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About United Policyholders (UP)
• Reputable, established 501(c)3 not-for-profit 

charitable organization, Platinum Guide Star 
rating

• A trusted information resource and respected 
voice for insurance consumers in all 50 states

• 30 year track record and expertise in disaster 
recovery 

• Not for profit…not for sale

• Funded by donations and grants



Team UP
• Professional staff
• Government and nonprofit partners
• Volunteers

o Survivor to Survivor - previous catastrophic loss 
survivors paying it forward

o Consumer oriented professionals
• Damage and repair/rebuild cost estimators
• Lawyers
• Public Adjusters
• Tax and Financial Planning experts
• Construction and Real Estate professionals



Our Three Programs

Roadmap to RecoveryTM

– Guidance on insurance, restoring assets and getting 
back home after a catastrophic loss

Roadmap to Preparedness
– Helping households and communities reduce risk and 

be resilient to disasters and adversity

Advocacy and Action
– Enforcing insurance consumer rights and protections



Our Fine Print
• This workshop is intended to be general 

guidance only, not legal advice.
• If you have a specific legal question, we 

recommend you consult an experienced 
attorney.

• We do not endorse or warrant any of the 
sponsors listed at www.uphelp.org or 
speakers at our workshops.
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Today’s Topics
Recovery resource info from Government 
partners

Navigating recovery from a catastrophic loss

Insurance basics

Sources of support and help
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Amy Bach, Esq., Executive Director, United Policyholders

Fiona Ma, California State Treasurer

Hon. Ricardo Lara, CA Insurance Commissioner

Charles Craig, FEMA

Valeri Mihanovich, California Office of Emergency 
Services

Sandy Watts, Insurance Specialist, United Policyholders



Amy Bach
• A professional insurance 

consumer advocate since 1984

• Published author, experienced 
trial and regulatory attorney

• Co-founder, UP

• Official consumer representative:
• National Association of Insurance 

Commissioners

• Federal Advisory Committee on 
Insurance (US Treasury)

• American Bar Association Standing 
Committee on Disaster Response
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24/7 help at: 
www.uphelp.org/2021CAWildfires
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R2R Guidance and Tools

“The Little Yellow 
Book”

email: 
info@uphelp.org
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Roadmap to Recovery™ Orientation
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Next UP:
2021 Wildfires Roadmap to Recovery webinar #2:

Thursday October 19th at 4 pm
Email info@uphelp.org to register

How to read and understand your policy:
- Figuring out all available benefits, claim laws and rules
- Understanding categories of coverage, 

formulas/calculations, lingo, time frames, depreciation, 
etc.

This class will be offered in English and Spanish

mailto:info@uphelp.org


Some of the previous R2R webinars you can watch at 
your convenience:

• Partial Loss and Smoke Damage
www.uphelp.org/2020_partial_smoke

• Navigating the Dwelling Portion of Your Claim
www.uphelp.org/2020_dwelling

• Insurance Help for Renters
http://www.uphelp.org/2020_renters

• Navigating the Contents Portion of Your Claim
https://uphelp.org/events/navigating-contents-portion-of-claim-5-18-21/

• Options and Decision Points for Replacing Your Dwelling 
https://youtu.be/n2kE2W6rpxU

• Insurance Claim Rules and Your Legal Rights for 2020 wildfire survivors
http://www.uphelp.org/2020_legalrights



Fiona Ma, California State Treasurer

• California’s 34th Treasurer and 
first woman of color and CPA 
to be elected to the position.

• A certified public accountant 
with master’s degrees in 
taxation and business 
administration. 

