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C O N T E N T S  

What is in this guide 

Twenty-five short sections in five parts. Read it once to change how you think about the 

asset; then use Part Two on site and Part Three to build the routine. 

P A R T  O N E  —  T H E  A S S E T  A F T E R  I N S T A L L A T I O N  

01   What happens after everyone stops thinking about it 

02   Between new and broken 

03   Six different questions 

04   The lifecycle model 

P A R T  T W O  —  U N D E R S T A N D I N G  C O N D I T I O N  

05   Why outdoor structures change here 

06   Age is not condition 

07   What to look for: the covering 

08   What to look for: structure, connections and cables 

09   What to look for: foundations, interfaces and drainage 

10   Early warning signs, and what to do about them 

P A R T  T H R E E  —  B U I L D I N G  T H E  R O U T I N E  

11   Baseline condition: the record you only get once 

12   Planning inspection, and setting your own intervals 

13   Monitoring: watching change over time 

14   Preventive and corrective maintenance 

15   After the storm: event-based inspection 

16   Condition and consequence: setting priorities 

P A R T  F O U R  —  D E C I S I O N S  A S  T H E  A S S E T  A G E S  

17   Repair: fixing the problem, or the cause? 

18   Refurbishment: extending useful life 

19   When replacement is the better decision 

20   Responsible lifecycle decisions 

P A R T  F I V E  —  R U N N I N G  I T  A S  A  S Y S T E M  

21   Documentation: preserving the memory of the asset 

22   Building an outdoor asset register 

23   Lifecycle budgeting 
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24   Common mistakes to avoid 

25   The lifecycle checklist 
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H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  G U I D E  

Two levels, and three kinds of box 

This guide serves a villa owner who wants to know whether the sag in their car park shade 

matters, and a facility team building an inspection regime across a portfolio. The running text 

is written for both. Three recurring boxes carry the rest. 

 

B O X  W H O  I T  I S  F O R  W H A T  I T  D O E S  

What to look for Everyone A short observation list you can walk a site with. 
No tools, no training, no climbing. 

When to seek 
assessment 

Everyone The conditions that should stop you and bring 
in a qualified professional. If you read nothing 
else, read these. 

For facility and asset 
teams 

Facility, property and 
asset managers 

The structured version: registers, intervals, 
prioritisation, records and budgeting. 

 

T W O  L I N E S  T H I S  G U I D E  W I L L  N O T  C R O S S  

It states no inspection frequencies, maintenance intervals, material lifespans or 

failure thresholds. Those depend on the asset, its exposure, its consequence of failure 

and its known condition — and a number invented for a guide would be worse than 

none. Section 12 shows you how to derive your own instead. 

Observation is not intervention. Anyone can look at a structure and record what they 

see. Adjusting tension, tightening structural connections, or altering a member is work 

for people qualified to do it, following the requirements the structure was designed to. 

 

Where this guide sits 

 

G U I D E  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  I T  A N S W E R S  

Before You Buy Shade Should I add an outdoor structure at all, and what should I ask 
before I sign? 
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G U I D E  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  I T  A N S W E R S  

Before You Issue the RFQ How do I specify, procure, evaluate and hand over the asset? 

Before You Approve the 
Material 

What is it made of, and why do those material decisions matter? 

Before It Becomes a 
Problem — this guide 

What happens after installation, how should the asset be 
understood across its life, and how should decisions be made as it 
changes? 
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01  What happens after everyone stops thinking about it 

An outdoor structure gets a great deal of attention for a few months. It is discussed, 

designed, quoted, argued over, approved, built and handed over. Then the attention stops. 

Often it does not resume until something demands it. The fabric sags. Rust appears. Water 

ponds after a downpour. A component works loose. A storm does something visible. A tenant 

complains, a car is damaged, a bay is closed off with cones, and somebody makes an 

urgent phone call. 

That cycle — ignore, emergency, repair, ignore again — is the default way most outdoor 

assets are managed in this region. It is not the result of negligence. It is the result of nobody 

ever deciding who was watching, or what they were watching for. 

It is also the expensive way. Work done in an emergency costs more than the same work 

planned. Areas closed without warning disrupt more than areas closed by appointment. And 

a defect found late is usually a bigger defect than the same one found early. 

 

W H A T  T H I S  G U I D E  C L A I M S ,  A N D  W H A T  I T  D O E S  N O T  

It does not claim that inspection prevents all problems. Some things break, and weather 

does what it does. 

It claims something more modest and more useful: early understanding improves the 

quality and the timing of your decisions. You get to choose when to act, what to spend, 

and how much disruption to accept — instead of finding out on the worst possible 

morning. 

02  Between new and broken 

Most people carry a two-state model of outdoor structures in their heads. The structure is 

either fine, or it is a problem. There is nothing in between, so nothing needs doing until 

something goes wrong. 

Almost the entire life of an asset is spent in between. 

 

A structure may be new; stable; ageing normally; showing minor deterioration; due for 

maintenance; under observation because something is changing; repairable; a candidate 
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for refurbishment; approaching the end of its useful life; or ready to be decommissioned. 

Those are ten different situations calling for ten different responses, and only two of them are 

the ones most owners recognise. 

Lifecycle management is simply the discipline of knowing which of those states your asset is 

in today, and what the appropriate next decision is. That is the whole idea. Everything else in 

this guide is method. 

