CONTINGENCY PLANNING
In the very bowels of Reading Unitary Authority’s head office skyscraper is a small office occupied by a man and his computers. All day long his sole task is to dream up potential disasters that could strike Reading and prepare plans to cope. Plane crashes, flood, fire, terrorist atrocity, riot, traffic chaos, biological warfare – you name it, they are all grist to his mill. 
He is well paid and his duties are replicated in all of the other 800 or so local authorities across our green and pleasant land. Local authorities can set their own Council Tax budgets to include the likes of Emergency Planners – not so we.

Small private enterprises have no such luxury – we have to do it ourselves if we do it at all.

And why should we? We’re not the Runnymede Borough Council with all its resources. We’ve been in practice for decades and nothing remotely resembling a disaster has ever occurred. We haven’t got the time and we certainly haven’t got the inclination.

There are two answers to that not so rhetorical question.
1. If your practice has the Lexcel Quality Mark then under the new Lexcel 4 you must have a Business continuity plan – in writing and in your Manual.

2. The other reason is that disaster could strike. It probably won’t but it possibly will. Without any shred of Contingency Planning in place you can then kiss goodbye to your practice, your income, your staff perhaps and in all likelihood the majority of your clients. You might get Intervened, you’ll possibly go bankrupt but on even the rosiest view of the outcome you are looking at many months of hard additional slog just to get back to where you were – if you ever can.

I’m not an expert in this subject and certainly don’t have all the answers. It’s more of an awareness-raising article but, hopefully, you will take away some food for thought.

So – where are you now in the realm of Contingency Planning?

I shall set out a scenario and would be grateful if you would take a moment to consider your response. Thereafter I include some points I have found during some research into the concept generally .

SCENARIO

It is 8.15 am on Monday morning and you drive to work, as always, only to find:

1. Your offices are a soaked and still slightly smouldering ruin.

2. Your staff are standing around in shock

3. 2 early clients are gazing at the remains in panic – one with a court hearing at 10.30 and one with a completion.

4. All your files, records, deeds, wills, computers, telephones, office equipment and furniture are totally destroyed – including the Office Insurance Policy you kept safely in that elegant wooden filing cabinet.

WHAT DO YOU DO?
So, what do you do? Are you up and running inside a week? All clients happy and all matters progressed? All staff present, correct and working well? All income safeguarded? 

Probably not.

A couple of statistics culled from the website of the Continuity Forum – 

www.continuityforum.org – set the scene.
Only 47 % of organisations have any sort of business continuity plan (BCP).

Public sector and listed companies lead the field with private enterprise and voluntary sector coming a poor second.

94% of those with a BCP felt it had been effective in reducing disruption.

There is help out there – in abundance. Surrey County Council is, happily, one organisation which is disseminating its expertise to the wider business community – albeit under statutory requirement. So you get something for your Uniform Business Rate.

It comes in 5 easy-to-digest headlines:
1. Understand the vulnerabilities of your business

2. Define your business continuity strategy

3. Develop your plan

4. Cultural change

5. Rehearse your plan

Each of the headings comes with expanded notes, advice and comment. 
So, how to approach the issue?  Prevention and Cure are the naturalstarting points and these are addressed below. The lists are not exhaustive and many may be found in the curriculum of the University of the Bleeding Obvious but we all have to start somewhere. Please, therefore, forgive me if the following resembles too closely a lesson involving grandmothers and eggs.
Prevention

The first steps must be to introduce and enforce some reasonable and practical preventive measures.   How?

1. Appoint somebody to have overall responsibility for business continuity. Probably a senior member of the firm or the Practice Manager. Someone with the authority to enforce rules.  Most importantly, involve all members of staff. They need to be a part of this programme, contribute to it, recognise its importance and its relevance to themselves. If you don’t, you’re wasting your time. Only they can give you precise feedback on how best to protect their own particular sphere of influence and responsibilities. People are always your most valuable resource and will generally respond well to such involvement and responsibility.

2. Do the obvious – but actually do it.

· Switch off electrical equipment at night

· Dispose of paper and rubbish at night

· Store deeds, wills and files in fireproof or fire-resistant cabinets at night.

3. Back up your computer network every night and ensure:

· The backup is comprehensive and complete

· It is kept offsite

· It works – test it
· Your firm’s diaries are included

· You have a client database which is up-to-date and included in the backup
· You have a Wills, Deeds, etc. database which is up-to-date and included

· If you’re still not computerised, do it manually. But do it.

4. Establish and maintain a full, costed Inventory of your office, computer network and stations, library, equipment etc. You acquired it all a while ago and replacement cost is unlikely to match historic cost. Let your Insurers have a copy.

5. Review and update your office and buildings insurances. Is the sum assured adequate to compensate you fully for all the myriad costs you are going to face? Probably not. Remember “average”. Keep a copy of the policies offsite.  What about the impact on Professional Indemnity Insurance? A disaster is a “Notifiable Event” of the greatest magnitude – what excess will you have to fund and what impact on future premiums?
6. Establish what you will have to do to restore or replace your telephone system. Is it insured? By whom?

7. Know where alternative office facilities may be found, both short and long term. You may have branches but could they absorb the staff from the destroyed office and all their paraphernalia?
8. Check your Landlord’s insurance policies (if appropriate) and its policy on restoration. Is it a major player, likely to have comprehensive disaster plans in place or a one-off unlikely to have any contingency schemes?
9. Do you hold spare chequebooks offsite? Accounts records? 

10. Consider, if you have available resources, the scanning of incoming mail. Somewhat labour-intensive and probably a counsel of perfection but worth its weight if anything should ever happen – provided it’s backed up, of course.

Cure

Trick title – there isn’t one, of course. The best you can do is minimise disruption. Given the alternative that is quite a lot but it’s still going to be a disaster.
So, what to do:-   And who’s in charge??
1. Notify clients. But how?
· Use database

· Mobile phones

· Spare laptop and Internet/email access.

· How to deal satisfactorily with current matters

2. Where to work? 
· Branch office – capacity?

· Nearby serviced offices – list? Cost?

· Home

· Fitting out costs for alternative workplace

  3.
    Notify Insurers

· Copy Policies available?
· Copy Inventory available?
    4.       Notify Law Society and Solicitors Regulation Authority

· Practising Certificates

· Avoid Intervention

    5.        Staff

· More or less required?

· How will you deploy them

· Where

· Computers, equipment, templates, etc.

    6.
    Computer network

· How to rebuild – cost / time
· Access to backup

· Spare laptops?

· Offsite server?

7.      Restore

· Legal library
·  Deeds
·  Wills
·  Other crucial documents held in safekeeping for clients
8. Rebuilding office

· How?

· Who?

· When?

· How much?

· Adequate insurance?

· Available expertise?

So, in essence it all boils down to:

· Think it through

· Make a plan – any plan is better than none

· Write it down

· Train yourselves and your staff

· Make copies and disseminate
· Test it
· AND KEEP IT OFFSITE!
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