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Preface to Third Edition 
August, 2002 

 
 

In addition to a section on Hurricane/Storm plans added in the second edition, this 
third edition has a new section on Security.  Please look over this new set for 
applicability to your marina.  Then you’ll need to make up a custom set to fit your 
situation, size of staff, and local factors.  Remember that a simple plan will work 
better than an elaborate plan that never leaves the shelf. 
 
At the least, be sure that every employee knows that the Panic File exists, where to 
find it, and also encourage each person to look through it occasionally.  Better yet, 
do a training session for each new employee as they come onboard, and a reminder 
session at least annually for all regular employees. 
 
You are encouraged to make a gaudy, bright colored cover and spine for each copy 
of the Panic File at your marina.  Customize it so that it stands out from other 
binders and books on a shelf.  The cover and spine (and all materials in the entire 
Panic File) are on the diskette furnished with each copy.  Use this electronic 
version to build each page to fit your local situation.  Each form must be fitted with 
phone numbers and directions specific to your location. 
 
Your comments are welcome and encouraged.  Please contact us at any time with 
suggestions for improvement.  What works in one place will probably work in 
another, and we’d like to share your experience and knowledge.  You may contact 
the author at:  
   University of Florida 
   Florida Sea Grant 
   P. O. Box 110405 
   Gainesville, FL 32611-0405 
   

By Phone:  (352) 392-1837   
Email: Don Jackson – dlj@ifas.ufl.edu 
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PLANNING FOR EMERGENCIES – THE PANIC FILE 
 

A number of situations may occur in your marina that could require immediate response.  Calling 
911 may be appropriate in some instances, but some staff response is also called for in nearly 
every situation.  Without pre-planning, important steps can be overlooked, and without a quick 
reference guide, the best of intentions may not produce the best actions for solving the 
occasional, but intense problem.  Managers owe a duty to the public and their own employees to 
have a contingency plan in-hand before minor or major disasters occur. 
 
The “Generic Panic File” has been developed as a model, but it must be adapted to your needs.  
You must make a commitment to prepare for emergency and “hurry-up” situations by following 
the four-step process outlined below. 
 
Your Panic File must be customized specifically for your marina.  It should be organized 
logically and concisely, following the general layout of the model Panic File.  Your customized 
version should cover all common situations and also those possible events that might require a 
quick or specialized response.  Panic File binders should be gaudily marked and available at a 
number of locations around the marina and at key residences for use during off-hours 
emergencies. 
 

The Four Step Process 
 

Follow this four-step process to assemble a working Panic File specific to your marina. 
 
1. Generate basic information 

Think through all the “What-ifs” – make a list. 
Confer with all emergency responders in your area. 
 

2. Compile a set of procedures, organized under easily understood headings in a binder. 
Follow the general layout of the model plan. 
 

3. Acquaint all employees with the contents of the customized Panic File.  
Discuss locations of the Panic Files 
Discuss staff responsibilities for each situation – go over each one. 
Don’t overlook this step! 
 

4. Review and evaluate the entire plan at least annually. 
Review the contents with all employees, including all temporary people, at least once 
each year. 
Review the accuracy of all data annually. 
Evaluate the effectiveness and re-write any sections as appropriate. 
Keep it current! 
 

Costs for preparing a localized Panic File for your marina are minimal.  The time to accomplish 
the visits to responders, to write your customized version and then to train all employees is the 
main consideration.  The result will be a more responsible operation, and a much better product 
from emergency response organizations.  Having a well prepared emergency plan in hand before 
problems arise is not only prudent, it is also good common sense, good public relations, and 
shows concern for your employees and the public. 



 
Step One 

How to Build Your Marina’s Panic File 
 

The data in this “generic” version of a Panic File is useless - until customized for an individual 
marina.  There is some homework needed before anyone can use this set of data fruitfully. 
 
Think through the “What-ifs” with your staff, then find the local telephone numbers for the fire, 
police or sheriff’s office, poison control center, hospital, U. S. Coast Guard and other sources of 
emergency information and notification as  needed.  More importantly, some face-to-face contact 
with providers of emergency help will go a long way toward quicker and more appropriate 
responses when you do have an emergency situation.  So, here is what to do now, before an 
emergency occurs and while you are still thinking about the “What-ifs.” 
 
Go to 911! 
 
