
ISSN (Print): 2328-3734, ISSN (Online): 2328-3696, ISSN (CD-ROM): 2328-3688 
 

 

American International Journal of 
Research in Humanities, Arts  
and Social Sciences 
 

 

 
 

 

AIJRHASS 18-310; © 2018, AIJRHASS All Rights Reserved                                                                                                               Page 44 

AIJRHASS is a refereed, indexed, peer-reviewed, multidisciplinary and open access journal published by 
International Association of Scientific Innovation and Research (IASIR), USA 

(An Association Unifying the Sciences, Engineering, and Applied Research) 

 
 

Available online at http://www.iasir.net 

 
 

Disasters’ day out and Hotels’ way out  
J. Eugene 

Lecturer, Institute of Hotel Management Catering Technology & Applied Nutrition,  

Chennai, Tamil Nadu, India  

 

 
 

I. Prologue 

Force Majeure or ‘an act of God’ refers to calamitous events that are witnessed all over the globe. Chennai too has 

had its share of extreme natural disasters such as earthquakes, tropical storms, cyclones, floods and heat waves 

most of which have not only been frequent but also powerful enough to cause extensive damages and a heavy toll 

on life and property. The death statistics have been alarming and damages have been widespread despite relief, 

rescue and rehabilitation measures being deployed in full swing. The sheer scale of the disasters has made the task 

of re-building the beleaguered city a mammoth task.  A few developed countries have well devised strategies to 

address the challenges posed by the natural disasters in a scientific way ably assisted by technology but developing 

countries are the worst-hit as they are already grappling with problems of inadequate infrastructure, vulnerable local 

communities, slow economic growth, and developmental challenges like poverty and unemployment; they are ill-

equipped to deal with the additional burden of natural catastrophes.  The problem is compounded by the fact that 

natural disasters often strike when least expected, with hardly any warning and little time to prepare to face the 

catastrophic consequences.  

This research paper aims to analyze the initiatives taken by luxury hotels to tackle the problem of natural disasters 

such as floods, to protect its elite guests on-board from any sort of discomfort and ensure their safety and security 

during challenging times. To better understand the prevailing level of natural disaster preparedness, the 

metropolitan city of Chennai is chosen as the study area in general and a few top-notch luxury hotels of the 

hospitality sector in particular are chosen for an in-depth investigation.  

 

II. Foray into the Forefront 

Weather events that leave in its wake negative outcomes of loss of human life and damage to property are termed 

as risks [1]. Apart from the weather, fire, financial and other calamities are also classified as the key risks endemic 

to the hotel industry. Though risk is part and parcel of any business house, the approach towards managing it 

successfully is attributed to team work.  

As this research paper pertains to Chennai, it is important to first gain a better understanding of the vulnerabilities 

and possible risks faced by this vibrant city. The following map presents a clear picture of the potential risk 

involved; the large number of water bodies in the city aggravates the chances of more flooding during the monsoon 

period. There are more than 600 hotels in Chennai ranging from 3 star to 5 star deluxe. These hotels are exposed to 

severe risk during the rainy season due to the water bodies. An important reason for the many instances of flooding 

is due to illegal encroachments on the rivers, lakes and water bodies for the past 40 years which affect the free flow 

of water and block the drainage of excessive water. In 1893, as per the city map of Chennai, there were 60 water 
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bodies. Moving over to 2017, it is noted that shockingly the city has only around 28 water bodies [2]. At this 

alarming disappearing rate, water bodies are likely to be non-existent over the next few decades. There has never 

been more urgent need than now to save Chennai’s natural water resources. The cause of shrinkage of water bodies 

such as lakes, ponds, canals and streams that are crucial to the ecology of Chennai is attributed to rapid urbanization, 

poor planning, lax enforcement of building rules and rampant violations of land use norms. These root causes and 

indiscriminate over-exploitation of the water bodies are pressing problems that need to be addressed on a priority 

basis. Currently, the Chennai Corporation finds it very difficult to adopt conservation practices for the water bodies, 

prevent its pollution and ensure their proper utilization. The problem is compounded by the water stagnation, 

sewage flowing into homes and flooding which are frequent occurrences during the rainy season as well as the piles 

of dumped garbage choking the drains. Flood control schemes and other precautionary measures such as regular 

desilting to tackle flooding and to reduce risk to people, property and livelihood have been largely unsatisfactory.  

