
Would you survive if disaster struck? 
 
This excellent example of United Airlines getting it right goes 
all the way back to 1999, which just goes to show that 
business continuity management is not a new idea, but rather 
a sound approach that you ignore literally at your peril. 

 
In 1999, United Airlines established a £2.1 million disaster recovery site 
for their world headquarters building housing their Operations Control 

Centre and mainframe computer systems. Little did they know that they 
would be forced to use the site three days before it underwent final 

testing! 
  

At 6am on 11 August 1999 a major fire broke out at the Operations 
Control Centre and a disaster was declared shortly afterwards. Staff were 

evacuated and headed for the recovery site. This was truly going to be a 
test under fire.  

 
At 6.30 am people arrived at the recovery site and although most of them 

had never been there before, overhead signs identified where the 
different groups were to sit. When they got there, they found that the 

workstations successfully connected to the new computer network and 

the Operations Control Centre was back in business. The director of the 
Operations Control Centre met the crisis manager with the unforgettable 

words "It works! We are routing and dispatching aircraft." 
 

At 7.00 am IT personnel completed the recovery to the site by switching 
the phone lines and computer message routing files from headquarters to 

the recovery site.  
 

At 8.00 am the Federal Aviation Administration had a conference call with 
all the airlines. When United were asked if they would fly at all that day, 

they advised that they would be flying a full schedule. There was 
complete silence for a few moments before someone eventually asked 

how they had managed it. 
 

Out of 2,500 daily worldwide flights, United Airlines cancelled only one 

flight and had only five delays as a result of the fire. Without the recovery 
site, the fire could have shut down United Airlines for as much as three 

weeks at a loss of over £400 million. The incident also taught them a very 
valuable lesson - the impact of any disaster will always be bigger than 

you have planned for.  
 