If you are served by use of a “911” phone call, go to the supervisor of that operation and share 
some information about your marina.  They will be interested in the exact location, the best 
routes for fire, ambulance and police response, and what level of confidence they can put in a 
report coming from you to the 911 switchboard.  Showing this panic file will build their 
confidence in your ability to organize the information they will need.  They’ll have their own 
protocols for gathering information in each different type of emergency, but in most cases, the 
data you gather on the forms in your Panic File will dovetail with or provide exactly what they 
need. 
 
Go to the Fire House! 
 
Go to your nearest firehouse and talk to the folks who will be responding to your call for help.  If 
they are also the source of ambulance response, you can discuss two situations with one visit.  
Both fire and rescue people will be interested in your ability to describe a situation accurately, 
which will allow them to dispatch appropriate resources. 
 
Better yet, invite the fire department to do a drill at your facility.  Be their host for more than one 
drill, if possible.  The better they know your facility and the peculiarities of your place, the better 
they’ll be at solving your emergencies.  They’ll be interested in several things: 
 Where are the fuel and electrical shutoffs? 

What special hazards are there?  For instance, where are solvents, chemicals, fuels, and 
pesticides stored?   
What are the quantities, in what types of containers, and how are they stored? 

 
Ask for advice on prevention programs that you can carry out with your staff.  Mention pre-
suppression programs that you have in place, and ask for advice on what else you can do to be 
ready for a fire or injury occurrence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Go to the Hospital! 
 
Talk with someone in the emergency room.  Ask them what they would need to know, and 
would like to know if you ever had the occasion to send an employee or guest there. Let them 
know what special problems a marina might generate, such as: 
 SCUBA diver with the bends 
 An employee overcome by fumes from a special project with odd solvents or 
 applications.  (Inside a covered boat hull is essentially an enclosed space.) 
 A  liveaboard overcome by carbon monoxide - again an enclosed space. 
 
Go the U. S. Coast Guard 
 
These may be the folks you work with frequently, or they may be some distance away and will 
only be involved in your area occasionally.  If they have jurisdiction, discuss your particular 
interests that might concern them.  Some special items for discussion might include: 
 Search for an overdue boat 
 Rescue for people overboard 
 Assistance for a boat taking on water (outside of your slips) 
 Drug traffic on the water, near your marina 
 Firefighting for any boat fire outside of your marina (and perhaps within it) 
 Any Homeland Security issues that are waterborne 
 
Invite the Coast Guard to drill in or near your marina.  The better they know your area and your 
facilities, the quicker and more appropriate will be their response in case of an emergency. 
 
Go to your Harbor Patrol 
 
If you are located within a port authority’s jurisdiction, or there is an active harbor patrol nearby, 
check in with them now.  Are they equipped to assist with any emergencies, and if so, which 
ones?  You may already know the answers, but it will help to review these questions from time 
to time.  Some have firefighting capability, nearly all have fuel or chemical spill containment 
supplies, and many are very sophisticated in emergency response.  If they are not particularly 
well equipped for all emergencies, you may need to pursue other organizations, or improve your 
own response capabilities.  Don’t wait for a spill or other emergency to determine someone 
else’s range of abilities and equipment. 
 
Go to the Marine Patrol 
 
If you are served by a marine patrol, arrange a meeting with the person in charge of the unit 
serving your area.  Discuss their policies and their capability to respond to an emergency at your 
marina.  Their resources in any particular area of the state may be more or less than you might 
imagine until you talk directly with someone in charge.  Marine Patrol capabilities may include: 
 Firefighting for a boat fire (inside or outside of your slips?) 
 Search for overdue or missing boats or boaters 
 Drug problems near your marina 
 Verification of boat ownership 
 Boating Under the Influence apprehension 
 Speeding, reckless operation, and other operational problems on the water 
 Contact for sewage, fuel, or chemical spills 



Go to your local Law Enforcement Agencies 
 
If your marina is within city limits,  go to the local police.  If your marina is outside city limits, 
go to the sheriff’s office.  You might want to check in with the state police as well.   You may 
have to go to all three agencies. 
 
Discuss any issues that they or you may have regarding law enforcement and any emergency 
situations that you can imagine.  Invite them to do a “vulnerability” check of your security 
functions.  Ask them for advice on safeguarding property and people.  Ask them for advice on 
traffic flows into, out of, and within your facilities.  Ask what steps you can take that will assist 
them when there is an emergency operation in progress.  You may be able to provide traffic 
direction, block off access somewhere within your parking areas or roadways, or assist in other 
ways.  Ask about prevention programs that might work on your premises. 
 