 

T H E  P R I N C I P L E  

The absence of a visible failure is not the same as the absence of deterioration. An 

asset that looks acceptable may be perfectly healthy, or may be a year into a process 

nobody has noticed. The difference between those two situations is not visible from a 

distance — which is exactly why somebody has to look properly. 

03  Six different questions 

Six words get used almost interchangeably in this field, and the confusion causes real 

problems — a client who asks for maintenance and receives an inspection, or who expects a 

refurbishment and is quoted a repair. They are six different activities answering six different 

questions. 

 

A C T I V I T Y  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  I T  A S K S  W H A T  I T  P R O D U C E S  

Inspection What is the condition of this asset? A record: observations, photographs, 
comparison with what was recorded 

before, and a list of findings. 

Maintenance What should be done to keep it 
performing as intended? 

Work carried out — cleaning, clearing 
drainage, minor corrective action, 

planned attention. 

Monitoring Is this particular condition 
changing over time? 

A tracked observation with a review date 
and a defined trigger for further action. 

Repair Can this localised problem be 
corrected? 

A specific defect put right. 



B E F O R E  I T  B E C O M E S  A  P R O B L E M   
 

A brand of SHADES HOUSE TENTS & SHEDS TR L.L.C.S.P  ·  zilshades.com 9 

A C T I V I T Y  T H E  Q U E S T I O N  I T  A S K S  W H A T  I T  P R O D U C E S  

Refurbishment Can significant parts be renewed 
to extend useful life? 

A planned intervention — fabric 
replacement, recoating, component 
renewal, upgrade. 

Replacement Has continued intervention 
stopped making sense? 

A new asset, and the responsible removal 
of the old one. 

 

Two practical consequences. First, an inspection is not maintenance. Knowing the condition 

of something changes nothing on its own; it is what makes the next decision a good one. 

Second, repair and refurbishment are different commitments — one corrects a defect, the 

other renews a significant part of the asset — and asking for a price without naming which 

you mean is how quotations become non-comparable. 

04  The lifecycle model 

The whole of this guide fits into one picture: a line that happens once, a loop that repeats for 

the life of the asset, and an exit that happens once. 

 

 
The outdoor asset lifecycle. Most of an asset's life is spent going round the loop. 
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Three things in that picture are worth saying out loud. 

▪ The baseline is the hinge. It is where the line becomes the loop, and it is the only stage 

you cannot go back and do later. Section 11 is about why. 

▪ “Decide” is a step, not a formality. Observing a defect and acting on it are separated by 

a judgement: does this matter, how much, and what is the right response? Skipping that 

judgement is what produces years of patching the same corner. 

▪ The exit is reached from condition, not from a date. An asset is replaced because 

continued intervention no longer makes sense — not because it has had a particular 

number of birthdays. 

 

The loop is not tidy in practice. An asset may be inspected, monitored for a season, 

maintained, inspected again, repaired, and monitored once more, many times over. That is 

not the model failing. That is the model working. 



 

 

 



B E F O R E  I T  B E C O M E S  A  P R O B L E M   
 

A brand of SHADES HOUSE TENTS & SHEDS TR L.L.C.S.P  ·  zilshades.com 12 

05  Why outdoor structures change here 

Nothing in this section is a warning. It is simply the operating environment, and it explains 

why an outdoor asset in this region needs more attention than the same asset in a mild 

climate. 

▪ Ultraviolet light works on fabrics, coatings and plastics continuously, through every 

month of the year. 

▪ Heat and daily thermal cycling expand and contract every component, working at 

fixings and at any joint between two materials that move by different amounts. 

▪ Dust settles in every joint, fills drainage outlets, holds moisture against metal, and 

abrades fabric wherever something moves against something else. 

▪ Humidity and coastal salt drive corrosion, and change what an adequate protection 

system looks like from one site to another a few kilometres away. 

▪ Wind fatigues and loosens over time. The damage is usually cumulative rather than 

dramatic. 

▪ Rain arrives rarely and then tests every drainage assumption at once. 

 

Two of these deserve emphasis because they are the ones that catch owners out. 

Dust is not a cleanliness issue. It is the mechanism behind blocked outlets, abrasion at 

fabric contact points, and moisture retained against steel long after the air has dried. 

Clearing it is genuine maintenance. 

Rain being rare is exactly why drainage gets forgotten. A structure can look entirely 

acceptable for eight or ten months. Then a real downpour arrives, and the ponding nobody 

predicted, the outlet nobody cleared and the detail that channels water onto a walkway all 

appear on the same afternoon. 

06  Age is not condition 

The most common question asked about an ageing structure is how old it is. It is useful 

information and a poor answer. 

Two structures installed in the same month can be in entirely different condition ten years 

later — because one is inland and one is coastal, because one was properly detailed and 
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one was not, because one has been cleaned and re-tensioned and one has been forgotten, 

because one was hit by a delivery truck in year three and repaired badly. 

 

T H E  P R I N C I P L E  

The calendar age of an asset is useful information, but age alone does not describe 

condition. A ten-year-old structure that has been maintained may be in better 

condition than a four-year-old one that has not. 

This cuts both ways. Age is not a reason to replace something that is performing. It is 

also not a reason to assume something young is fine. 

 

What actually determines condition is the combination of material and design; the exposure 

the asset actually sits in; the quality of the original installation; how it has been used, loaded 

and modified; whether it has been damaged and how that damage was dealt with; and 

whether anyone has been maintaining it. Age is one input among seven. 