 The hospitality industry has the huge responsibility and obligation of safeguarding its clients and ensuring the 

well-being of visitors under its care. Hoteliers have hence devised their own flood risk management strategies to 

tackle the menace of water-logging without depending on the Corporation authorities for assistance.  

 
Figure 1. Map of Chennai with water bodies 

 

III. Hotel businesses, guests and staff – Scenario during the floods 

Floods can have devastating consequences on individuals and the environment. The torrential December 2015 

rains and consequent flooding in Chennai are not something people are likely to forget in a hurry. Although the 

floods posed a severe threat, it indirectly favoured the hospitality industry; it enabled the hotels to maintain 100% 

occupancy, as none of the guests moved out during the inclement weather [3]. A number of scheduled events in 

different hotels were cancelled during the entire week, stranded travellers and locals whose houses were flooded or 

cars submerged were readily accommodated and most of the hotels ran out of essential supplies [4]. Though the 

Public Relation Manager, Arushi Gupta’s home was only five minutes away from Leela Palace hotel, she was 

unable to leave the hotel due to high water levels [5]. Interestingly, she mentioned that her relief and rescue team 

received a steady stream of  calls from the local residents who  wanted to check-in and a good number of  in-house 

guests decided to extend their stay. She also commented that around 50 rooms were booked by Citibank executives 

who were in town as they could not travel through the water and reach their homes. The training manager of Leela 

Palace stated  that in the aftermath of  floods about six large banquet events were cancelled and the hotel ran short 

of cooking gas and food supplies;  sourcing  new supplies proved to be a big challenge [6].  

In a similar manner, the 600-room ITC Grand Chola in the Guindy area of the city accommodated not only 

1500 guests but also its staff [7]. The hotel received a number of calls from various other smaller hotels requesting 

it to accommodate their guests. With no rooms left, the hotel’s ballrooms were thrown open to the guests and they 

were served tea and snacks, a welcome humanitarian gesture in a time of crisis. The Managing Director of Lemon 

Tree Hotel was relatively more relaxed as his hotel was built on higher ground and the effect of the floods was on 

a smaller scale. However, another hotel of his in a different area of the city was severely inundated with water and 
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had no back up of diesel or drinking water [8]. Guests who had arrived to participate in the conference scheduled 

on the day of flood had no choice but to stay back; subsequent events had to be cancelled leading to substantial loss 

of revenue [9].  

In most cases, many hotels with high occupancy rates saw a heavy influx of people who were not staying as 

guests in the rooms. Passers-by and local residents rushed to occupy any part of the hotel that was open - the lobby, 

banquet halls, restaurants considering it a safe haven from the deluge and the steady rise of water levels. The hotels 

rose to the occasion, were very hospitable and accommodative and threw open their doors to all who sought refuge. 

However, eventually even the hotels had to devise means to tackle several feet of water with levels continuing to 

rise. The situation worsened and boats were seen plying on the roads carrying people to safety. The unprecedented 

flooding necessitated evacuation of guests to safer quarters on higher ground. A few hotels like the Hilton had a 

different strategy to overcome the situation. Showing tremendous foresight in planning for eventualities, Hilton had 

set up a remote expertise centre in Bengaluru to oversee the flood condition. The hotel also entertained travellers 

who were stranded during the floods and forced to cool their heels indoors. Fortunately, they had ample provision 

for food and good stock of other supplies [10]. Hilton also took good care of its employees by giving them a separate 

banquet hall for men and a ballroom for ladies, which showed that they had indeed thought of everyone, valuing 

their employees on par with their guests [11]. A few hotels decided to take no chances and quickly made 

arrangements to move their guests to Bengaluru. The Park and Leela Palace arranged tow buses for some of their 

guests who felt they would be safe and secure only if they moved to Bengaluru. Buses were arranged as the airport 

services were shut down [12]. 

Hotels need to be prepared for such unexpected events and potential disasters. Good risk management strategies, 

standards and guidelines must be in place to identify, assess, monitor and manage risks. Disaster response plans 

must be formulated, training and emergency drills for employees must be diligently carried out, and evacuation 

plans with routes and exits must be clearly displayed at vantage points. With proper planning and requisite training, 

the hospitality industry can successfully weather many a storm and be more resilient to even unexpected or 

unidentifiable risks. 

Although the hospitality industry was quick to swing into action to ensure the safety, security and comfort of 

their clientele, employees plus other third parties and the measures taken by them to combat Nature’s fury were 

admirable, the undisputable fact remained that once the debacle of floods was put behind them, the occupancy 

levels were likely to drop drastically as in-house guests would depart and new guests would not turn up to the city 

due to fear [13].  

