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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

• 34-year track record and expertise in disaster recovery

• Not for profit…not for sale

• Funded by donations and grants
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Our Three Programs
Roadmap to Recovery®

– 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

– Fighting for insurance consumer rights and 
protections
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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
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2025 CA Wildfires Recovery Help Library
uphelp.org/recovery/disaster-recovery-help

• State Specific Resources with  
Step-by-Step Guidance

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

• Sample Letters & Claim Forms 
uphelp.org/samples

• Survivors Speak Tips 
uphelp.org/survivorsspeak

• Upcoming Workshops and  
Resources uphelp.org/events

• Links to Pro-consumer  
Professional Help 
uphelp.org/findhelp
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The Fine Print

• This workshop is intended to be general  
guidance only, not legal advice.

• We do not endorse or warrant any of the  
sponsors listed at www.uphelp.org or  
speakers at our workshops.

• Our speakers are volunteering their time as  
educators.
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Today’s Expert Panel  

Moderator: Amy Bach, Esq. Executive Director

Alex Athenson, The Foothill Catalog Foundation

Annie Barbour, Program Liaison, United Policyholders

Kim Bauer, The Artes Group

Laura Blaul, Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety, lblaul@ibhs.org

Amy Christopherson Bolten, Christopherson Builders

Lori Gay – Neighborhood Housing Services, Los Angeles County

Chris Wong, Bank of America
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Today’s Topics
1. Rebuilding help resources in the Los Angeles region
2. Your rebuild budget and goals 
3. Designing your project, rebuilding a wildfire-prepared/safer from 

wildfires home that will be easier to insure
4. Finding/Vetting/Selecting a builder
5. Pre-Construction Best Practices AB, ACB
6. Permitting / Code considerations.  ACB, CW
7. Avoiding problems and liens, Builders Risk Insurance, AB, ACB
8. Quality and fund control, inspections, draws, lender relations
9. Completing your project   
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Take a deep breath, relax your shoulders, drink water

Copyright 2025. United Policyholders. 
All rights reserved.



1. REBUILDING HELP 
RESOURCES IN THE LOS 
ANGELES REGION
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LA County Recovers

recovery.lacounty.gov/rebuilding/
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2. YOUR REBUILD 
BUDGET AND GOALS
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Things to avoid
• Avoid paying off a low-interest rate mortgage w/out a 

solid plan to rebuild/repair your home
• Avoid launching a construction project w/out a game 

plan
• Avoid rushing to hire a builder w/out due diligence
• Avoid signing a Time and Materials contract w/out a 

detailed budget (may not be acceptable to your lender)
• Unrealistic or incomplete rebuild estimates that will  

require multiple change orders (fees, code upgrades,  
trades, etc.)
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Answers you need before you launch your rebuild 
project:

• What is the “as was” cost of rebuilding the home I lost?

• What is the maximum amount of insurance available in my policy?

• Does the estimated cost of replacing the home I had with one of like kind and 
quality meet or exceed my policy limits? (can I max out?)

• How much do I/we owe on the mortgage? (loan balance)

• If I max out my insurance benefits, will that be enough to cover the cost of 
rebuilding like kind and quality or the home I want to build?

• If I have a gap in my available insurance and the cost of building the home I 
want to build, what sources can I tap to fill it?
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Policy benefits to replace your dwelling:

Dwelling

Other Structures

Law and Ordinance/Code 
Upgrades – CA law 
requires min. 10%

Inflation Adjustment 

Extended Replacement 
Costs (if in your policy)

Contents

Debris Removal

Trees, Shrubs, 
Landscaping
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Declaration page example
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https://postfire.org/rebuildcalculator



Combining Coverages (CA only)

Other Structures benefits can be applied toward rebuilding the 
Dwelling– no need to replace the Other Structure

“In the event of a covered loss relating to a state of emergency, as defined in Section 
8558 of the Government Code, an insured under a residential property insurance 
policy shall be permitted to combine payments for claims for losses up to the policy 
limits for the primary dwelling and other structures, for any of the covered expenses 
reasonably necessary to rebuild or replace the damaged or destroyed dwelling, if the 
policy limits for coverage to rebuild or replace the primary dwelling are insufficient. 
Any claims payments for losses pursuant to this subdivision for which replacement 
cost coverage is applicable shall be for the full replacement value of the loss without 
requiring actual replacement of the other structures or contents. Claims payments 
for other structures in excess of the amount applied towards the necessary cost to 
rebuild or replace the damaged or destroyed dwelling shall be paid according to the 
terms of the policy.” 
Cal Ins Code 10103.7
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Collecting maximum available insurance benefits 
toward your rebuild budget:

• The cost of replacing “as was” and your available Dwelling, 
Other Structures, Code upgrade and any extended coverages

• Your adjuster may use Xactware or other software to estimate
your cost to replace the dwelling you lost. Get an independent 
estimate/bid. The insurer’s number isn’t the final word.