F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

This has a direct budgeting consequence. Replacement forecasting built on installation 

dates alone will over-replace healthy assets and under-anticipate the ones 

deteriorating fastest. Condition-based forecasting requires condition data, which 

requires inspection, which is the argument for having a regime at all. 

07  What to look for: the covering 

The membrane or fabric is the part everybody sees, and usually the first place a problem 

becomes visible. Much of what changes here is normal ageing rather than a defect — the 

skill is telling the two apart, and the reliable way to do that is comparison over time rather 

than judgement in the moment. 
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W H A T  T O  L O O K  F O R  

Shape and tension — sagging that was not there before, or has increased. Areas that 

look slack while the rest is taut. Wrinkles that stay in the same place. 

Water — ponding after rain, or a stain pattern showing where water has been sitting. 

Note that a pond deepens under its own weight, so a small one is not a small problem. 

Damage — tears, punctures, abrasion, frayed edges, and anywhere the fabric rubs 

against a bracket, cable or edge. 

Edges and corners — the highest-stressed parts of any membrane, and where 

problems almost always start. Look at the corners first, not last. 

Seams — any sign of separation, lifting or opening along a welded line. 

Surface — discolouration, dirt accumulation and staining. Usually cosmetic; useful 

mainly as a record of change. 

Previous repairs — patches, tapes and fixes. Note them, and note whether the same 

location has been repaired more than once. 

 

Interpret in context. Slight colour change over years is expected. New slackness in one bay of 

a structure that was uniform last year is not — it is a change, and change is the thing worth 

reporting. 

W H E N  T O  S E E K  A S S E S S M E N T  

A tear of any size in a structural membrane · ponding that is present after every rainfall 

or is deepening · slackness that returns after re-tensioning · seam separation · repeated 

damage in the same location · any change in the overall shape of the structure. 

08  What to look for: structure, connections and cables 

The steel, the connections and the cables are where consequence lives. Most of what 

matters here is visible from the ground with nothing more than attention and, if the structure 

is tall, a zoom lens. 
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W H A T  T O  L O O K  F O R  

Corrosion — rust staining, blistered or flaking coating, and particularly any rust at base 

plates, at bolted joints, at welds, and around anything drilled on site. Note where it is, not 

just that it exists. 

Coating condition — chalking, fading, chipping, and damage from impact, cleaning or 

nearby work. 

Water traps — anywhere water or wet dust sits against steel: flat surfaces, unsealed 

hollow sections, the top of a base plate. 

Deformation — a member that is bent, twisted, or no longer in line with its neighbours. 

Compare against an old photograph if you have one. 

Impact damage — vehicle strikes at column bases are common, and are frequently 

unreported. 

Connections — missing bolts, nuts or washers; visible gaps; rust weeping from a joint; 

bolts that appear to have moved. 

Cables and fittings — corrosion, broken or protruding strands, damaged or distorted 

fittings, and any change in cable alignment or apparent slackness. 

Modifications — signage, lighting, cladding, cameras or anything else added since 

installation. Note it. Somebody added load to a structure that was designed without it. 

 

On rust, one distinction is worth carrying: surface rust and section loss are not the same 

thing. A light bloom on a scratch is a coating problem. Rust flaking away in layers, or metal 

that has visibly lost thickness, is a structural question. From the ground you often cannot tell 

which you are looking at — and that is a legitimate reason to ask for an assessment rather 

than a reason to panic. 

W H E N  T O  S E E K  A S S E S S M E N T  

Any rust that appears to involve loss of material rather than surface staining · corrosion 

at a base plate, a cable termination or a main connection · a missing structural bolt · a 

member that is bent or out of line · a bolt that repeatedly works loose in the same place 

· any visible crack in steel or in a weld · a cable with broken strands · any modification 

made without assessment. 
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O B S E R V A T I O N  I S  N O T  I N T E R V E N T I O N  

Everything in this section is looking and recording. Do not tighten, adjust, re-tension or 

straighten anything. A bolt that keeps loosening is telling you something is moving, 

and tightening it removes the evidence without addressing the cause. Structural 

adjustment and re-tensioning are work for people qualified to carry it out, following the 

requirements the structure was designed to. 

09  What to look for: foundations, interfaces and drainage 

The parts nobody photographs, and where a surprising share of expensive problems begin. 

 

W H A T  T O  L O O K  F O R  

Around the bases — cracking in the surrounding surface, settlement, a column that 

looks out of plumb, or a gap opening where the base meets the paving. 

Water at the bases — standing water, damp patches that never dry, irrigation spraying 

onto steel, or drainage that discharges next to a foundation. 

Interfaces — where the structure meets a building: staining, damaged sealant, damp 

on the inside face, or damage to render or waterproofing around fixings. 

Drainage outlets and gutters — dust, debris, plant growth, or an outlet that has clearly 

not been cleared in a long time. 

Where water actually goes — follow it after rain if you can. It is the single most 

informative ten minutes available to anyone responsible for one of these structures. 

Ground changes — new landscaping, new paving levels, excavation nearby, or 

anything that has altered how water moves across the area. 

