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You can download and follow the slide deck here

How to Read and Understand Your Policy Slide Deck

https://uphelp.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/1-29-25-How-to-Read-and-Understand-FINAL-PPT.pdf
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United Policyholders (UP) and the 

Roadmap to Recovery®️ Program

• UP is a national 501(c)3 not-for-profit organization based in California that 

is a trusted information resource and respected voice for insurance 

consumers in all 50 states. 

• A 34-year track record and expertise assisting wildfire impacted 

households and communities through information, tools, resources, events 
and advocacy work.

• The Roadmap to Recovery program = Post disaster guidance and services 

focused on financial, insurance, real estate and construction decision-

making and emotional recovery.

• UP’s work is funded by donations and grants, volunteers/pro bono. You 
can’t hire us; our services are free but limited.

• Our partners include other non-profits, state and federal agencies and  

professional and trade associations.
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Team UP

• Professional staff

• Government and nonprofit partners

• Volunteers
– Previous catastrophic loss survivors

– Consumer-oriented professionals

• Attorneys that specialize in insurance

• Claim Adjusters (Public and Independent)

• Tax and financial planning experts

• Construction and real estate professionals



Reminders

• 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 any of the sponsors 

listed at www.uphelp.org or speakers at 

our workshops.

http://www.uphelp.org/
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Tonight’s speakers

Amy Bach, Executive Director, United Policyholders

Sandy Moriarty, CPCU, UP Program Specialist (Volunteer)
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Amy Bach,

Co-Founder and Executive Director

• Shaping and leading the Roadmap to 

Recovery®️, Roadmap to Preparedness 
and Advocacy and Action programs since 

1995

• A professional insurance consumer 
advocate since 1984

• Published author, experienced trial and 

regulatory attorney

• Official Consumer Representative, 

National Association of Insurance    

Commissioners

• Appointed member, Federal Advisory 

Committee on Insurance (US Treasury)
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Sandra Moriarty
• Insurance Specialist, Roadmap to 

Recovery Program (Volunteer)

• Insurance Claim Consultant & Expert 

Witness

• 30+ years experience in Insurance 

claims and claims management

• Appointed Member, CA DOI 

Curriculum Board

• IICRC Certified Master Fire & Smoke, 

Water Restoration Technician & 

Microbial Remediation 

• CPIA - Certified Property Insurance 

Appraiser & Umpire
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www.uphelp.org
www.uphelp.org/recovery/disaster-recovery-help/2025cawildfires

• Step-by-Step guidance that 
follows the typical timeline

• Links to sign up for events and 
updates

• Links to specialized 
professionals 

www.uphelp.org/findhelp

• Sample letters & claim
documents
www.uphelp.org/samples

• Survivors Speak Tips 

www.uphelp.org/survivorsspeak

• Upcoming Workshops and  

Resources 
www.uphelp.org/events

https://uphelp.org/
http://uphelp.org/2025cawildfires
http://www.uphelp.org/findhelp
http://www.uphelp.org/samples
http://www.uphelp.org/survivorsspeak
http://www.uphelp.org/events
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Today’s topics

• Digging into your insurance policy

• Determining all available benefits

• Understanding depreciation and other 

aspects of the claim process that involve 

math and can be frustrating
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Rules of the Roadmap:

• California has more regulations and laws to protect you 

in the post-disaster insurance claim process than any 

other state.  

• The adjuster(s) assigned to your claim is supposed to 

know them all, but they probably don’t.

• A full and fair insurance recovery requires accurate 

valuations of your losses, and an understanding of 

policy benefits owed.

• Using our Roadmap to Recovery® resources increases 

your chances of recovering all available insurance funds 
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Advances owed under CA law

• Total losses only

• 30% of dwelling limit (up to $250k) toward 

replacing contents, no inventory required.

• 4 months of additional living expenses
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California Fair Plan

• Not a government program, a government mandated 

insurer of ”last resort”

• An ”Involuntary Association” of private insurers

• More limited coverage than traditional policies

• Usually issued with “DIC” HO policy

• Unique challenges
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Speak “UP”

• Keep a Claim Journal/Diary/Daily record

– Take notes on who you talked to, the number 

you called, date and time, what was said 

– Keep paperwork organized as best you can

• Present your requests clearly and in writing

• If an adjuster tells you a rule/requirement that 

doesn’t sound fair, ask them: “please show me 

where it says that in my policy?”
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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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Think of your insurance claim as a 

business transaction

Recognize reality:

• Your insurer is a for-profit company motivated to limit 

claim payouts

• It is in your best interest to get independent opinions on 

the value of your losses and what you’re entitled to so 

you can maximize the value of the insurance you paid 

for.
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Should I Expect a “Fight” with my 

Insurance Company?

