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Homeowners Hit by Helene Are In for an
Insurance Claim Shock

realtor.com

Homeowners are rushing to file insurance claims after Hurricane Helene left a trail of destruction across
six states. Many of them will likely be left empty-handed.

Property insurers in recent years have hollowed out coverage and sharply increased rates to make up for
steep underwriting losses driven by natural disasters. Owners of homes and businesses slammed by
Helene could be in for a nasty shock when they check the small print of their policies.

“Insurers have become significantly tougher on hurricane claims,” said Rick Tutwiler, a claims adjuster
for property owners based in Tampa, Fla. “We’ve moved to an era dominated by exclusions, diminishing
coverages, and even harsher policy terms.”

Helene is one of the deadliest and most destructive hurricanes to hit the U.S. in recent years, with
property damage pegged at $15 billion to $26 billion by ratings firm Moody’s. The insured loss, however,
will likely be at the lower end of initial forecasts, which ranged from around $5 billion to $15 billion,
according to John Neal, chief executive of the Lloyd’s of London insurance marketplace.

Much of the shortfall is because typical home insurance policies don’t cover flooding, and most people
don’t have separate flood insurance. Another reason is an increase in coverage restrictions.

Policies in hurricane-prone areas are now more likely to have higher deductibles for wind damage,
reduced payouts for older roofs, limits on interior water damage and exclusions for damage from wind-
driven rain, according to insurance agents.

“I’ve had tons of phone calls from people with relatively small losses that are going to fall under the
deductible and not be covered,” said Meg O’Toole Herman, owner of a Goosehead Insurance agency in
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Hilton Head Island, S.C.

The barrier island escaped the most deadly impact of Helene, but was still hammered by high winds.
“We’ve got tree limbs poked into roofs, cars with trees on them and boats battered around harbors,
sinking or missing,” Herman said.

Damage to houses and yards in many cases will be less than each property’s deductible for wind losses,
Herman said. That deductible for many policies in her area is now 3% to 5%, she said, up from 2% in
2021.

A 5% deductible means the owner of a million-dollar home would have to pay the first $50,000 of losses.
Pushing up premiums

Hurricane deductibles help give customers access to “reliable protection in areas prone to catastrophic
storms,” said Tom Wilson, chief executive of insurance company Allstate.

Helene’s reach could mean yet more price increases are on the way for property owners in hard-hit
inland areas such as Asheville, N.C., that previously weren’t seen as particularly vulnerable to extreme
weather.

“The hurricane and storm surge path proved that no one is safe,” said Alexandra Glickman, global head
of real estate and hospitality at insurance broker Arthur J. Gallagher. “It’s going to be much more difficult
for owners of small businesses and multifamily properties as they rebuild to find insurance that isn’t
three or four times what they were paying before.”

Helene is the latest storm to expose the gap between flood risks and flood coverage. Fewer than one in
100 households in the worst-flooded inland counties have flood coverage, said Mark Friedlander,
spokesman for the Insurance Information Institute, an industry group.

Even in Florida, where more flood insurance is sold than in any other state, more than 95% of homes in
Helene’s path across the Big Bend, in the northern part of the state, lack such policies.

Michael Drake is one of the relatively lucky ones. His home on Longboat Key, Fla., is on stilts and largely
escaped the 2 to 3 feet of water that flooded the barrier island. Drake has federal flood insurance and
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plans to file a claim for damage to his ground-floor office and garage.

“Some people here lost everything,” he said. “I’ve been on this island since 1986 and this storm was the
worst I’ve ever seen.”
Legal fights ahead

Homeowners and businesses affected by Helene might struggle to recoup their losses, even if they think
their water damage isn’t directly from flooding.

Insurers might still limit payment, even if they agree the loss isn’t due to floods. “Insurers are
strategically working to limit what they pay for water damage from all sources,” said Amy Bach,
executive director of consumer group United Policyholders.

Insurers could say the damage was in fact caused by flooding and isn’t covered at all. For a policyholder,
the decisions could determine the difference between a big payout and a flat-out rejection.

“There’s a lot of potential for litigation on claims, if the insurer takes a hard line and says it was 100%
flood damage, even though the wind was blowing up to 140 miles per hour,” said Josh Darr, a managing
director at reinsurance brokerage Guy Carpenter.

Two years after Hurricane Ian slammed into Florida, nearly 50,000 claims remain unresolved, including
more than 18,000 where no payments have been made, according to state data.
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