• Served on the SF Board 3 
terms in the California 
Assembly.
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Proposition 19
• Enacted via 2020 ballot measure. Significant tax 

savings for many homeowners, especially those 
that have experienced the devastation of losing 
a home in a wildfire. Took effect 4/1/21

• Under Proposition 19, homeowners who are 55 
and older, severely disabled or victims of a 
wildfire or natural disaster may transfer their 
property tax base of their existing home to a new 
home anywhere in California without a price 
restriction. 
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Office of the State Treasurer

Email: AskFiona@Sto.CA.gov
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California Department of 
Insurance/Insurance 

Commissioner Ricardo Lara



Charles Craig, FEMA
• Regional Voluntary Agency Liaison

– Individual Assistance Grants
– SBA Loans
– Other FEMA disaster recovery resources



California Office of 
Emergency Services

Valeri Mihanovich, 
Cal OES Voluntary 
Agency Liaison
• Long-Term 

Recovery Groups
• Voluntary 

Organizations 
Active in Disaster 
(VOAD) Partners

• Cal OES Resources



California Office of Emergency Services

Copyright 2021. United Policyholders.       
All rights reserved.

• Valeri Mihanovich, Cal OES 
Voluntary Agency Liaison

• State/Local coordination on 
debris removal

• Community-based long term 
disaster recovery support 
services/coordination among 
non-profits and gov’t



Sandra Watts
• Insurance Specialist, Roadmap to 

Recovery Program

• 30+ years experience in Insurance 
claims and claims management

• Appointed Member, CA DOI 
Curriculum Board

• IICRC Certified Master Fire & 
Smoke, Water Restoration & 
Microbial Remediation Technician

• CPIA - Certified Property Insurance 
Appraiser & Umpire
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Recovering from a Disaster is a 
Marathon, not a Sprint
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Pace yourself, don’t rush

• This is hard advice to follow because you want 
to get home as quickly as you can

• People who rush into major financial decisions 
can make costly mistakes

• Losing a home is incredibly disorienting. Sleep 
deprivation and stress impede decision-making

• It takes months for most people to regain their 
normal memory and critical thinking function
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Insurance is a vehicle to get you back 
where you were before your loss

• But it won’t drive itself 

• Be pro-active to restore your assets, collect all  
available insurance funds, assert your rights, ask 
for what you need

• No need to reinvent the wheel, help is available
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Learning to speak insurance:

• At first, it may sound as though your 
insurance adjuster is speaking a foreign 
language, (“Coverage A”, “ACV”, “Scope 
of Loss”) You’ll pick it up quickly.

• Most homeowner’s insurance policies 
follow a similar format and are divided into 
sections or “buckets” of coverage
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Best 
Practices

Get it in WRITING!

If not, put it in writing, back to them 
confirming your understanding.

Keep it professional.

Be concise and to the point.

Bold or bullet point your requests.

Use proper grammar and punctuation.

Promptly respond to letters and reasonable 
requests.

Avoid venting frustrations and emotions to 
your adjuster.
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Give your insurance company a 
chance to do the right thing, BUT, 

Don’t Be a Pushover
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Knowledge Equals Power AND...

The more you understand about your 
insurance benefits, your rights and the value 
of your losses, the more benefits you will 
recover to rebuild your home and life and 
the smoother your claim will go…
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Ads are ads:
Think of Your Insurance Claim as a 

Business Transaction
The insurance company wants to MINIMIZE $ it 
pays out on your claim

You want to MAXIMIZE $ paid out to you. 

An adjuster may be friendly but they’re not 
your friend – they’re a trained negotiator

Copyright 2021.  United Policyholders.   
All rights reserved.



Should I Expect a “Fight” with my 
Insurance Company?

• NO.  Some claims go smoothly from beginning 
to end.  We hope yours does.

• But when large dollars are at stake, disputes 
often arise.

• Getting informed about commonly disputed 
items will help you avoid problems.
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Get a Complete and Current Copy of Your 
Home Insurance Policy

• Request policy in writing, ask for a Certified copy 
to be sure it’s the right one and current

• You need the “Declarations Page” and the entire 
contract, including ALL:
– Endorsements
– Riders

• Make a working copy that you can write notes 
and questions on

• Use UP Sample letter for requesting policy, CDI 
can help (Law is insurer has 30 days to provide)
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Dec page plus policy wording = 
your max available benefits
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Sample CA FAIR Plan Dec Page
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Temporary living expenses:
Loss of Use/ALE benefits

• Reimbursement for expenses you incur due to 
losing the use of your home, including:
– Rent for comparable housing and rental furniture
– Laundry costs if your rental doesn’t have a W/D
– Boarding your pets
– See www.uphelp.org/ALE and Sample Letter 

requesting info about insurance benefits for ALE
• Ask for a cash advance.
• Your mortgage payments are NOT covered.
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This policyholder has $120,100 in Additional Living 
Expense or Loss of Use coverage.