• NO.  Some claims go smoothly.  We hope yours 

does.

• But when large dollars are at stake, disputes 

often arise.

• Being politely assertive, informed and 

empowered is the key.



Copyright 2025.  United Policyholders.  

All rights reserved.

Deep breath
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Where to start?

✔ Make a written request for your complete, current policy 

including all endorsements and riders (Certified, ideally).

✔ Use UP sample letter to request your policy  (CA 

Insurance Code 2071 gives insurer 30 days to provide it) 

CDI can help, it shouldn’t take that long. 
https://uphelp.org/claim-guidance-publications/sample-letter-requesting-

complete-copy-of-homeowners-policy/

✔ Make a working copy that you can highlight/notate.

✔ Guidance in UP’s 2025 Wildfires Recovery Help Library 

follows the typical total loss recovery timeline.

https://uphelp.org/claim-guidance-publications/sample-letter-requesting-complete-copy-of-homeowners-policy/
https://uphelp.org/claim-guidance-publications/sample-letter-requesting-complete-copy-of-homeowners-policy/
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Main “Buckets” of HO Coverage

The letters (A, B, C, D) differ by company. 

Most common:
– COVERAGE A – Dwelling or Structure

– COVERAGE B – Other Structures

– COVERAGE C – Personal Property

– COVERAGE D – Loss of Use (“ALE”)

Trees, Shrubs& Plants, Code Upgrade/Law and Ordinance, Debris

*State Farm  Cov B – Personal Property, Cov C – ALE
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Renter’s Policies

Very similar language to HO policies, EXCEPT:

• Do NOT cover the structure, or exterior, of your 

home

• Obligation to clean and repair the structure is 

the landlord’s responsibility

• Coordinate with your landlord to have building 

cleaned first, then your contents, or hire same 

remediation firm to do at the same time

• Remind your adjuster that the time to repair the 

structure is out of your control – you need ALE!
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Mobile/Manufactured homes

• Similar language as HO policies

• Use the same method to determine coverage

• Generally have the same 4 “buckets” of 

coverage (A, B, C, D)

• Valuation of damaged or destroyed home is 

often difficult  (RC versus ACV)

• Sometimes issues over title to home 
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Declarations Page

• The “key” to all your insurance payments

• Not all declarations pages look the same

• They should all contain:

– Name of Insured

– Location of insured property

– Effective date - also called policy period

– Major coverages and their Limits 

– Policy forms and Endorsement forms

– Deductibles 

– Mortgagee information



Copyright 2025.  United Policyholders.  

All rights reserved.

Understanding YOUR Policy

• Declarations Page Plus 

policy wording = 

max available benefits

• Not all declarations pages 

look the same

• Should set forth:

• Name of Insured

• Location of insured property

• Policy period

• Coverages and limits of 

liability

• Endorsement/Riders

• Deductible(s)

• Lender information
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Base Limits
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Renters Declarations Page

https://uphelp.org/claim-guidance-publications/mobile-manufactured-home-insurance-

claim-tips/
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Mobile / Manufactured home

Declarations Page

https://uphelp.org/claim-guidance-publications/mobile-manufactured-home-insurance-

claim-tips/
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KEY COVERAGE INFORMATION:
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Definitions – Examples

State Farm

Farmers 

Nationwide
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Coverage A – Dwelling
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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Coverage A – Examples

In general, covers the main house, and most pay for construction materials on the 

premises.  Some cover other attached structures, and some do not 
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Coverage B – Other Structures

• Sometimes called “Dwelling Extension”

• Usually limited to 10% of Coverage A limit

• Some companies let you increase this $

• What qualifies varies quite a bit by 

company

• Some items that are “Other Structures” 

under one policy, might be not be under 

another policy
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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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Other Structures – Examples

Remember the definitions?  