 

Visible cracking in a surface near a column does not automatically mean the foundation has 

failed. Concrete cracks for many reasons, most of them harmless. What matters is the 

location, the pattern, and whether it is changing — which is a question for someone 

competent to answer, and a good example of a condition worth monitoring rather than 

either ignoring or panicking about. 
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W H E N  T O  S E E K  A S S E S S M E N T  

A column that appears out of plumb or has moved · cracking that is widening, or is at a 

base or a fixing point · persistent standing water at a foundation · water penetrating a 

building at a fixing point · drainage that has been blocked long enough for water to 

have found another route. 

 

F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

Drainage is the cheapest item on any maintenance schedule and the one most often 

left off it. Clearing outlets before the rainy season is a scheduled task, not a reactive 

one, and it is worth naming explicitly in a maintenance scope rather than assuming it 

sits inside “cleaning”. 

10  Early warning signs, and what to do about them 

Some observations deserve to move faster than the next scheduled inspection. None of them 

proves that failure is imminent; each is a reason to find out whether the condition is 

significant. 

 

S I G N  W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  

New or increasing sag Something has changed — tension, a fixing, a support, or the fabric 
itself. 

Water ponding Self-worsening: the weight of the water deepens the pond, which 

collects more water. 

A tear or puncture in a 
membrane 

In a structural membrane this is a structural item, whatever its size. 

Unusual movement or 
noise in wind 

Slack fabric, a loose component, or a connection that is working. 

Loose or missing 

components 
Load is transferring through fewer elements than the design 

intended. 

Corrosion in an 
unexpected place 

Usually means water is going somewhere nobody expected it to go. 
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S I G N  W H Y  I T  M A T T E R S  

Repeated leakage in the 
same spot 

A detail problem, not a sealing problem. Sealing it again will not fix it. 

Cracking or movement 

near a support 
The interface between structure and ground is the least forgiving 

part of the asset. 

Damage after a storm Events reveal weaknesses rather than creating them. See section 15. 

The same repair, more 

than twice 
The repair is treating a symptom. The cause has never been found. 

Impact damage Frequently unreported, and frequently at a column base. 

 

A four-step response that works for any of them 

▪ Observe. Record what you can see: date, location, photographs from a repeatable 

position, and a plain description. 

▪ Compare. Put it beside the baseline record or the last inspection. Has this always looked 

like this, or has it changed? This one question resolves a large share of concerns. 

▪ Assess. Decide whether it needs professional assessment. The boxes throughout Part 

Two tell you where that line sits. 

▪ Act. Repair, maintain, monitor, restrict use, or record and carry on — as a decision, with a 

date attached to it. 

 

T H E  M O S T  U S E F U L  H A B I T  I N  T H I S  G U I D E  

Photograph each structure from the same two or three positions at every inspection, 

and keep the photographs somewhere findable. It costs ten minutes. It converts every 

future argument about whether something has changed into a matter of fact. 
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11  Baseline condition: the record you only get once 

When an asset enters service, somebody should record what it looks like and what it is. That 

record is the baseline, and it is the reference every future observation will be compared 

against. 

Without it, a new facility manager in year six is left with an unanswerable question: has this 

always looked like this, or has something changed? With no way to answer it, every 

observation becomes either an alarm or a shrug — and both are expensive. 

 

F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

A baseline is worth establishing at four moments: at handover of a new asset; when 

you take over an existing one you did not procure; when a property changes hands; 

and immediately after any refurbishment, because the asset that comes out is not the 

asset that went in. 

It need not be elaborate. Asset identification and location; installation date where 

known; photographs from repeatable positions; the drawings and material information 

handed over; the warranty position; any conditions already present on day one; and the 

contact details of whoever built it. 

 

That last item — conditions already present on day one — is the one people leave out and 

later wish they had not. A mark, a slight unevenness, a stain that was there at handover is not 

a deterioration. Without a record, it becomes one. 

Baselines also decide warranty conversations. A claim rests on showing that a condition 

arose after installation and was not the result of neglect. A baseline record and a 

maintenance history do that. Their absence rarely helps the claimant. 

12  Planning inspection, and setting your own intervals 

The question everybody asks is how often. This guide will not answer it with a number, 

because the honest answer depends on your asset — and a frequency invented for a 

general guide would be either wasteful or unsafe depending on who applied it. 

What it will do is show you how to derive your own, from four inputs you already have. 
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I N P U T  W H A T  T O  C O N S I D E R  W H I C H  W A Y  I T  P U S H E S  

Consequence of 
failure 

What is beneath and around the 
structure: people, public access, vehicles, 
critical operations. 

Higher consequence → 
shorter interval, and a more 
thorough inspection. 

Exposure Coastal air, high dust, heavy wind 
exposure, structures over irrigation or 
standing water. 

Harsher exposure → shorter 
interval. 

Age and condition 
history 

How the asset has behaved so far, and 
whether anything is already being 
tracked. 

Known deterioration → 
shorter interval, or formal 
monitoring. 

Access and 
disruption 

How hard and how disruptive inspection 
is. 

Difficult access → fewer, 
better-planned inspections, 
and more value from doing 
each one properly. 

 

Set the interval from those four, write down the reasoning, and review it when the inputs 

change. A documented interval with a stated basis is defensible; an undocumented one is a 

habit. 

 

F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

Three further things make an inspection regime work in practice. Define what an 

inspection covers — a walk-round looking at the covering and the bases is a different 

activity from a close inspection of connections and terminations, and both have their 

place. Define who does what: routine observation can be done by site staff with the 

boxes in Part Two; assessment of anything structural cannot. And define what happens 

to the findings — an inspection that produces a report nobody actions has consumed 

budget and changed nothing. 