California Law states your insurer must provide a 4 month advance of 
ALE benefits after a declared disaster

California law provides that for a Governor’s declared 
disaster your insurer must give you at least 36 months to use your
ALE benefits. It does not increase the coverage limit. 
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Sample Language:
Fair Market Value



ALE creativity
• FRV versus “as incurred”
• 5th wheel
• Tiny home
• RV
• If you don’t ask, you won’t get.  The worst 

that can happen is they say no.
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Removing debris
• Removal can be done individually or 

through a coordinated process

• Photograph debris before it gets taken 
away, but be safe if sifting

• Save the photos where you’ll be able to 
find them later
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Speak “UP”
• Present your requests clearly and in writing
• Explain what you need, when you need it, and 

why you are entitled to it
• Keep a Claim Diary

– Take notes on who you talked to, the number you 
called, date and time, what was said. 

– Keep all of your paperwork organized and together  
• Use your “working copy” of the policy

– “Can you show me where it says that in my policy?”
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Why a claim diary?

• It is very likely that the first adjuster assigned to 
your claim will be replaced and you’ll be dealing 
with others over time.

• Creating a written record prevents delays and 
frustration and is a paper trail of how the insurer 
is handling your claim.

• Your claim diary will help you stay organized 
and keep moving forward.
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A Paper Trail Is Essential
If you have questions for your insurance company, 
put them in writing and request a written response.
Important:  

– Confirm you are cooperating 
– Tell them what you need/want and why
– Ask what they need from you to resolve your claim
– Point out specific things they have/haven’t done that 

are holding up resolution of your claim
– Politely remind them about your personal situation
– Give them a reasonable, specific time frame to 

reply/comply
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When Interacting with the 
Insurance Company…

Two words describe the approach most 
likely to get what you need:

POLITE 
ASSERTIVENESS
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Keeping paperwork organized = $
• Claim/Recovery Journal

• Save all receipts (scan or photocopy and email, so you 
have a copy for your records)

• Open a separate bank account for insurance funds 
received and asset replacement spending

• Establish a special email account for your claim

• Document and track all insurance communications

• Track expenses and $ matters:
https://www.uphelp.org/pubs/insurance-accounting-
spreadsheet)
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Download a useful, free organizing tool
To help you stay organized:

Sample “Insurance Accounting” Spreadsheet



How to Read and 
Understand Your Policy 

• A Guide to your Homeowners Policy
www.uphelp.org/decpage

• Roadmap to Recovery Webinar: How to 
Read and Understand Your Policy
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Coverage A:  Dwelling Coverage

Your actual dollar coverage for Coverage A may be higher 
than the amount stated on your Declaration Page because 
your policy may contain increases via “endorsements”.  
The extras should be explained in your policy wording.

Coverage A limit here is $300,200
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Extended Replacement Coverage

• Most policies sold today are “extended 
replacement” policies, which increase your 
“Coverage A” limits by a given percentage 
(commonly 25%, 50%, 100%) when your 
Coverage A limits are inadequate to 
repair/replace your damaged/destroyed home.
– Note:  A few insurance policies apply the “extended 

replacement benefits” to Coverages B and D.  Most 
policies apply the extended benefits only to 
Coverage A.
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First Check = Starting Point 

• Think of your first big check as a starting point, not the 
last word

• You are entitled to the cost to repair/rebuild  your home 
as it was before the fire - up to your policy limits- plus 
any additional coverages such as Extended 
Replacement & Code Upgrades, and the full value of 
your damaged/destroyed contents items (subject to 
policy conditions/limits)

United Policyholders 2019 © ALL 
RIGHTS RESERVED



The Flow of 
Insurance 

Funds

Advances

ACV payments when 
values are set

RCV payments upon 
proof of expenditures, 
replacement, repairs 
completed
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Strategies for Proving Your Losses

• Photographs (pre/post, family, friends,…)
• Public records
• Home purchase documents
• Virtual real estate listings (Zillow, etc.)
• UPHelp.org library/Survivors Speak
• Network with neighbors, share ideas
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Before you sign on the dotted line…

• If your insurer asks you to sign a proof of claim 
form before you know how much you really have 
lost, write in “undetermined” under the amount of 
the loss.