Here’s when you need them!
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Coverage C – Contents

Visualize taking the roof off your home, 

turning it upside down, and shaking your 

house, whatever falls out is personal 

property
This policy includes $225,200 for personal property
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Coverage C – Contents

• Covers personal property / contents owned 

by the insured while it is anywhere in the 

world

• May cover guests’ property if destroyed at 

your home

• Many items subject to specific coverage 

limits
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Personal Property – Examples
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Contents – Special limits
Some common contents limits include:

• Money - $150 - $500 

• Securities - $1,500

• Business Property - $500- $2,500

• Watercraft - $1,500

• Trailers - $1,500

• Computers/Electronic Equipment - $5,000

Other items (jewelry, firearms) have special 

theft limits that don’t apply to fire
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Contents 

Property Not Insured 

• Items specifically insured elsewhere 

– Jewelry, art w/separate coverage, business

• Animals, birds, and fish 

• Property of tenants, roomers, or boarders

• Motor vehicles (exceptions for certain 

vehicles not registered for use on roads 

and/or for handicapped assistance)

• Recreational vehicles
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Coverage D – Loss of Use 
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Coverage D – Loss of Use/ALE

• Coverage, limits and terminology vary by 

company

– Labels for this bucket include: Loss of use, Additional 

Living Expense, Temporary Living Expense 

– Usually paid as an advance, then reimbursement for 

incurred costs (submit receipts)

• Policy language determines how ALE is 

determined

– Fair Rental Value of destroyed home OR

– Rent for a comparable temporary residence OR
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Loss of Use/Additional Living Expense (“ALE”)

• Reimbursement for expenses you incur due to losing 

the use of your home, including:
– Rent for comparable housing and rental furniture

– Extra mileage/gas

– Laundry costs if your rental doesn’t have a W/D

– See www.uphelp.org/ALE and Sample Letter requesting info about 

insurance benefits for ALE

• Your mortgage payments are NOT covered.

• In CA, if you request it, insurer must advance 4 months 

of these benefits (total losses only)

http://www.uphelp.org/ALE
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What qualifies for ALE?

• Rent for temporary housing

• Renters insurance policy 

• Extra miles – to/from work, school

• New account “set up” fees at temp. housing

• Photo copies and mailing expenses related to 

claim

• Moving costs

• Pet boarding costs

Insurance Company must provide you a list
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CA FAIR PLAN

COVERAGE D – FAIR RENTAL VALUE

• Coverage and limits vary individually

• Check your declarations page for limits:

– IF checked on your declarations, that limit 

applies.
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CA FAIR PLAN

COVERAGE D – FAIR RENTAL VALUE

If a loss covered under this policy makes that part of the

Described Location rented to others, held for rental or

occupied by you unfit for its normal use, we cover its “Fair

Rental Value” meaning the fair rental value of that part of

the Described Location rented to others, held for rental or

occupied by you less any expenses that do not continue

while that part of the Described Location is not fit to live

in.

Payment will be for the shortest time to repair or replace 

that part of the Described Location.
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CA FAIR PLAN– FAIR RENTAL VALUE

If the Coverage D box is NOT checked, you still have some 

coverage, but the following applies:
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ALE vs.

Fair Market 

Value 

(FMV)

ALE – Actual additional 
costs incurred to maintain 
your standard of living

FRV – A negotiated amount, 
based upon the fair rental 
value of the home you lost

Check your policy to see 
which applies

If you don’t have FRV, you 
can always ASK for it – the 
worst they can say is “no”
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Break down Loss of Use language

Some policies say that it has to be YOUR property damaged – others don’t!

If this is met, you will be owed LOU under most policies

To become uninhabitable (unfit to live in)

Causes the residence premises (your house) 

When a Loss Insured (FIRE!) 
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What are you owed?
• INCREASED COST – over and above what you NORMALLY 

spend

EXAMPLES:

– If you own your home, you must continue to pay your mortgage.  

Thus, rent on your temporary home is an increased cost

– If you usually rent, and pay $1,500 per month, but now pay $2,000, 

the additional $500 is an increased cost

– If your monthly food costs are $500, and now have to eat out: and is 

$1,000/month, then the additional $500 is an increased cost

– If your utility bill was $150/month, but is now included with your rent, 

then your insurer might deduct that since you are saving

– Your insurer will ask you to provide an estimate of the amounts you 

spend monthly on certain items
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What are you owed?

• MAINTAIN YOUR STANDARD OF LIVING – you are entitled 

under the terms of your policy to live at the same standard as 

before the loss

• EXAMPLES:

– Single family home, condominium or townhouse, same 

number of bedrooms, bathrooms, amenities, air conditioning, 

even a swimming pool, if you had one before!

– Same standard type of neighborhood – i.e. gated community, 

rural with some land, high rise, etc.

• HOW LONG? – shortest time to repair or replace the damaged 

property, or for your household to settle elsewhere



Copyright 2025.  United Policyholders.  

All rights reserved.

For How Long?

