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R WO st secners

by Violet Anderson

Back to Business After Hurricane Katrina

“We rode out Betsy, we rode out Camille, we went through
Frederick and Ivan. This one was different from any we've ever had,”
said Bruce Cook, owner of Cook’s Texaco Xpress Lube and a 50-year
resident of Moss Point, Mississippi. Cook and many of the 300,000
plus other residents of Louisiana and Mississippi were in shock after
Hurricane Katrina uprooted their lives.

And Katrina was not selective as it cut a 300-mile wide swath, tak-
ing a heavy toll on lives, homes and businesses along the Gulf Coast
and inland for hundreds of miles. To date, over 250,000 people are
homeless and the cost of reconstruction is estimated at $200 billion
and climbing.

Recovering Tanks and Pumps

Moss Point is just 110 miles from New Orleans on the Gulf coast,
and it took the brunt of the storm. As the water invaded his living
room, Cook abandoned his home, jumped in his truck and made his
way to Interstate 10, where he parked and rode out the storm because
there was no other place to go.

When he was able to return to his business, there was little exterior
damage, but having lost power, the sump pump stopped and the pit
filled with water. “We had an ol disposal company come in and clean
it up,” he said. “It took about four hours with a vacuum truck, steam
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We lost all of our
oil, probably 1,500
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gallons.”

Although below-
ground pits are
more susceptible to
flooding and water
damage, fast lube
facilities can effec-
tively recover tanks
and pumps after
flooding.  Since
Cook knew water
could ruin some
kinds of pumps, he
and the oil disposal

company first visu-
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ally inspected all his equipment for water damage prior to restarting
the pumps. To detect water they inserted a sample “thief,” a clear plas-
tic tube, into the oil tanks and reservoirs. Then they sealed off the air
from the top of the tube, removed it and examined its content. They
also used a water indicator paste on dipsticks, and when the paste
changed color, they knew where they had detected water. So, Cook’s
oil disposal company drained the tanks, cleaned them and visually
inspected them again before refilling.

Cook made sure to check the compressors and hydraulic units,
removing any water and lubricating any part that needed it. He
also drained and examined all the hoses for water damage. And, he
inspected and replaced damage to his shop’s air and oil filter inven-

tory.

Emergency Plans

Two weeks after Katrina, Cook’s business was up and running,
servicing up to 80 cars a day. Cook admitted, however, he wasnt as
prepared beforehand as he could have been. The only emergency plan
he had was to be sure to turn off the breakers, bolt down the doors
and run. He does have advice for other fast lube businesses now that
he has gone through and survived Karrina.

“Don't worry about small structural damage. Just assess and deter-
mine what it's going to take to get you back online,” he advised. “Be
ready for the public to get ready for you. You have to realize that
during the first week after a storm, everybody is still in shock. They
aren’t thinking about changing the oil in their cars. Bur about the
second week, they're beginning to wonder how they're going to save
their cars.”

What proved to be a beneficial part of Tupelo, Mississippi fast lube
owner Randy Groover's emergency strategy was that it included an
arrangement with suppliers to hold invoices up to 30 days, as well as
a line of credit, which was vital in his case.

“I had to take $15,000 in cash to put into the business to cover a
week’s worth of payroll, as well as all my other payments that came
due on the first of the month,” he said.

In addition to having financial backups as part of a basic emergency
plan, fast lube operators should have an evacuation route and desti-
nation already mapped out. Operators should also know how they
would evacuate from work to home or out of the city — by car, mass
transit, bicycle or even walking.

You can also do a number of things in your community to pre-
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