an emergency.

Meet with other propane retailers in the area and as-
sign specific crews to cover specific areas, regardless of 
whose customers may be affected. Develop a list of em-
ployees and other persons in the area who can be called 
upon for additional labor during an emergency. Teaming 
non-experienced personnel with experienced drivers or 
service technicians is one means of spreading manpower 
over a larger area. Making sure the physical assets of a 
business (equipment and personnel) are spread over a large 
area reduces the chances that an event will devastate the 
operations of a business.

Specific steps to be performed while planning for an 
emergency include the following:

	 l Create and maintain a list of contact information for all 
employees.

	 l Implement a communication system between the busi-
ness and its employees, assuming no power or cellular 
service is available.

	 l At critical locations for the business, install and main-
tain portable or fixed generators with sufficient fuel and 
capacity for running pumps and basic office and plant 
operations.

	 l Designate a point of communication for emergency ser-
vices to contact the business. Also plan an alternate lo-
cation in case the primary location is not available.

	 l Design an incident command team that can make critical 
decisions for the company regarding service operations, 
delivery operations, supply, finance, communications, 
and public relations.

	 l Create a new file in the system to allow for disaster-re-
lated activities and work orders performed for custom-
ers during an emergency.

	 l Draw on the resources of state and national associa-
tions, such as the National Propane Gas Association 
(NPGA), the National Fire Protection Association 
(NFPA), and the Propane Education and Research 
Council (PERC) to assist with planning.

	 l Maintain check-off lists for all aspects of the plan so 
that it can be more easily implemented during times of 
extreme duress.

	 l Have a safe or some other secure location where the 
emergency plan can be accessed when needed.

If enough advanced notice is available before a disaster 
event occurs, the following points should be considered:

	 l Use radio and television to communicate safety precau-
tions with a clear and consistent message.

	 l Secure additional supplies of consumables such as 
water, fuel, and batteries. Other materials such as rope, 
snow shovels, and duct tape may be useful.

	 l Put the emergency plan into effect and contact supply 
points and other retail marketers for last minute 
planning.

	 l Review the emergency plan with employees and discuss 
contingency plans.

Once developed, pre-emergency plans should kept in 
one or more safe places. Review the plan at the beginning of 
each storm season.

Emergency Response
During a disaster, the following actions should be taken:

	 l Avoid sending employees into harm’s way by respond-
ing too soon.

	 l Prioritize all responses. Large leaks, elderly customers 
or customers with health issues, and critical infrastruc-
ture such as hospitals, emergency services, and shelters 
must be given top priority.

	 l Be considerate of employees’ needs to ensure the safety 
of their own families.

	 l Because emergencies can last for days or weeks, take 
care not to overwhelm employees and ensure that they 
get adequate rest.

	 l Keep some resources in reserve and do not deploy all 
crews immediately. Emergency services will call for 
assistance, and supplies and crews will need to be im-
mediately available at that time.

	After the disaster, the following actions should be 
taken:

	 l Communicate with customers as soon as possible 
using radio or other available means. Arrange for a 
special contact number for customers to call and get 
information.

	 l Keep the focus on safety by using established safety 
procedures for putting services back into operation.

	 l Inspect all equipment and replace pressure regulators 
and controls that have been underwater.

	 l Inspect piping systems to ensure they are leak free.
	 l Utilize FEMA and other assistance agencies. Have con-

tact numbers available for customers.
	 l Establish contact with a financial institution for addi-

tional support if necessary.
	 l Determine the extent of the business’ needs and con-

tact products and equipment suppliers to inform 
them of those needs. Establish additional credit if 
necessary.

	 l Maintain a reliable accounting of extra expenses 
incurred, including direct property losses, damaged 
tanks and equipment, overtime for employees, lost 
production time, and extra clerical expenses.
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	 l Document damages. Take many photographs of dam-
ages at plants and customer locations. Establish a 
separate file for disaster-related activities and work 
orders performed for customers.

	Finally, for long-term issues related to disaster events, 
consider the following:

	 l Establish relationships with FEMA and other federal 
and state aid agency representatives sent into the area to 
assist with customer- and business-related issues.

	 l Utilize the assistance offered by others in the industry.
	 l Utilize the assistance of state and national trade asso-

ciations for communications, logistics, and public rela-
tions activities.

	 l Establish a central collection site for orphan tanks and 
equipment. Communicate the location to emergency 
management agencies and other retail marketers in the 
area.

	 l Contact elected officials at all levels to keep them 
informed and let them know how they can help. If the 
area is declared a disaster area, take advantage of 
programs and assistance that are available. Communicate 

the availability of those resources to all affected 
customers.

SUMMARY
A natural disaster can take many forms, including a hurri-
cane, snowstorm, flood, ice storm, or major fire. One or 
more of these can occur anywhere. The information pro-
vided in this supplement is applicable to any of these natural 
disasters and should be considered by all those in the supply 
chain of key fuels, including propane.
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