Two additional triggers belong in any regime alongside the routine interval: event-

based inspection after storms and impacts (section 15), and change-based 

inspection whenever something is added to, fixed to, or built next to the structure. 
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13  Monitoring: watching change over time 

Monitoring is not inspecting more often. It is deliberately tracking one known condition to find 

out whether it is changing — because in many cases the significance of a defect is not in its 

size but in its direction. 

A crack that has been the same for four years and a crack that has grown since March are 

different situations, and they look identical in a photograph taken today. 

 

Monitoring is the right response when a condition is known but its significance depends on 

whether it moves; when a repair is planned but cannot be done immediately; when an asset 

is approaching a refurbishment decision; or when something has been repaired and you 

want to know whether the repair is holding. 

 

F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

A monitoring entry that works has five parts, and it is worth insisting on all five: what is 

being observed (specific location, not “the canopy”); how it is recorded (photograph 

from a fixed position, a measurement, a note); how often it is reviewed; who reviews it; 

and what change would trigger further action. 

The last one is what separates monitoring from procrastination. Without a defined 

trigger, an item stays on a watch-list indefinitely and nobody ever decides anything. 

The trigger should be set by someone competent to set it for that asset. 

 

A  C A U T I O N  

Monitoring is appropriate for conditions that have been assessed and judged suitable 

for observation. It is not a way of deferring a decision about something that has never 

been assessed at all. If nobody has looked at it properly, the answer is not monitoring — 

it is assessment. 

14  Preventive and corrective maintenance 

Two kinds of work, and it is worth naming which is which, because they are budgeted 

differently and they succeed differently. 
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 P R E V E N T I V E  C O R R E C T I V E  

Purpose Reduce avoidable deterioration and 
find conditions early. 

Put right a defect that has been 
identified. 

Typical work Cleaning; clearing drainage outlets; 
checking accessible fixings; touching 
up minor coating damage; scheduled 
inspection. 

Repairing a tear; renewing a failed 
fitting; recoating a corroded area; 
correcting a drainage fault. 

When it 
happens 

On a schedule, whether or not 
anything is wrong. 

In response to a finding. 

Budget 
behaviour 

Predictable, modest, easy to plan. Variable, and expensive when it 
becomes urgent. 

 

Preventive maintenance does not eliminate failures, and a guide that promised otherwise 

would be lying. What it does is remove the avoidable ones — the blocked outlet, the dust-

packed joint, the small coating chip that becomes a rust patch — and surface the rest while 

they are still small and still cheap. 

The most valuable preventive work on these structures is also the least technical: keeping 

drainage clear, keeping dust out of joints and moving parts, washing exposed metal in 

coastal locations, and looking properly at whatever interval you have set. 

15  After the storm: event-based inspection 

Some inspections should not wait for the schedule. After a significant event, the asset has 

been tested in a way that no routine visit reproduces. 

Events worth an additional look include severe wind; heavy rainfall; any storm; vehicle or 

equipment impact; fire or heat exposure nearby; any modification to the structure; and 

construction, excavation or landscaping work close to the supports or foundations. 
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W H A T  A N  E V E N T  A C T U A L L Y  D O E S  

A storm rarely creates a defect out of nothing. It reveals the ones that were already 

present — the fixing that was already loose, the panel that was already slack, the 

corroded plate, the modification nobody assessed. 

Which means a post-event inspection is not only about damage. It is one of the most 

informative condition assessments you will ever get, because the structure has just 

been loaded in a way you cannot arrange deliberately. 

 

A structure can also look entirely acceptable immediately after an event and still warrant 

further observation. Movement that has occurred, fixings that have worked, or a membrane 

that has been overstressed do not always announce themselves the next morning. Where an 

event was significant, it is reasonable to look again a few weeks later rather than assuming 

the first look settled it. 

W H E N  T O  S E E K  A S S E S S M E N T  

Any visible damage after an event · any change in shape or tension · standing water 

where there was none before · movement at a base or fixing · a structure that behaved 

noticeably differently during the event, even if nothing is visibly wrong now. 

16  Condition and consequence: setting priorities 

An inspection of a portfolio produces a list, and the list is always longer than the budget. 

What gets done first should not be decided by whichever item is easiest to picture. 

Two things decide priority: the condition of the asset, and what happens if that condition 

worsens. The same defect is routine work over a storage yard and a prioritised intervention 

over a hospital entrance. 
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Condition on one axis, consequence on the other. The tiers are carried over from the ZIL Shades procurement guide so both 

documents use one language. 

 

Used honestly, this does two things. It stops a cosmetic issue in a prominent location from 

consuming the budget that a real problem in a quiet corner needed. And it gives a facility 

manager something to show a finance director: a defensible reason why item nineteen was 

done before item four. 

 

A N  I M P O R T A N T  L I M I T  

The condition categories above are conceptual categories to support decision-

making. They are not validated safety classifications, and they do not carry 

engineering meaning on their own. 

Before a scale like this is used to make safety decisions on real assets, it should be 

developed into a proper methodology — with defined criteria, competency 

requirements and actions — appropriate to the asset type, by people qualified to 

develop it. 
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17  Repair: fixing the problem, or the cause? 