Some specifics you might discuss: 
 Trespass on grounds and on docks 
 Pilferage and Shoplifting 
 Theft of services – from moorings to pumpouts to fuel “drive-aways” 
 Loitering 
 Vandalism 
  
Other Agencies and Organizations? 
 
There may be other agencies or organizations that have jurisdiction or responsibilities in your 
area.  An example might be the FAA if you have significant seaplane activity or an airstrip. 
 
If your place of business is located in or near a National Park, rangers may be your first 
responders for any emergency, or at least for part of them.  Work with the rangers (they’ll 
already have a Panic File of their own), to be sure that all your “What-ifs” are covered.  The 
responsibility for response may vary in State Parks, so be sure to check with the local park staff. 
 
Another contact you might pursue is with a military installation, if one is nearby.  The military 
people may or may not provide emergency response, but may be a part of a mutual assistance 
agreement with your county or local government.  Even if they were to serve only as backup to 
local emergency forces, it would be good for you to have contact, and if possible, an on-site visit 
to your marina by one of their officers. 
 
Federal Emergency Management Administration (FEMA) may have an office nearby.  Check 
with them to see if there are any foreseen emergency situations that could have an effect on your 
marina.  Floods and landslides are possibilities if you are on or near the mouth of a river.  Your 
county will have an emergency management office also, and they might be an excellent source of 
information for you to learn about possible events that, while not of your making, might have an 
effect on your operations. 
 
If your local hospital does not have a hyperbaric chamber (most do not), you may wish to find 
the nearest chamber, and open a discussion on protocols that would work in case a SCUBA diver 
in or near your facility should come in with the bends.  You might pursue this through your local 
emergency room.  If they are not up to speed on this topic, you might share what you do learn 
from discussions with operators of the nearest chamber.  This same discussion might start with a 



local dive shop if the people there are knowledgeable on the subject of hyperbaric chambers.  A 
dive shop that  offers SCUBA training may have details already worked out for use of the nearest 
chamber. 
 
In General 
There is some homework due before this Panic File will be of much use to you.  Contacts and 
relationships prior to emergency situations will produce more appropriate responses.  If your call 
for assistance requires a second “who is calling”, you may not have done enough pre-problem 
legwork. 
 
For further information, contact Don Jackson at Florida Sea Grant Extension,  
(352) 392-1837, or E-mail:  dlj@ifas.ufl.edu 
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Step Two 
Food for thought – Some “What-ifs?” 

 
Medical Emergency 
Structural Fire 
Wildfire 
Boat Fire 
Dock Fire 
Boating Accident 
SCUBA Injury 
Drowning 
Poisoning 
Auto Accident 
Missing Person 
Overdue Boater 
Downed Power Lines 
Power Outage 
Fuel Spill 
Holdup/Robbery 
Aircraft Down 
Bomb Threat 
Hurricane/Storm 
Security 
Add your own headings, based on experience and localized possibilities 
 
Headings should be color-coded: 
 Red   =  Life Threatening – action required immediately 
 Yellow  =  Alert – action may be required  
 Green  =  Less common, environmental, unusual 
 
Arrangement from front to back should be individualized for your marina.  Use your knowledge 
of past occurrences initially, then revise the order after evaluation, if appropriate.  Be sure there 
are at least a half-dozen copies of each form in the binder at all times. 
 
Other headings may become necessary once the staff thinks through the “what-ifs” locally.  
Some might be: 
 
Alligator/Moose/Rabid Animal/Snake    Teen Gangs 
Flood or other weather related phenomena, such as extra-high storm-related tides 
Injured Wildlife       Ice Damage 
Sewage Spill/Overflow      Climbing Accident 
Mudslide        Construction Cave-in 
 
Make very visible front cover and spine pieces.  Go wild!  The spine needs to be bright and 
obvious when on a shelf with other binders.  The cover should also be bright colored and must 
stand out when left among other materials.  Even the back cover should be a bright color, so the 
Panic File can be found easily no matter where it is placed.  Use a “view” binder so your artwork 
will be visible. 
 



Step Three 
How to Use Your Panic File 

 
This customized collection of information is really a Panic-Preventer File.  When an emergency 
or unusual incident occurs, you’ll have essential phone numbers to call, information on what 
your staff should do, and a few reminders that may help to solve out-of-the-ordinary problems. 
 