One of the major common issues faced by most hotels was running short of supplies, especially diesel needed 

for back-up power to run generators since power supply was cut off. Hotels like ITC Grand Chola, which is the 

largest hotel in Chennai with over 600 rooms, several banquet halls and restaurants ranging over an astounding 1.6 

million sq. ft. floor area, had to temporarily close down certain parts of the hotel to conserve scarce diesel resources. 

The hotel was forced to suspend the operations of most of its restaurants and trim its customary sumptuous buffet 

spread. Thankfully, the guests were commiserative of the situation and very accommodative of the effort to provide 

quality service in a dire situation; the brief menu that was offered at meal times was uncomplainingly accepted. 

While taking care of the hotel’s associates, the Regional Manager – Learning Services commented that,  

 

“Our staff has shown great resilience. They have been working round the clock. Our 

engineers and maintenance staff are ensuring that water doesn’t come in by creating 

bunds” [14] 

  

Apart from essential supplies and food, connectivity and network were other issues faced by most of the hotels. 

Properly functioning communications systems during a natural disaster like floods can make the difference between 

life and death for those affected. Communication was a big casualty, with mobiles and landline telecommunications 

beingdown; guests could not reach out to their anxious families or get in touch with their offices. The wide-scale 

breakdown of public communication lines, severed or interrupted connectivity, network congestion outages and 

performance issues complicated the situation further. The Chennai branch of The Hilton wisely made arrangements 

to automatically forward all its mails to the Hilton at Bangalore as it was unable to either access or respond to them. 

Family members of guests tried desperately to get in touch with guests who were staying in the hotels [15]. The 

rain that lashed from Monday through Wednesday thankfully petered out from Thursday. Some semblance of 

normalcy was restored and most hotels went out of the way to replenish their supplies [16].  

 

It was the concerted effort of all the hotel staff of various levels that made it possible for the guests to safely 

tide over the calamity.  One grateful guest posted this comment on the popular American travel website 

TripAdvisor;  

 

“Hi, our stay in Chola was one of the best ever. As we were in the middle of the flood crisis 

in Chennai we decided to go and stay over there. It was at very short notice but we were 
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welcomed immediately.  It's indeed commendable how the team of Chola held forth in 

difficult times and took such good care of the guests. The best of hospitality, care and 

delicious food made our stay very comfortable” [17]. 

 

From the above study, it is gleaned that the risk management strategies were effective and the flood situation was 

well handled by some of the prime hotels in Chennai. It can be argued here that no traditional risk management 

strategies were followed other than the best of all - a human touch. The following chart depicts the holistic manner 

in which the situation was handled by hospitality employees; 

 

Table 1. A holistic model to handle risks 

 
 

 

 
 

Handling Risks in Hotels 

 Presence of mind 

Team work 

Tendency to help 

Forgoing the resourceful 

Empowerment 

Forgoing the hierarchy 

Critical thinking 

Creative solutions to problems 

High empathy 

 

IV. The Way forward 

Chennai continues to remains unprepared to combat unrelenting rains and the consequent problem of flooding. 

Water wisdom lies in transforming a prevailing problem into a resource for later use. This paper has endeavoured 

to study the impact of adverse weather conditions, i.e. torrential rains  in Chennai that proved to be a challenge that 

the upscale hotels rose up to face with aplomb.  The extensive data upon which this study is based has been gathered 

by closely interviewing the concerned authorities who were involved in rescue and relief operations during the 

flood; their valuable inputs have been included as the primary source of authentic, first-hand information. 

 In order to maintain efficient operations during a flood crisis and manage risks in a proactive manner, the 

hospitality sector must have a sound prevention system as its primary responsibility is to safeguard the safety and 

security of its guests in the event of any natural calamity. The steps involved are: systematic risk assessment to 

identify threats and vulnerabilities; development of risk mitigation measures to avoid loss or injury; implementation 

of safety and security policies; review of efficacy of risk control measures in reducing or preventing the detrimental 

effects of flood waters and early warning systems. 

 Summing up this observational study, it is evident that an empathetic emotional support structure and a human 

touch are far more important thana rigid set of merely rules or mandatory procedures. This is especially true for 

catastrophes like floods which can have wide-reaching impacts on people’s lives including loss of family, 

submerged homes and lack of food. This paper can be used as a case study for similar other research studies to 

obtain relevant answers to flood risk prevention and management systems by exploring the matter more deeply.   
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