Most repairs on outdoor structures are straightforward and successful. A tear is patched, a 

fitting is renewed, a coating is made good, and the asset carries on. 

The repairs worth pausing over are the ones that come back. 

A fabric that keeps tearing at the same corner is not suffering from bad luck; something at 

that corner is loading, chafing or restraining it in a way the design did not intend. A bolt that 

will not stay tight is telling you something is moving. A leak that has been sealed three times 

is a detailing problem being treated as a sealing problem. A coating that keeps failing at one 

spot is usually a place where water sits. 

 

T H E  R U L E  O F  T H E  T H I R D  R E P A I R  

The first repair is maintenance. The second may be coincidence. The third repair in the 

same location is a diagnosis waiting to happen — and it is almost always cheaper to 

find the cause than to keep buying the symptom. 

 

There is also a category of repair that should not be attempted at all, because doing it 

removes evidence or makes the underlying condition worse. Painting over corrosion without 

knowing its extent hides it and traps it. Tightening a connection that keeps loosening 

removes the very signal that something is moving. Re-tensioning fabric that has gone slack 

without knowing why can transfer load into a structure that was not expecting it. 

W H E N  T O  S E E K  A S S E S S M E N T  

Before repairing: the third repair in the same location · corrosion whose extent is 

unknown · any connection that has loosened more than once · slackness whose cause 

has not been established · damage to a structural element rather than to a covering. 

18  Refurbishment: extending useful life 

Between repairing a defect and replacing an asset sits an option that is frequently 

overlooked, and frequently the right answer. 
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Refurbishment is a planned intervention that renews significant parts of a structure while 

retaining what is still sound. On these assets it usually means replacing the membrane or 

fabric while keeping the frame; recoating steel that is structurally intact but whose protection 

has reached the end of its life; renewing cables, fittings and fixings; correcting drainage that 

never worked properly; or upgrading elements to suit a use that has changed. 

 

 R E P A I R  R E F U R B I S H M E N T  R E P L A C E M E N T  

Scope One defect Significant parts of the asset The whole asset 

Trigger A finding A planned decision based on 
condition 

Continued intervention 
no longer makes sense 

The frame Untouched Retained, and usually treated Removed 

Disruption Low, short Planned and contained Highest 

What it buys Continued service A meaningful extension of 
useful life 

A new life, and a new set 
of decisions 

 

Refurbishment tends to be appropriate when the primary structure is still suitable for the job, 

but the elements with shorter lives have reached the end of theirs — which is the ordinary 

condition of a well-built shade structure at some point in its life. The covering is often a 

planned renewal within the life of the frame, not a failure of it. 

It also tends to be appropriate when repairs are becoming frequent enough to be inefficient, 

when appearance matters and has deteriorated, or when the asset needs to be brought up 

to a different standard for a changed use. 
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F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

Refurbishment is a project, and deserves the same discipline as a new installation: a 

condition assessment first, a defined scope, confirmation that the retained structure 

suits the renewed elements, and a new baseline record afterwards. The asset that 

comes out of a refurbishment is not the asset that went in, and the records should say 

so. 

It is also the point at which the original documentation earns its keep. Refurbishing a 

structure whose design basis and materials are unknown starts with an investigation 

that a handover file would have made unnecessary. 

19  When replacement is the better decision 

Refurbishment is not always right, and an attachment to keeping things going can be as 

expensive as a habit of replacing them early. There is a point at which continued intervention 

stops being good stewardship and becomes money spent deferring an inevitable decision. 

Replacement deserves serious consideration when several of the following are true together. 

▪ Deterioration is widespread rather than localised. 

▪ The structural system is no longer appropriate for how the space is now used. 

▪ Repairs are becoming more frequent, more expensive, or both. 

▪ The cost of continued intervention is approaching the cost of a new asset. 

▪ Materials or components can no longer be obtained, so repairs are improvised. 

▪ Future maintenance would require disruption the operation cannot absorb. 

▪ The asset no longer meets the operational requirement, whatever its condition. 

▪ The risk profile has changed — the area below it is now used differently. 

 

T H E  P R I N C I P L E  

The right time to replace an asset depends on condition, risk, future requirements 

and the value of continued intervention — not on the year it was installed. 

Age is not a replacement criterion. It is a prompt to look properly. 
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One thing to carry into the replacement, from the procurement guide: before re-procuring, 

establish why the previous asset reached this point. Widespread corrosion at the bases of a 

structure standing in a wet corner is not solved by putting a new structure in the same wet 

corner. Replacement without investigation buys the same failure again, in new materials, 

on the same timescale. 

20  Responsible lifecycle decisions 

Every premature replacement consumes material, manufacturing, transport and disposal 

that a better decision might have avoided — and every one of those has a cost, 

environmental and commercial, that does not appear on the quotation. 

But the answer is not to keep everything forever. Extending the life of an asset that is no 

longer suitable, or no longer safe, is not stewardship. 

 

T H E  P O S I T I O N  W O R T H  H O L D I N G  

Maintain, repair and refurbish where it is responsible and appropriate. Replace or 

decommission when continued use is no longer justified. 

Neither instinct — replace early, or keep forever — is a policy. The decision is made from 

condition, consequence and future use, and it is made again each time the asset is 

looked at properly. 

 

In practice, the most environmentally significant thing most organisations can do with their 

outdoor assets is unglamorous: inspect them, keep the drainage clear, and deal with small 

things while they are small. An asset that reaches its intended life instead of half of it has 

avoided an entire replacement — which outweighs almost any material choice made at 

procurement. 