What you need to do now – train the staff: 
 
Acquaint all employees with what is covered in your entire customized Panic File.  Have them 
think through the “What-ifs” at your marina once again.  What if this or that happened – how 
would we cope with the problem, and whom would we call to deal with the specialized aspects 
of the incident?  What would our staff assignments be during the situation?  Directing traffic, 
shutting off fuel switches, locking the cash drawer or even closing the ship’s store may all be 
individual assignments while fire, police or other responders are on the way.  There will always 
be things the staff could be doing rather than just waiting. 
 
Emergency protocols are not a mystery if you have thought through them and prepared ahead of 
time.   Some situations may certainly require quick action, but knowing who to call and what to 
do will solve the problem much better than not having prepared such a set of plans as are found 
in this collection.   Are there any other situations brought up by the staff that you might face and 
that are not included in the present collection of “recipes”?  If so, write them up in somewhat the 
same format as you find here, and include them in the binder under an appropriate heading. 
 
What to do when a situation arises – instructions to the staff: 
 
1) If someone is reporting a problem to you, tell the person you can help and that you will need 

to ask him or her a few questions.  Turn to the appropriate heading in your Panic File and ask 
those questions that will assure a quick and efficient response from whoever you may call for 
help. Always maintain contact, or know where you can reach the person reporting an 
emergency.  First-in information is often not complete, and further contact may be critical. 

 
2) Gather as complete a set of information as possible. 
 
3) Relay the information to the appropriate response people immediately. 
 
4) Dispatch other staff members as suggested in the Panic File or as seems prudent. 
 
Arrangement: 
 
 Red tabs        -  Life threatening emergencies – require immediate attention 
 Yellow tabs   -  Situations that have potential to be emergencies 
 Green tabs    -  Unusual, less common, and environmental situations 



These are common headings used in many Panic Files, in the probable order of 
sequence.  These can be duplicated and used directly on tabs, if you wish.  
Perhaps the exception is “Alligator”.  It is on this list to prompt thoughts of other 
“What-ifs” that might be appropriate at your location.  
 
   ↓      Red Tabs     ↓     ↓    Yellow Tabs   ↓ 
 
Medical Emergency     Down Power Line 
 
 
Structural Fire      Aircraft Down  
    
 
Dock Fire       Bomb Threat 
 
          
Boat Fire        Security 
        _______________ 
                    ↓   Green Tabs  ↓ 
Poisoning         

Fuel Spill 
_____________________ 
↓   Yellow Tabs    ↓       

Power Out 
Boating Accident 
 
Drowning       Hurricane/Storm 

  
      
Overdue Boater      Holdup/Robbery 
 
 
Auto Accident      Alligator 
 
 
Missing Person       Phone Record 
     

 *  Do not make a 
tab for “Other” or “Misc.”. 

Wildfire Be specific so a person in 
a high adrenaline situation 
can identify exactly what 
they are after. 

Note:  Use a color printer, or erase the highlighted colors for B/W tabs 
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Contact Factors: 
 
 Do you have a boat owner contact system in place?  The best plan may be to have someone 
off-site, perhaps in another area not involved in your storm episodes, do the contacting following a 
storm.  Boat owners will be interested in the outcome of the storm, and especially any damage to 
their own property.  While you are concerned with restoring normality to the marina, someone else 
can be the focal point for owner’s inquiries.  Giving regular updates, maybe even several times each 
day (if you do have outgoing phone or other contact methods) to one off-site source will save your 
time and that of your staff.  Even if the boat owner always wants to talk to the “boss”, the last thing 
you need is to answer to each owner one at a time.  
 
 The best method may be to do a very complete and individualized damage assessment as 
soon as possible and have that ready for the first phone calls from worried boat owners.  The off-
site contact can be pre-established, and might even be a part of your slip agreements and other 
documents given to the boat owner.  Updates can be several times a day, if appropriate.  If damage 
is extensive to your facilities, you may wish to block off vehicle or even pedestrian access until it is 
made safe.  Local people will all but demand access to their boat, while the remote owners will fret 
and then bother you with inquiries. 
 
 A single source contact for the press should be established, and written into the storm plan.  
One person should be responsible to stay abreast of damage reports, recovery efforts, and other 
newsworthy information, and then should be the sole outlet to the press.  The person may change 
from time to time during the storm episode and recovery period, but there should be one designated 
source for all outgoing information.  This is an integral part of your storm plan. 
 
