
OIC Wildfire Claims Workshop
Spokane Wildfires:

Recovery & Insurance Orientation

September 14, 2026
Amy Bach, Executive Director 
www.uphelp.org/2026SpokaneFires
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United Policyholders (UP) and the 
Roadmap to Recovery® Program

• UP is a 501(c)3 not-for-profit that is a trusted information resource 
and respected voice for insurance consumers in all 50 states. 

• 35 year track record and expertise in disaster recovery and 
insurance legal matters

• The Roadmap to Recovery program = Post disaster guidance and 
services focused on financial, insurance, real estate and 
construction decision-making and emotional recovery

• Funded by donations and grants, volunteers/pro bono. You can’t 
hire us, our services are free, but limited

• Partners include state and federal agencies, other non-profits, 
professional trade associations and
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Team UP
• Professional staff
• Government and nonprofit partners
• Volunteers

– Fired UP Survivors - previous catastrophic loss 
survivors paying it forward

– Consumer-oriented professionals
• Damage and repair/rebuild cost estimators
• Lawyers
• Public Adjusters
• Tax and Financial Planning experts
• Construction and Real Estate professionals
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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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Roadmap to Recovery
Guidance, info, webinars:
• Orientation, what to expect
• Decision-making

– Avoiding ripoffs, mistakes
– Mortgages, loans, rebuild, buy 

or move…
– Taxes, legal matters, 

construction
• Insurance problem solving 

– Underinsured dwelling, 
inadequate ALE

– Partial losses/Smoke
• Emotional support

– Survivor to Survivor
• Monitoring recovery through surveys
• Advocacy/ Pro Bono Prof’l Help 

clinics
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Free online help 24/7
uphelp.org/recovery/disaster-recovery-help

• Step-by-Step Guidance

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

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

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

• Survivors Speak Tips 
www.uphelp.org/survivorsspeak

• Upcoming Workshops and       
Resources 
www.uphelp.org/events
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www.uphelp.org/2026SpokaneFires
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Standing home/partial loss?

Returning to your home after a wildfire:
https://uphelp.org/claim-guidance-publications/first-steps-returning-to-
your-home-after-a-wildfire/

Smoke restoration guidance: https://uphelp.org/claim-
guidance-publications/smoke-restoration-guide/

See also: 
Smoke and ash damage from a wildfire
Thermal (“extreme heat”) damage from a nearby wildfire
Insurance Claim Tips For Partial Loss Fires
Sample Letter Requesting Re-inspection and Re-testing of a Partially-Damaged 
Home
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Wildfire recovery is a process…
take it one day at a time
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What is important at this stage?
• Finding a temporary home
• Taking care of yourself and your family’s health 

(mental and physical) 
• Finding trustworthy sources of information
• Avoiding making major decisions early on
• Doing your best to keep paperwork organized
• Recognizing that calculating what it will cost to 

replace your home and possessions takes time
• Avoiding people who stress you out or make 

you worry you’re falling behind
12
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Pace yourself, don’t rush

• This is hard advice to follow when you’re 
displaced and being bombarded with 
solicitations, rumors, offers and decisions

• 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 get accurate estimates of what 
you lost, collect all available insurance funds 
and tap available legal protections and help

• You’re not alone, many have walked this path
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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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You need a complete and current copy 
of your home insurance policy

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

• You need the “Declarations Page” and the 
entire contract, including ALL:
– "Endorsements” and/or “Riders” (add-ons, extras)

• Make a working copy of the policy so you can 
highlight important wording
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“Buckets” of coverage

• The letters (A, B, C, D) differ by company 
and usually consists of:
– COVERAGE A – Dwelling 
– COVERAGE B – Dwelling Extension
– COVERAGE C – Personal Property
– COVERAGE D – Loss of Use (ALE)

State Farm uses the label “B,” not “C” for contents/personal property

Renters policies are the same, just without Coverage A

Mobile/manufactured homes generally have the same 4 “buckets” of coverage 
(A, B, C, D)
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Temporary living expenses
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.
• Request cash advances, flexibility
• How many months you will be able to stretch 

your ALE coverage?
18
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Temporary living

• Should be comparable in size, amenities
• If you have a dollar cap, budget for the long 

haul. Coverage is likely to fall short if it only 
lasts 12 months 

• Benefits may be calculated via Fair Rental 
Value (CFP) or “as incurred.”

• Consider a tiny home/manufactured home/RV 
for a temporary residence.

• If staying w/friends/relatives – see #1.
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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. 

