
Sewer Backup Claim Response

By Richard Buttenshaw



“Do not undertake any action that could 

later be determined in a court of law to 

be an admission of liability, culpability or 

negligence on your part or on the part of 

the local government entity and/or 

organization that employs you and 

whom you herewith represent.”

It’s true but hard to put into practice

But don’t be paralyzed by fear

This is what we’ve been told



No one is having a good day !

• Customers are upset

• Managers are upset

• Who knows what 
substances you will 
find at the scene of the 
backup!



The Big Mistake

• The big mistake of saying, doing or writing 

something that puts your department on the hook 

even if it’s not their fault

– Even though you where just trying to help

• Do the math

– Paying for damages means less money for pay rises



“The Disclaimer”

Exact procedures will vary

Always follow your department’s procedures

but

Must have a written Response Plan



The Response Plan
• Components:

– Response personnel

– Phone call and initial response

– The field response

– Determine the location and cause

– Inside the residence

– Reporting

and remember

“How would I want to be treated in this situation?”



Response Personnel
– Primary response personnel on call

• Contact information

– Backup response personnel

– Contractors

– Any regulatory agencies

– Manager authorized to speak to the media

– Equipment

• Location

• How to get it after hours



Phone Call

– Critical initial contact

– Be considerate

• But do NOT agree about fault

– Never discuss fault on the phone

• Just collect the facts

– Document this call (see next slide)

– Discuss cleanup options
• Don’t delay the cleanup

– Tell them when a crew will arrive



See 

Handout



Field Response
– Balancing act

– Never talk about who’s fault or liability it is:

• DO NOT – just agree with them to calm them 

down

• DO NOT – start unauthorized repairs

“Admission of Liability”

Helping with the cleanup - Admission of Liability ? 

Apply common sense – time for some good 

public relations



Field Response

– Only one person deals with customer

– Keep it simple when explaining possibilities

• Service lateral backup

• Main sewer backup

Know your city’s ordinance



Field Response

– Discuss possibilities before you start the 

inspection

– Service Lateral

• Private property

• Owner is responsible for repairs

– Need to call a plumber

• You are not authorized to clean up or repair

Lay the ground work so their not as upset later on



Location and Cause

– Follow your 

department’s protocol

– Open service lateral 

clean out

– Check main line

– Video if possible

• Show the customer

– Save evidence



Inside the Residence
– Follow your department’s protocol

– Don’t go in alone

– Don’t spread the waste

– Listen, be considerate and be professional

– Suggest steps to avoid further damage

– Make notes of damage (see next slide)

– Take photos

– Give list of contractors (if allowed)

– Take time to explain what happens next



See 

Handout



Inside the Residence
It doesn’t always go smoothly!

They want you to pay!

Don’t discuss fault or liability

Calmly explain laterals are 

private lines

Call your supervisor if necessary

If they get violent – just leave



Reporting

– Take notes and photos from the scene 

and write full report

– Include:

• Previous backups in the area

• Condition of lines

• Tree locations

• Nearby businesses

Clues from previous backups can avoid future ones



See 

Handout



Report to Insurance

But don’t be paralyzed by fear

– The biggest problems we see are:

• Do not respond until they have checked with 

their insurance company

– Customer gets furious and what do they do when 

they get mad? – SUE !!!

• Late reporting

– Hinders the adjusters ability to help



Dealing with the public can be 
a fine art

To try and mitigate your losses:

• Respond

• Investigate

• Report to insurance

The Bottom Line

Simultaneously



See 

Handout



See 

Handout



Other Handouts



Get your questions ready 
for the panel


