
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

COVID-19 pandemic – unoccupied premises 
23rd April 2020 

 
The implications for businesses working from home, with many of the UK’s commercial units having shut up shop, 
was brought into even sharper focus last week as the social distancing restrictions were extended by the UK 
government for at least a further 3 weeks. 

The extended lockdown period means that more commercial businesses will now need to consider the insurance 
implications of unoccupied or vacant premises.  We’ve therefore put together some guidelines that commercial 
businesses should be aware of, including the onus on the policyholder and the potential restrictions on available 
insurance cover. 

These guidelines are intended for brokers and agents – not only as a reminder to review contracts in the days and 
weeks ahead – but also to share with your customers, so that they, in turn, can consider reasonable measures to 
protect their businesses.  

In the context of some of the information provided, we appreciate there’s an ongoing need for personal protection 
measures and social distancing to be observed by all involved. 

 
Unoccupancy 
 
When unoccupancy occurs, cover for damage arising from certain perils will be excluded, particularly when the 
premises are empty, vacant, disused or unoccupied (different policies may use varying definitions) for a specified 
period.   

Policyholders should consult their specific contracts of insurance and policy wordings as soon as possible to 
prepare and take the appropriate steps.  

Policy restrictions will vary between contracts, with some beginning on the date of unoccupancy itself.  More 
commonly, exclusions will start after the defined period, usually after 30, 45 or 60 consecutive days of 
unoccupancy. 
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What perils are affected? 
 
Those in the insurance industry will be familiar with the relevant perils, but to policyholders and customers coping 
with a ‘lockdown’ situation, there could be less of an appreciation. 

Unoccupancy beyond the defined period is likely to have implications for the following perils, which will vary from 
policy to policy: 

- Glass cover – damage to external sheet window or door glass  

- Riot or civil commotion (it’s possible insurers may consider these claims in the first instance and ultimately 

seek recovery from the UK government, however, in the strictest sense, this peril tends to be excluded for 

a vacant property) 

- Malicious damage  

- Escape of water from a tank, apparatus, pipe or escape of oil from any oil-fired heating installation.  This is 

probably the most likely scenario to adversely affect unoccupied or vacant premises.  A burst water or oil 

mains supply pipe going undetected for several days or weeks is likely to cause significant damage 

- Theft and attempted theft 

- Accidental damage 
- Potential loss of metered services 

 
What might the policy specify? 
 
Beyond the stated periods of unoccupancy mentioned, the insurance contract might impose certain requirements 
on your customers, for example: 

- All services to the premises to be switched ‘off’ except where: 

- The electricity supply is needed to maintain a fire and intruder alarm system 

- The water supply is needed to maintain a sprinkler system 

- The heating system needs to maintain a minimum temperature within the premises (certainly 

during winter months but also in some parts of the UK where freezing temperatures remain a 

possibility) 

- Waste removal - all unfixed combustible materials (including internal junk mail, papers and external waste 

of any kind) should be removed or stored and disposed of commensurate with local authority guidelines 

during the COVID-19 outbreak 

- The completion of weekly internal and external inspections and the maintaining of an adequate record 

(documented and perhaps supported by digital photos of completed inspections) - all subject to 

compliance with Government restrictions 

- Securing the premises appropriately – possibly extending to sealing letter boxes and making sure intruder 

alarm systems and CCTV installations are tested and in full working order 

- Leakage of beverages from storage containers, pipes and apparatus that service public houses and hotels 
 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
What else can your customers do? 
 
Aside from measures imposed by the insurance contract, individual businesses may wish to consider the following 
(non-exhaustive list) of common-sense measures to protect themselves: 

- Keep testing alarm systems and maintain water supply to sprinkler systems 

- Make sure locks are functioning and adequate.  Consider potential weaknesses around the perimeter of the 

premises and options to improve security including the shuttering and boarding of doors and windows 

- Make sure CCTV systems are operational to maximum coverage, upgrading if possible and appropriate to 

do so.  Consider the regular monitoring of activity from your home, if possible, reporting any suspicious 

activity to the police and retaining recordings.  Add signage to the effect that CCTV is in place and 

monitored remotely 

- Check understanding of the deployment of external security guards who may be contracted by another 

party to protect the premises 

- Remove any valuable and portable equipment to a more secure place as far as is reasonably possible, 

subject to clarification of cover 

- Remove - or maintain a safe copy elsewhere - of all important business documentation from the premises, 
especially financial records 

 

Should you have any questions about the content of this update, please get in touch with your usual Sedgwick 
contact. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


