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Experts: Wider need for flood insurance

Newsday

Think you don’t need flood insurance because you don’t live near the ocean? Or because your mortgage
company doesn’t require it? Or because you’re in a low to moderate hazard area according to the
National Flood Insurance Program?

Think again.

If you’re near any body of water — river, stream, creek, canal, inlet, lake — you could be at risk of
flooding, experts say. “I think what Sandy showed us is you can’t use the past to judge the future with
water,” says Amy Bach, executive director of United Policyholders, a San Francisco nonprofit for
insurance consumers nationwide. “I recommend anybody on Long Island get a quote for flood insurance
and certainly consider adding it as an extra precaution if you can afford it.”

Evan Spindelman, insurance broker and founder of floodbroker.com, calls flood insurance “the redheaded
stepchild of insurance.” He favors requiring brokers who sell homeowner’s insurance to give people
quotes for flood insurance simultaneously . “It has been neglected or forgotten by everybody,”
Spindelman says. “It really is an important peril to protect yourself against.”

Pretty cut and dried

When it comes to choosing flood insurance, there isn’t much choice. The overwhelming majority of
policies are backed by the National Flood Insurance Program, part of the Federal Emergency
Management Agency, even though they must be purchased through an insurance broker.

The National Flood Insurance Program maps land and denotes areas as either low to moderate or high
hazard zones. People outside of high-risk areas file more than 20 percent of claims and receive one-third
of disaster assistance for flooding, according to the NFIP website floodsmart.gov. Any surface water that
enters your home from what was previously dry land consisting of two or more acres or two adjoining
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properties, one of which is yours, is considered a flood, whether caused by rain, water main break, or
something else, says Ron Haltermon, an NFIP expert.

Policy costs vary depending on the amount of coverage purchased, deductible selected, and flood zone
risk. Plug in your address and get an instant response on whether your risk is low to moderate or high to
get an idea of what your annual premium might be, using the flood risk profile tool on floodsmart.gov.

Homeowners may choose coverage for up to $250,000 for a dwelling. Be careful — ask whether you’ll be
covered at full replacement value. To be eligible for replacement cost instead of depreciated value, you
must own a single-family home carrying flood insurance in an amount that is at least 80 percent of its
replacement cost or the maximum $250,000, according to FEMA spokeswoman Hannah Vick.
Homeowners can also add up to $100,000 of coverage for contents, usually under a separate policy with
its own deductible, but it’s for depreciated value, not replacement value. There is no option for
replacement value on contents even if you are willing to pay a higher premium for it. Renters can also
purchase contents coverage.

For personal contents in a finished basement — or any room considered below grade — coverage is
extremely limited. Swimming pools and fences aren’t covered. There is no coverage for additional living
expenses — renting another home while yours is repaired. There’s no upgrade to meet new building
codes.

Anthony Ballato, a litigation attorney from Massapequa, calls the NFIP program “lousy” insurance. “It’s
shocking to people to find out how pitiful their coverage is,” he says. His den is below grade and was
flooded in Sandy; structural damage is covered, but he says he won’t be reimbursed for a $5,000 gas
fireplace he had installed two weeks before the storm, even though it looks like “the white tornado” tore
through the den. He says he thinks the government should offer more options for better protection like
homeowner’s insurance does.

Consider some protection

Nevertheless, because homeowner’s insurance normally won’t cover anything in the event of a flood
caused by stormwater surges, you may want to consider a flood insurance policy so at least you have
some protection, insurance experts say.
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If you want better flood coverage, purchase what’s called an “excess flood insurance” policy kicks in after
your coverage through the NFIP is exhausted; you must have the maximum $250,000 federal coverage
before you can add excess flood, says Tom Becker, director of development for Wells Fargo Special Risk
Inc. It also doesn’t offer replacement value for contents, Becker says. You can, however, add coverage
for additional living expenses and even sometimes basement contents coverage, Becker says.

Ballato wasn’t required to buy flood insurance, but he opted to get it anyway — for about $550 a year.
“It’s relatively inexpensive coverage,” he says.”We all need to reassess what is our risk to exposure.
Nature kind of told us that.”
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