• Ideally, your insurer and you should agree on an “as was” 
SCOPE of LOSS – # of rooms, type of flooring, countertops, 
details, material quantities and qualities that were in the original 
home. https://uphelp.org/scope

• You don’t have to rebuild an identical home, but your insurance payout 
will be based on “like kind and quality” to what you lost. 

• Code upgrades need to be listed and priced specifically
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Code 
Upgrade
Examples

• Insulation requirements – r value
• Electrical/arc fault outlets and 

breakers
• Distance between studs 
• Fire blocking
• Sprinklers 
• Solar 
• Energy efficiency upgrades  
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Professional ”as was” 
scope/estimate providers

https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-
report-2023/

Copyright 2025. United Policyholders. 
All rights reserved.

https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/
https://bwbuilder.com/services/scope-of-loss-report-2023/


Paying for your rebuild

• Insurance funds – how will your insurer be involved in 
fund control/paying your builder?

• Settle out w/insurer, hire a builder and use your 
insurance proceeds

• Talk to an expert (CPA, financial advisor,  
mortgage professional) about your existing 
mortgage vs. new/refinancing
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Underinsured? 
Where additional funds can come from

• Small Business Administration (SBA) loan
• Loan from a Bank or Credit Union
• Savings
• Retirement Funds
• Gap funding/loans

• Established CDFIs (Community Development 
Financial Institutions)

• New NGOs formed post-wildfire (e.g. Altadena 
Land Initiative, www.alirebuilds.org)

• Lawsuit Settlement
• So Cal Edison Settlement
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Resources from Neighborhood 
Housing Services of LA County (NHS)

https://www.nhslacounty.org/programs-and-services/rebuilding-recovery/

Lenders working w/NHS to support post-wildfire rebuilding include:

• California Bank & Trust
• USC Credit Union
• First Citizens Bank
• City National 
• Citibank
• Columbia Bank
• Washington Federal Bank
• Wells Fargo Bank
• JPMorgan Chase
• US Bank
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Take a deep breath, relax your shoulders, drink water
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3. DESIGNING YOUR PROJECT, 
REBUILDING AN INSURABLE HOME



Options

• Traditional “stick built” custom
• Production homes
• Group rebuilds
• Pre-fab homes
• Design/Build 

Copyright 2025. United Policyholders. 
All rights reserved.



Step by Step
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Engage Builder and/or Architect

Identifies property boundaries, topography for the 
foundation and soil conditions

If engaging architect only connect with builder early to get 
cost guidance

Property survey & geotechnical 
(optional)

Conceptual design

Building & Fire submittal

Cost estimation

Planning submittal

Permits & construction!

Finishes selection & pricing

Construction contract

Selections can occur at 
various times in the 

process

Rough design allows cost control before you get into 
construction documents

Gut-check to be sure you are staying in budget















Prefab Housing Handbook
by cityLAB-UCLA

Get answers to common 
questions about:
- Insurance
- LA County approvals
- General timelines
- Cost

Learn more at their 
interactive showcase!
Open 11/1 - 11/30
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The “Design/Build” Option
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Severe weather disrupts lives, displaces families, 
and drives financial loss. IBHS delivers top-tier 
science and translates it into action so we can 
prevent avoidable suffering, strengthen our homes 
and businesses, inform the insurance industry and 
support thriving communities.

WHY?



5 feet - No vegetation / 
combustible items

Noncombustible 
fencing

Grass mowed

Limb branches 
up 6 feet

5-30 feet - no dead or 
dying vegetation and 
vegetation spacing

Remove leaves/debris 
from roof and gutter

Horizontal and vertical 
spacing of trees and 

brush

Eaves

Vents

Windows

Siding

Roofing

Gutters

6” Wall Vertical 
Noncombustible 

Zone

REDUCE 
EXPOSURE

INCREASE
RESILIENCE



ADDITIONAL 
MITIGATIONS 

AGAINST FLAMES
 Cover gutters.
 Enclose eaves.
 Install 

noncombustible 
siding.

 Upgrade windows 
& doors.

 Upgrade to a 
noncombustible 
deck.