And when replacement is genuinely right, it can be done consciously: understanding why the 

previous asset ended where it did, recovering what can be recovered, and specifying the 

next one so that it can be maintained, refurbished and eventually retired on purpose rather 

than in an emergency. 
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21  Documentation: preserving the memory of the asset 

An asset with no history is harder and more expensive to manage than the same asset with 

a folder. 

Picture the position of whoever holds your job in year seven. A canopy needs attention. 

Nobody knows what it is made of, what it was designed for, whether the slack corner has 

always been slack, what was repaired in year three, or who built it. Every option now begins 

with an investigation, and every judgement is made without a reference point. 

 

T H E  P R I N C I P L E  

The purpose of documentation is not paperwork. It is preserving the memory of the 

asset. A facility manager should not have to rediscover the history of a structure every 

time a new problem appears. 

 

What is worth keeping is modest: what the asset is and where; when it was installed and by 

whom; the drawings and material information; the warranty position; the baseline 

photographs; every inspection record; every repair and refurbishment, with dates; anything 

currently being monitored; and the contact details of whoever can work on it. 

F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

Two failure modes account for most lost asset records. The first is storage in an 

individual's inbox rather than in a system — records leave with the person. The second 

is records that were never requested at handover, which is a procurement failure 

rather than a maintenance one; tying a meaningful part of retention to the 

documentation package is the practical fix. 

22  Building an outdoor asset register 

For anyone responsible for more than two or three structures, the single highest-value step is 

not a maintenance contract. It is a list. 

An asset register is simply a record of what you have, where it is, what condition it is in, and 

what is meant to happen next. It does not require a platform, a consultant or a budget line. A 

spreadsheet that is actually kept up to date outperforms a system nobody fills in. 
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F I E L D  W H Y  I T  E A R N S  I T S  P L A C E  

Asset ID and location You cannot discuss, schedule or budget for something that has no 
name. 

Asset type and 
approximate size 

Determines what inspection and maintenance it needs. 

Installation date, where 

known 
Useful context — never a substitute for condition. 

Consequence tier What sits beneath it. Drives inspection frequency and priority. 

Current condition The finding from the most recent inspection. 

Date of last inspection, and 
next due 

The two dates that make a regime real rather than theoretical. 

Known issues and items 

being monitored 
Stops findings from being rediscovered every year. 

Previous interventions Repairs and refurbishments, with dates. Reveals recurring problems. 

Next planned action, and 
when 

Turns a list of assets into a plan. 

Where the documents are A link or a folder reference. The most-skipped and most-missed 
field. 

 

A register earns back the effort in four places: budgeting, because you can forecast rather 

than react; inspection planning, because you know what is due; risk management, because 

you can see which assets sit above the highest consequences; and replacement 

forecasting, because you can identify what is approaching the end of its life before it 

announces itself. 

F O R  F A C I L I T Y  A N D  A S S E T  T E A M S  

Start with what you have rather than waiting for completeness. A register listing every 

structure with a location, a tier and a photograph is immediately useful, and can be 

enriched as inspections happen. A partial register maintained beats a complete one 

abandoned. 
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23  Lifecycle budgeting 

Maintenance appears in most budgets as an unwelcome surprise, which is odd, because 

almost none of it is surprising. 

An outdoor structure has a predictable pattern of spending across its life. Knowing the shape 

of it does not make the money smaller, but it does move it from the emergency column into 

the planned one — and planned work is consistently cheaper and less disruptive than the 

same work done urgently. 

 

C O S T  C A T E G O R Y  C H A R A C T E R  W H E R E  I T  I S  U S U A L L Y  

U N D E R E S T I M A T E D  

Inspection Small, regular, predictable. Frequently omitted entirely, then 
paid for many times over. 

Routine maintenance 
and cleaning 

Small, regular. Drainage clearing 
belongs here. 

Assumed to be inside somebody 
else's scope. 

Minor repairs Irregular, individually small. Cheap when planned, expensive 

when urgent. 

Monitoring Very small. Costs almost nothing and 
prevents larger spend. 

Refurbishment Occasional and significant. Rarely budgeted in advance, 
though it is foreseeable. 

Major component 

replacement 
Occasional. Membrane renewal 

usually sits here. 
Treated as a failure rather than 

as a planned renewal. 

Emergency 
intervention 

Unpredictable, and the most 
expensive per unit of work. 

The category that grows when 
the others shrink. 

Eventual replacement 
and removal 

One-off, at end of life. Almost never budgeted — and 
entirely certain. 

 

Two honest cautions. A lower installation cost is only one part of the cost of owning an asset 

— but the reverse claim is not automatically true either. Higher initial spending does not 

guarantee lower lifecycle cost; it does so only where the additional spend buys durability, 

maintainability or reduced disruption that the asset's life and location actually require. 



B E F O R E  I T  B E C O M E S  A  P R O B L E M   
 

A brand of SHADES HOUSE TENTS & SHEDS TR L.L.C.S.P  ·  zilshades.com 35 

The reliable relationship is simpler: spending that moves work from the emergency column 

to the planned column reduces both cost and disruption, on almost every asset, in almost 

every location. 