Be sure your contacts with your insurance agents are current and their names and phone numbers 
are available to someone beside yourself. 
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(Note:  print this page in landscape format)  
Sample Storm Plan Checklist 

 
Three Days Out: 
 
  Item           
 Who is   Date & Time 
             
 Responsible  Completed 
 
All hands meeting           
 Manager Roscoe  _____ ______ 
 
Water supply laid in (______ gallons)        
 Ralph S.   *____ ______ 
 
Food supply laid in          
 Myrtle B.  *____ ______ 
 
Plywood in hand, drilled, fitted and marked for all windows w/o shutters     
 George & Bob  *____ ______ 
 
Fuel filled in underground tanks         
 Roscoe   _____ ______ 

 
Boats hauled and secured          
 Dock gang  _____ ______ 
 
Small Dock # 2 hauled and secured         
 Dock gang  _____ ______ 
 
Loose materials picked up in yard         
 Yard gang  _____ ______ 
 
Notices to slip renters to remove boats (per rental agreements)      
 Roscoe & Myrtle  _____ ______ 
 
Hard box ready to cover A/C units         
 Ralph   *____ ______ 
 
Stockpile tools for cleanup          
 Ralph   _____ ______ 
 
Move picnic tables to shed and anchor down w/cable       
 Yard gang  _____ ______ 
 
Check all flashlights, lanterns (w/fuel & extra mantles) & place strategically    
 Ralph   _____ ______ 
 
Charge all batteries for radios, flashlights, generators, emergency public lighting    
 Ralph   _____ ______ 
 
Buy supply of fresh batteries – all sizes needed       
 Myrtle/Ralph  _____ ______ 
 

 



(Note – Print this page in landscape format) 
Three Days Out: 
 
  Item           
 Who is   Date & Time 
             
 Responsible  Completed 
 
Pump sewage from all boats         
 Dock gang  _____ ______ 
 
Move all paper goods and absorbent materials off floors      
 Bob   _____ ______ 
 
Back up all vital office records – send to brother in Kansas      
 Roscoe & Myrtle  _____ ______ 
 
Fill 4 small propane tanks – set up propane stove       
 Ralph   _____ ______ 
 
Test generator for one hour         
 Ralph   _____ ______ 
 
Manually test all smoke, fire, and CO alarms, and high-water level alerts     
 Ralph   _____ ______ 
 
Check all first-aid kits for contents – refill whatever is needed      
 Myrtle   _____ ______ 
 
             
   _____ ______ 
 
             
   _____ ______ 
 
 
• Can be done prior to 3-day rush  -  (try 6 weeks before storm season or off-season) 
 
 

 
 
 

Repeat this checklist format for “Two days out” and “One day 
out” listing of things to be done 
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Holdup/Robbery 
 

Note:  It is not likely anyone will be able to consult this “Panic File” during a holdup or robbery.  
Therefore, these protocols should be made known to all staff, and the procedures following the 
situation can be used as appropriate. 
 

 
 

Following a robbery or holdup:   Phone 911 
 
Give exact location of incident: ____________________________________________________ 

 
Details to have ready for the 911 dispatcher: 

 
Left scene on foot: Yes _____  No _____     Left scene in vehicle:  Yes _____  No _____ 
 
 Description of suspect vehicle:  Year ________  Model ________ Color  ____________ 
         License #  _________________  State _____________ 
 
  Number of occupants _____________ 
  Direction of travel __________________________________________________ 
  Obvious marks or distinctions about vehicle _____________________________ 
 
 Description of suspect # 1: 
  Approx. age _______  Male ___  Female ___  Ht. _________  Wt.  ________ 
  Clothing description  ________________________________________________ 
 
 Description of suspect #2: 
  Approx. age _______  Male ___  Female ___  Ht. __________ Wt. _________ 
  Clothing description  ________________________________________________ 
 
What was taken:  _________________________________________________________ 
    (describe fully on back of this sheet) 
 
 
 
 
Full details will be taken by the investigating officer.  The above information will aid in starting law 
enforcement action prior to an investigation. 
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Our Organization’s Policy Regarding Robbery 
“It is this marina’s policy to comply with any demands made by a person 
attempting to rob this business or its staff.  No attempts are to be made to 
safeguard property or money if there is any risk of physical harm to anyone; 
safeguarding life is the primary concern.” 



Memorandum of Telephone Call 
 
Placed/Received by: ____________________________________________ 
 
To/From: _____________________________________________________ 
 
Date: __________________________   Time: ________________ 
 
Subject: _________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

Action to be taken: ___________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________ 

Signature/Initials ______________________ 
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