 Move accessory 
structures at least 
30 feet away.

 Remove back-to-
back fencing.

wildfireprepared.org

0–5 FOOT NONCOMBUSTIBLE ZONE
 Establish a 0–5 Foot Noncombustible Zone

around the home and decks; remove overhanging 
branches; replace combustible fences within 5 feet.

5–30 FOOT DEFENSIBLE SPACE ZONE
 Maintain yard with spaced vegetation, structures, & 

other connective fuels; clear debris; remove 
firewood.

 Move structures at least 10 feet away & maintain a  
0-5 Foot Noncombustible Zone around them.

ROOF
 Ensure the roof 

covering is Class A fire-
rated & maintained 
clear of debris.

 Choose noncombustible 
gutters & downspouts.

BUILDING FEATURES
 Install flame- and ember-resistant 

vents or 1/8-inch metal mesh vents.
 Ensure 6-inch vertical 

noncombustible clearance at base of 
exterior walls and decks.

 Clear & maintain the underdeck 
area; enclose low-elevation decks.





4. FINDING/VETTING/SELECTING A 
BUILDER



First steps
• This is a long-term relationship, so pick 

someone who communicates well with you.
• Do your homework and proceed with caution:

– Check at least three references and other 
builds/projects they’ve done.

– Check license status (Contractors License Board).
– Check their bond (is it new).
– Check with Better Business Bureau 
– Google them, look on Yelp…
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California license resources
https://www.cslb.ca.gov/
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What are good sources for finding a reputable 
builder?      

What are the questions a survivor should ask 
a builder he/she is vetting?

Does the builder have to be local?

Copyright 2025. United Policyholders. 
All rights reserved.



Best Practices in Keeping Yourself Safe During the Rebuild Process

Check the California State Licensing Board to make sure their license is 
valid, that they have Workman’s Comp insurance AND check their “Bond 
History” to make sure their bond has been in place for a 12 month period 
without a break. If there was a previous break, it is likely there was a 
problem with a previous project. 
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• Did the builder come in on time and on budget? 
• Was there change orders from them or the builder? 
• Did this affect the final price and timeline?
• Were the subs well supervised? 
• Did the builder communicate well and return their calls in a timely 

manner? Was the property kept clean? 
• Have they rebuilt after a disaster? 
• Did the builder come back after occupancy and fix things that 

were a problem? 
• Did you get all of your lien releases?

Get 3 referrals of complete builds 
(not bathroom remodel) and ask:
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Contractor red flags
• Multiple licenses under different names

• Multiple bond companies

• In business less than 3-5 years

• Claim to be local but out of area phone number and not licensed in 
your state

• No permanent business location

• If they start with “How much insurance do you have?  I can build a 
house for that.”  Price should reflect your building plans.
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5. PRE-CONSTRUCTION BEST 
PRACTICES



Have a professional review the contract

What is in there?
– Does it specify overhead and profit %?
– Project schedule? (milestones/targets)
– Payment schedule?

What is NOT there?
– Penalties for not meeting targets?
– Start and end date?
– Who is responsible for paying for materials?
– Change order process?

What about escalating material prices 
due to tariffs? ACB, KB
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Contracts
• Should outline the scope of the work, the price, and what 

points of completion payment are due

• Draw schedule to be consistent with (or more favorable 
than) your lender disbursement schedule

• Be wary of contractor who wants full or cash payments 
before the job begins
• CA limits deposit to $1,000 or 10%, whichever is less

Is this different for a design/build?   ACB, AA

Copyright 2025. United Policyholders. 
All rights reserved.



Best practices for avoiding delays and conflicts

• Select all finishes, make decisions as far in advance as 
possible to avoid delays.

• Be mindful of change orders and their impact on your final 
bill and completion date. 

• Stay in contact w/your builder

Other suggestions? AB, ACB
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Take a deep breath, relax your shoulders, drink water

Copyright 2025. United Policyholders. 
All rights reserved.



6. PERMITTING / CODE 
CONSIDERATIONS 



City of LA/LA County Permitting Rules

- How long are permits currently taking 
to get approved?

- How important is it that your builder be 
familiar with the rules?

AA, KB, ACB



Design considerations

Do you need a landscaping plan from the get go?



7. AVOIDING PROBLEMS AND 
LIENS, BUILDERS RISK 
INSURANCE



Insuring your construction project

A Builder’s Risk Policy is an insurance policy that protects 
the construction project; materials (on site, in transit and in 
storage), structure in progress, etc. from theft, damage and 
destruction

Builder or homeowner buys it. If Builder buys it, 
homeowner should be an additional named insured on the 
policy
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What will my home insurance cover?