• Avoid signing contracts with vendors, 
professionals, etc. before vetting/researching 
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Valuing your home’s replacement cost

• Locate “as was” building plans and any other 
proof, photos, documents, public records

• Xactimate versus Estimate based on sub bids
• Construction components

– Hardwood floors, tile, stone, carpet, etc.
– Identify any custom components
– Type and approximate size of windows & doors
– Construction materials (roof, frame, exterior, etc.)

• Condition AND age matter for RC versus ACV
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Fair valuation of your losses

What is lowballing?
Lowballing is when the insurance company 
undervalues your loss offers you less than the 
actual cost to repair/replace your home.  

Why would my insurance company lowball me?
For the same reason that anyone in a large $ 
business transaction makes a low opening “offer”.
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Underinsurance
• If your max limits won’t cover the full cost of  replacing 

your home, contents, other structures, landscaping, or 
your temporary living expenses, then you are 
UNDERINSURED.

• Most total loss disaster survivors have inadequate 
Coverage A limits.
– Underinsurance is such a big problem that UP’s 

website has an entire section devoted to this topic:  
www.uphelp.org/underinsurance

• It may take a while to determine whether you are 
underinsured.

• New CA law allows for combining coverages after a 
declared disaster
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Coverage B:  Other Structures

Structures on your property that are not physically 
attached to the house; detached garage, retaining 
wall, fencing, gazebo…

This policy includes $30,100 for other structures.
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Coverage C:  Personal Property
Visualize taking the roof off your home, 
turning it upside down, and shaking 
it…whatever falls out is personal property.

This policy includes $225,200 for personal property.
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New 2021 Laws
Personal Property (Contents)
In the event of a covered total loss resulting from a declared state of 
emergency, your insurance company must offer payment of no less 
than 30%, up to $250,000, of the policy limit applicable to the covered 
dwelling structure if your home was furnished at the time of loss. [CA 
Ins. Code 10103.7]

Personal Property Inventory 
If you are making claim for contents related to a total loss of your 
primary residence, your insurer shall not require you to use a company-
specific inventory form.  They must agree to accept any home 
inventory that you provide, if that form contains substantially the same 
information. Moreover, they must also agree to accept reduced 
itemization, or “bulking” of items (i.e., “15 books” instead of listing all 
titles). [CA Ins. Code 2061(a)(2)(3)]
• Copyright 2021.  United Policyholders.   
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Mobile/Manufactured Homes

• Generally have the same 4 “buckets” of 
coverage (A, B, C, D)

• Valuation of damaged or destroyed home is 
often a fight (RC versus ACV)

• Additional Guidance at www.uphelp.org
Mobile / Manufactured Home Claim Tips 
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Stay Connected to 
Other Disaster Survivors

• Great source of information about:
– Insurance
– Rebuilding
– Negotiation and Financial strategies
– Referrals and warnings re: professionals

• Important source of emotional support
– No one else understands your challenges and 

emotions like another survivor
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Scams are very common
after disasters

• Before you hire a repair/construction professional of 
any kind, check their customer referrals and their 
licensing.

• Be careful about paying large up-front fees before 
any work has been done.

• Read:  “Questions to ask a Contractor” at 
www.uphelp.org/hiringhelp
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Public Adjusters
• A public adjuster (commonly referred to as a “PA”), 

is a private claim adjuster who works for you, NOT 
the insurance company.

• They generally work on a contingency fee basis, 
meaning that they charge a fee that is a percentage 
of the money you recovery from your insurance 
company.