Time Limit to Collect Additional Living Expenses (ALE)

In the event of a covered loss relating to a state of emergency, as defined in

California Government Code section 8558, on and after July 1, 2021, coverage for

additional living expenses (or loss of use) shall be for at least 24 months from the

inception of the loss, but shall be subject to other policy provisions. An insurer shall

grant an extension of up to 12 additional months, for a total of 36 months, if an

insured acting in good faith and with reasonable diligence encounters a delay or

delays in the reconstruction process that are the result of circumstances beyond the

control of the insured. Circumstances beyond the control of the insured include, but

are not limited to, unavoidable construction permit delays, lack of necessary

construction materials, and lack of available contractors to perform the necessary

work. Additional extensions of six months shall be provided to policyholders for good

cause.

(Cal. Ins. Code section 2060[b][1]).
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ALE Options

Scarce temporary housing resources necessitates ALE 

creativity for many people. But if you have an “Actual Loss 

Incurred” policy (no $ limit), buying a temporary (not long 

term suitable) place to live mau cut off your benefits

• Ask for FRV versus “as incurred”

• Negotiate a lump sum

• Purchase a 5th wheel or recreational vehicle

• Use ALE funds to buy tiny home or other temporary 

dwelling 
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Additional 

Coverages

Debris Removal 

Trees/Plants/Shrubs

Temporary Repairs
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Debris removal

• If it is safe, and you are able, TAKE PICTURES of your lot before 

debris gets removed

• Learn your options for removing the debris (solo vs. coordinated), 

generally it’s most economical to go with coordinated

https://pw.lacounty.gov/epd/debris-removal/

• IMPORTANT: If you participate in a coordinated debris removal, 

avoid using your debris removal insurance benefits until you are 

sure you won’t owe them to the program. It may take years before 

they bill you, so don’t spend them until you’re sure what your cost 

share will be. 
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Debris removal

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

• Try to target still-recognizable items in photos

• Save the photos where you’ll be able to find them later

• 5% coverage is common. 

• Policies differ on whether it’s an additional 5% of A above A 

payout, or an available 5% OF the amount available for A.

• Can use private contractor, or consolidated FEMA program, at your 

choice

• Make sure private firm can comply with County requirements for 

removal & disposal of toxic substances

• Additional 5% for contents debris is often overlooked

• Does it cover or exclude the cost of removing dead  

Trees/Shrubs/Plants?
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Debris Removal – Examples
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Trees, 

Plants, & 

Shrubs

Covers specified landscaping 
damaged or destroyed

Usually only covers specific perils –
i.e., fire

Generally adds an additional 5% of 
coverage

Includes debris removal for trees

Cross reference with Debris coverage
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Trees, Shrubs & Plants–

Examples



UNDERSTANDING THE LINGO 

& POLICY TERMS
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Loss Settlement Provisions

• Determines how your loss is PAID

• Major points are:

– Actual Cash Value

– Replacement Cost

• Loss Settlement Provisions are OFTEN modified by

Endorsements, so always check!

• CA law allows reimbursement for reasonable amounts

actually and necessarily spent for covered repairs, up to

the policy limits
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How your insurer will value your 

Dwelling and Personal Property losses:

• ACTUAL CASH VALUE (or ”ACV”) – Cost to 

replace damage, less reasonable depreciation 

for items that “wear out”

• REPLACEMENT COST (or “RC”) - what it will 

cost for you to replace it now
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Example – Actual Cash Value (ACV)

If you see this, LOOK for 

an endorsement that 
adds replacement cost 
back in!

Certain policies are only 

ACV, especially 
manufactured home 
policies
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Same ACV policy + 

Endorsement
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ACV with RC paid when repairs completed 

Most common
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Full Replacement Cost (RC)



EXTENDED REPLACEMENT

COST & CODE UPGRADE
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Policy 

Endorsements

When listed, become part of your policy

VERY important to have and read

Modify and/or clarify provisions

Can add or remove coverages

Can limit or expand coverages

Sometimes conflict with provisions

Ask for clarification if it doesn’t make sense
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Coverage Extensions 

You may (or may not) have

YES

MAYBE

NO IDEA?!
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Extended Replacement Cost Coverage

Many policies include a provision that increases 

your dwelling limits by 25%, 50%, or 100% if the 

Cov A limits are too low to repair or replace your 

damaged or destroyed home.