• Your policy will cover your liability if someone is injured 
on your property during construction, but not the 
partially built structure and/or materials, supplies that 
get damaged or destroyed.

• CA law requires insurers to work w/you to reduce your 
dwelling limits while there’s no structure to insure, but 
UP recommends keeping some coverage in place

• For liability protection
• To cover contents as you replace them
• Easier to renew and restore higher limits when the home is 

rebuilt than to let it lapse and shop for a new policy
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What will void a builders risk policy?
• Builder or homeowner walks away from the build
• Homeowner puts personal property inside the home 

before getting final a certificate of occupancy. Policy can 
have an occupancy endorsement that will allow you to 
place contents in house 30 days before occupancy.

• Verify with the insurance company that the policy can be 
extended if construction is not complete w/in planned 
timeframe, and if not, be conservative on completion 
projection so policy will cover through to the end. Hard to 
impossible to acquire another policy once your build has 
started.
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Questions
• What does Builders Risk insurance 

typically cost and does the cost always 
get passed on to the homeowner?

• Is BR coverage essential on every project 
regardless of location, scope?

ACB, KB



8. QUALITY AND FUND 
CONTROL, INSPECTIONS, 
DRAWS, LENDER RELATIONS



What is your mortgage company/lender’s role 
during construction?

If you have an existing loan/mortgage?

If you take out a construction loan or Home 
Improvement Line of Credit?

CW, LG, ACB, KB



Quality control
• Consider a private inspector from the very 

beginning – you may not be able to hire one after 
work has begun.  Typically 3 inspections:  1) at 
the start w/foundation, 2) before “close-in,” and 
3) before final occupancy. Be present onsite for 
final inspection.

• Do NOT let your contractor "get ahead" of your 
agreed draw schedule/don’t pay for work that’s 
not been completed
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Fund Control/Escrow Accounts

• "Fund control” relates to your mortgage 
company’s right to be involved in the rebuild

• Provides added protection to the homeowner –
the bank helps you through the process with 
fund disbursement, inspections, collect lien 
waivers.

• Communication with your lender and contractor 
is critical.
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Insurance Proceeds & Your Mortgage
• Lender should release dwelling insurance proceeds 

above your outstanding loan balance
• Lender will review and monitor the repair/rebuild 

plan. Inspections are important to protect you.
• Insurance proceeds up to a certain $ amount can be  

released in one payment 
• Proceeds greater than that $ will generally be released in  

thirds and will require an inspection to release additional  
funds

• Most builders budget for four 25% payments
• Remote inspections are allowed
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What to know about draws
• Draws should line up w/inspections (milestones that 

must be met before the draw is approved).

• You would be signing for draws before bank releases  
payment.

• If you dispute the draw, it’s not typically paid until the  
builder has proved they have met the milestone.

• Remember that by releasing that draw that you are  
acknowledging that your builder has completed all of  
the tasks to that point.
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Fund Control/Escrow Accounts

Interest earned on the escrow account should be paid to 
you when the account is closed.

• Freddie Mac/Fannie Mae guidance on Insured Loss Events 
states the servicer must deposit the insurance loss proceeds not 
disbursed to the borrower in an interest-bearing account

• New CA Law: 

Reference UP publications:  Double check Harabedian bill – AB 493. signed Aug. 29 2025
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Take a deep breath, relax your shoulders, drink water
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9. COMPLETING YOUR 
PROJECT
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What to be aware of

• Walk through inspection with your builder 
(punch list)

• Final occupancy
• Lien releases
• Notice of completion
• Final payment
• Warranties
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Rebuilding (2017 Tubbs Fire, NorCal)
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Foundation
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Framing
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Starting interior

Nearly there
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Home again!
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Stay informed – Sign UP
To be added to our mailing list for 
notices of future events and 
updated guidance, please visit:
https://uphelp.org/2025CAwildfires

Encourage friends to sign up too!

• Survivor to Survivor

• Webinars, pro bono help 
clinics
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Stay connected to other disaster survivors
Survivor to Survivor 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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Upcoming Roadmap to Recovery® Events

Uphelp.org/events

Register for 
upcoming events.

View recordings of 
past events and 

download related 
resources.
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Ask an Expert Forum
uphelp.org/ask-an-expert

• Register. It’s free.
• Write in your 

questions.
• Get an answer from 

an expert in 
construction, 
insurance, laws and 
disaster recovery.
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Thank you to our Funders:
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