• A red flag should immediately go up if you 
encounter a PA that is trying to rush you or pressure 
you into hiring them.

• Read “Questions to Ask Before Hiring a PA” at 
www.uphelp.org/hiring help 
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Pros and Cons of 
Hiring a Public Adjuster

Pros:  A diligent PA can take the weight off 
your shoulders by fully documenting your 
claim and negotiating a higher settlement 
than you might get on your own.

Cons:  An overloaded or unethical PA can 
further delay your claim, make matters 
worse, and/or diminish your settlement.
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Keep up that paper trail

• Paper trail is very important
• Learn to earn (know your policy, limits, etc.)
• Only YOU know the condition of your property 

and things!
• Use UP sample letters, www.uphelp.org tips
• Get help from CDI and/or claim help 

professionals
– 1-800-927-HELP (www.insurance.ca.gov)
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Learn Your Rights:
California Fair Claims Settlement Practices 
Act

– 15 days to respond to communications
• Email, letter, phone call 

– 40 days to pay or deny claim
– If unable to make decision must send letter

• What they need to make a decision
• How long they need to make the decision
• Send letter every 30 days
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Time is on your side
Statistics show…

• The longer a claim stays open the more 
money the insurer pays

• Ask for advances and extensions when 
needed

• Fully and accurately documenting and 
valuing major losses takes time
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Sources of support and help
• www.uphelp.org
• www.insurance.ca.gov
• Previous wildfire survivors/Team UP
• Case Managers
• Your elected officials (local, state, federal)
• FEMA (Register!!!), SBA
• Your insurance policy and company
• CA Insurance Claim Rules
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CALIFORNIA 
DEPARTMENT OF 

INSURANCE

FOR FREE, PERSONAL ASSISTANCE WITH YOUR 
CLAIMS OR UNDERINSURANCE ISSUES 

CALL US AT: 1 800 927 4357
OR GO ONLINE:  insurance.ca.gov
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Your California Wildfire Help Library
www.uphelp.org/2021CAwildfires

• California Specific Resources 
with Step-by-Step Guidance

• One Click Links to Sign UP for 
Events And Email Notifications

• Links to Pro-consumer 
Professional Help 
www.uphelp.org/findhelp

• Sample Letters & Claim Forms 
www.uphelp.org/samples

• Survivors Speak Tips 
www.uphelp.org/survivorsspeak

• Upcoming Workshops And       
Resources 
www.uphelp.org/events

http://www.uphelp.org/ORwildfires
http://www.uphelp.org/findhelp
http://www.uphelp.org/samples
http://www.uphelp.org/survivorsspeak
http://www.uphelp.org/r2r


Stay informed
• Encourage friends to email info@uphelp.org

– To be added to our mailing list for notices of 
future events and updated guidance

• www.uphelp.org/2021CAwildfires

• Follow us on social media
– Facebook.com/uphelp
– Instagram: united_policyholders

mailto:info@uphelp.org
http://www.uphelp.org/2021CAwildfires


Stay connected to other disaster 
survivors – S2S Forums

• Great Source of Information About:
– Insurance and Rebuilding
– Negotiation and Financial Strategies
– Referrals and Warnings re: professionals

• Important Source of Emotional Support
– No one else understands your challenges and 

emotions like another survivor

 Find upcoming Survivor 2 Survivor Forums and register 
at: http://www.uphelp.org/events
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THANK YOU
Early 2021 Wildfires R2R funders

Our generous 
individual donors



CALIFORNIA 
DEPARTMENT OF 

INSURANCE

FOR FREE, PERSONAL ASSISTANCE WITH YOUR 
CLAIMS OR UNDERINSURANCE ISSUES 

CALL US AT: 1 800 927 4357
OR GO ONLINE:  insurance.ca.gov
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Next UP:
2021 Wildfires Roadmap to Recovery webinar #2:

October 19th, 2021, 4 p.m.
How to read and understand your policy:

- Figuring out all available benefits
- Understanding lingo and claim rules
- Depreciation, code upgrades, extended benefits

www.uphelp.org/events
www.uphelp.org/2021CAwildfires
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