• Have different names – look for:

• OPT ID – Increased Dwelling (State Farm)

• Building Structure Reimbursement Extended Limits 

(BSREL - Allstate)

• ERC – Extended Replacement Cost (Farmers)
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Extended Replacement Coverage (ERC)

• Provides additional funds to replace your home when your 

Coverage A limits are inadequate to repair/replace your 

dwelling

• If you have this, it will usually be included in the Loss 

Settlement section, or added by Endorsement

• The naming varies, look for “extended” or “replacement

• Limits vary from 10% to 200% 

• Most policies apply extended benefits only to Coverage A

• Some policies apply ERC to Coverages A, B and C
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ERC - Examples
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ERC -

Examples
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Ordinance or Law 

(Code Upgrade) Coverage

• HO policies in CA are required to include at least 10% 
additional coverage for CODE UPGRADES 

• You can purchase more (20%-50% or more) – more 

important for an older home that has not been updated

• Pays for upgrades to your home that you are required to 

add, based upon a building ordinance or law, to bring 
THE HOME YOU LOST up to current codes

• Check endorsements, as policy often has an exclusion, 

but then “adds back” coverage in an endorsement.

.
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Code Upgrades / Ordinance or Law

Exclusion

Endorsement
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Sample Endorsement – Code



DETERMINING AVAILABLE 

BENEFITS
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Base limits + endorsements + policy wording

= your max available benefits
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Dwelling 

Coverage

These are the “big 

ticket” items in 

your policy

Do the math to know your limits! 

– Coverage A - limits for main 
dwelling

– Other Structures - CA allows you 
to use $ towards your main home

– Extended Replacement? 
(commonly 25%, 50% or 100%)

– Debris Removal - sometimes 5% 
PER coverage

– Code Upgrade Coverage  
(Ordinance & Law)

– Trees, Shrubs and Plants -
usually 5%
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Do the math! – Example
Coverage A  - $500,000

Extended Replacement Coverage  = 25%

Coverage A is $500,000 x 25 % = $125,000

Code Upgrade Coverage = 20%

Coverage A is $500,000 x 20% = $100,000

Debris removal - 5% of Coverage A*

Coverage A is $500,000 x 5% = $25,000  

Trees, Shrubs & Plants - 5% of Coverage A

Coverage A is $500,000 x 5% = $25,000

TOTAL DWELLING Coverage available = $775,000

*To trigger the additional 5%, the base limit must be exhausted

NOTE: Debris may (or may not) apply separately to each coverage – A, B, C



Sample Spreadsheet 

Tracking Limits & Payments

Sample Insurance Accounting spreadsheet - https://www.uphelp.org/pubs/insurance-accounting-

spreadsheet

Copyright 2025.  United Policyholders.   

All rights reserved.

https://www.uphelp.org/pubs/insurance-accounting-spreadsheet
https://www.uphelp.org/pubs/insurance-accounting-spreadsheet
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The Flow of 

Insurance 

Funds

Advances - Usually applied 
to Personal Property or ALE

ACV payments when 
values are set

Your mortgage company 
will be named on Cov A 
payments

RC payments upon proof of 
expenditures, replacement, 
repairs completed
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The flow of insurance funds

• CA law requires your insurer to advance 30% of 

your dwelling limits to replace your contents* 

• If you want a full policy limits, you’ll likely have 

to complete an itemized inventory.

• Mortgage company list on all Cov A payments

• Insurer pays ACV when values are “set”.

• Insurer pays RC upon proof of expenditures, 

replacement, repairs completed.

• Negotiated cash-outs (possibly…)

* Total losses only, up to $250,000
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Things to Consider

• Opening a separate bank account

• Keep track insurance funds collected and 

paid out

• What “bucket” of coverage does each 

check come out of?

• Combining coverages to rebuild

• Examples of Insurance Accounting 

Spreadsheet and ALE Drawdown 

Spreadsheet at: www.uphelp.org/samples
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Deep breath
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First steps recap:

• Keep paperwork organized and a daily journal

• Understand options related to debris removal

• Use ALE wisely so it will last

• Mortgage forbearance and related financial 

decisions

• Avoid scams, check references before you hire

• Charitable aid and loans can fill insurance gaps
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www.uphelp.org/samples
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Survivor to Survivor…

– You are not alone…No one else understands your 

challenges and emotions like another survivor

– Insights, best practices, honesty

– Survivors only

Register @ www.uphelp.org to stay informed on 

Roadmap to Recovery webinars and events

http://www.uphelp.org/
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Requesting help/filing a complaint

800-927-4357
www.insurance.ca.gov

http://www.insurance.ca.gov/
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UPcoming...

Replacing Your Wildfire Destroyed Home:

Options and Insurance Considerations

Wednesday, February 5, 2025

5:00 pm PST

Virtual, on Zoom

Register here: uphelp.org/Feb5

https://uphelp.org/events/how-to-read-and-understand-your-policy-3/
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