24  Common mistakes to avoid 

 

T H E  M I S T A K E  W H Y  I T  C O S T S  M O R E  T H A N  I T  S A V E S  

Assuming it is fine because it is 

still standing 
Standing is a low bar. Deterioration is well advanced before it 

affects stability. 

Patching the same place 
repeatedly 

Each patch treats the symptom. The cause continues, and 
usually accelerates. 

Letting untrained people adjust 
structural connections 

Tightening or re-tensioning without understanding the system 
can transfer load somewhere it was not designed to go. 

Changing membrane tension 

without understanding it 
Prestress is a design condition, not a preference. Adjusting it 

changes forces throughout the structure. 

Painting over corrosion Hides the extent, traps moisture, and removes the evidence 
needed to assess it. 

Letting drainage block The cheapest maintenance task there is, and behind a large 
share of expensive problems. 

Hanging equipment, signage 

or lighting without assessment 
Adds load, and often adds wind load, to a structure designed 

without it. 

Modifying a structure without 
reference to its design 

Cutting, drilling or removing an element changes how load 
reaches the ground. 

Waiting for an emergency to 
inspect an ageing asset 

The most expensive inspection schedule available. 

Replacing without 

understanding the previous 
failure 

Buys the same problem again, in new materials. 

Losing the drawings and 

records 
Converts every future decision into an investigation. 
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None of these is a failure of care. Almost every one happens because nobody was ever given 

the responsibility, the information or the reason to do it differently — which is what this guide 

is for. 

25  The lifecycle checklist 

A working checklist for anyone responsible for outdoor structures. It applies to one villa 

canopy or four hundred car park bays. 

 

Understanding what you have 

☐   We know what outdoor assets we are responsible for. 

☐   Each significant asset can be identified and located. 

☐   We know, approximately, its age, type and size. 

☐   We understand what sits beneath it and what would happen if it failed. 

Baseline and records 

☐   A baseline condition record exists, or has been created retrospectively. 

☐   Photographs are taken from repeatable positions. 

☐   Drawings, material information and warranties are held somewhere findable. 

☐   Records are stored in a system, not in an individual's inbox. 

Inspection 

☐   An inspection approach exists, with intervals set from consequence, exposure, 

condition and access. 

☐   The basis for those intervals is written down. 

☐   Findings are recorded and compared with previous records. 

☐   Known issues are tracked rather than rediscovered. 

☐   Additional inspection follows storms, impacts and modifications. 

Maintenance 

☐   Routine maintenance and corrective repair are distinguished and budgeted 

separately. 

☐   Drainage clearing is a scheduled task with a named owner. 
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☐   Recurring problems are investigated rather than repeated. 

☐   Structural adjustment is carried out only by qualified people. 

Monitoring 

☐   Monitored conditions have a defined observation, method, frequency, reviewer and 

trigger. 

☐   Monitoring is used for assessed conditions, not as a way of deferring assessment. 

Lifecycle planning 

☐   Priorities consider both condition and consequence. 

☐   Refurbishment is considered before replacement is assumed. 

☐   Replacement decisions are based on condition and use, not on age. 

☐   Foreseeable renewals — membrane, coating — appear in the budget in advance. 

☐   Major interventions are documented, and generate a new baseline. 

Future responsibility 

☐   The next person could pick this up and understand what they have inherited. 

☐   We know why the last asset we replaced reached the end of its life. 

☐   We have considered what these assets will leave behind when their purpose is 

complete. 
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I N  C L O S I N G  

The lifecycle mindset 

The habit this guide is written against is not neglect. It is a way of seeing: the belief that an 

outdoor structure is either fine or broken, and that nothing needs deciding until it moves from 

the first state to the second. 

Almost everything that matters happens in between. An asset is stable, or ageing normally, 

or showing something small, or worth watching, or worth repairing, or ready for renewal, or 

past the point where renewal makes sense. Managing it well means knowing which of those 

is true today, and choosing the appropriate next step — again and again, for as long as it 

stands. 

 

T H E  T H R E E  S E N T E N C E S  B E H I N D  T H I S  G U I D E  

You cannot manage what you do not understand. 

You cannot understand what you do not observe. 

And you should not wait for failure before deciding what to do next. 

 

Inspect what exists. Understand its condition. Maintain what should be maintained. Monitor 

what needs observing. Repair what can responsibly be repaired. Refurbish where useful life 

can be extended. Replace when continued intervention no longer makes sense. And manage 

every stage understanding what is being kept, what is being spent, and what will eventually 

be left behind. 
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A B O U T  T H I S  G U I D E  

ZIL Shades designs, engineers and installs awnings, car parking shades, tensile shades 

and tents — and then inspects, maintains, repairs, refurbishes and eventually 

decommissions them. This guide describes how that thinking works, whoever ends up 

doing it for you. 

It completes a set of four: Before You Buy Shade, Before You Issue the RFQ, Before You 

Approve the Material, and this one. 

Performance Beyond Installation. 

 

S C O P E  O F  U S E  

This guide provides general educational information to support asset management and decision-making. It 

states no inspection frequencies, maintenance intervals, material lifespans, structural limits, failure 

thresholds, engineering standards, safety classifications or replacement criteria. The condition categories 

described are conceptual aids to prioritisation and are not validated safety classifications. Inspection 

findings, maintenance requirements, structural safety, repair methods and replacement decisions should be 

evaluated by appropriately qualified professionals on the basis of the specific asset, its condition, 

environment and intended use. 



 

 

 