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

You’re not on a level playing field – get help when you 
need it!
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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 informed and empowered is the key.
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Speak “UP”

• Get a notebook, write in it as often as possible
– 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  

• Make your requests clearly and in writing
• Explain what you need, when you need it, and 

why you are entitled to it
• Whenever an insurance company rep says “no” 

to something, ask them to show you the specific 
wording in your policy that applies.
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Deep breath
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Reality check

An insurance claim on a total loss from a 
wildfire can be a full time job, and/or very 
hard to manage on your own…

UP helps you be your own best advocate 
and find the right help if and when needed
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Professional help

• Government agencies 
• Construction estimators/Contractors
• Indoor Air Quality/Industrial Hygienists
• Public Adjusters (7-15%)

– Construction cost estimators
– Restoration/Remediation Specialists
– Indoor Air Quality/Industrial Hygienists
– Forensic Experts/testing/labs

• Attorneys (%, hourly, pro bono, specialists)
25
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Valuing your losses
Insurance adjusters generally use software to calculate 
the “as was” cost of replacing your home. Get second 
opinions from  qualified construction cost experts

NEW LAW: Computerized estimates and databases: A 
reasonable investigation may not rely solely on a 
database, estimating software, or benchmarks. If those 
tools are used for material prices or labor rates, the 
claimant may request the date and location of the data 
and the businesses that supplied it. Insurers remain 
responsible for the accuracy of evaluations made on their 
behalf. WAC 284-30-330(4); WAC 284-30-380(7)-(8).
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Deep breath
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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
– Major coverages and 

limits of liability
– Endorsement/Riders
– Deductible(s)
– Lender information
– Additional insureds
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Base limits, coverage extensions
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What do you have?
Loss of Use/”ALE”
How much $ is available and for 
how long?

ACV vs. RCV
Your home and your contents

Debris removal 
Is your available coverage “inside” 
or on top of your dwelling max.  

Other Structures
How much do you have for 
your outbuildings, garage, 
retaining walls, etc.

Code Upgrades
The older your home, the 
more important this 
coverage is
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Potential increases in coverage

• Extended replacement cost coverage (25%, 
50%, 100%) Applies to dwelling and possibly 
other buckets depending on policy wording

• Improvements required to comply with current 
building codes, laws or ordinances (energy 
efficiency, fire safety)

• Inflation protection 
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Base limits, coverage extensions
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UP offers a free tool
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Base limits, coverage extensions
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Debris removal
• Photo document or have someone photo document your lot before 

debris gets removed

• Understand your max available insurance for this category

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

• If you participate in a coordinated debris removal, avoid using your 
debris removal insurance benefits for repairs/rebuilding or contents 
replacement until you are sure you won’t need to turn them over to 
whatever agency coordinated the removal. It may take years before 
they bill you, so do your best not to spend them until you’re sure 
what your cost share will be. 
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Questions to ask re: 
coordinated debris removal

• If I participate, how and when will my lot be cleared?
• What paperwork will I need to complete?
• What happens if my insurance isn’t enough to cover my share of the 

program costs?
• When can I expect the County/State/Feds to bill me for my share of the 

debris removal?
• When the debris is removed from my property, will the soil be cleaned and 

re-compacted?
• How can I tell whether items that appear undamaged should be saved?
• What if someone gets injured on my property during debris removal? Who 

is responsible?

https://uphelp.org/claim-guidance-publications/debris-removal-after-a-partial-
or-total-loss/

37



Copyright 2026 United Policyholders.  
All rights reserved.

How your insurer will value your 
dwelling and personal property losses:

• REPLACEMENT VALUE (or “RV”) - what it will 
cost for you to replace it now

• ACTUAL CASH VALUE (or ”ACV”) –
depreciated to what its value was at the time of 
the loss  (“Craigslist” price)
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Base limits, coverage extensions
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Depreciation/holdbacks = math and proof headaches

REPLACEMENT 
COST

TEMPORARY 
OR 

PERMANENT

REPLACEMENT 
COST

DEPRECIATION 
(Deduction due to 

wear and tear)

Check out “Depreciation Basics” (https://www.uphelp.org/pubs/depreciation-basics)
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Common “hot spots”
Insurance
• Communication delays, adversarial
• Misinformation on policy benefits owed
• Lowball valuations of dwellings, contents, etc
• Excessive depreciation
• Underinsurance (dwelling, ALE, code upgrades)
• Insurer-provided contractors, vendors
Other
• Zoning/Permitting issues (setbacks, building codes)
• Scams, hard sell solicitations, fees that eat up precious 

insurance benefits
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Deep breath
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Deep breath
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Deep breath
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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 at www.uphelp.org/events
to sing up for Roadmap to Recovery webinars and events
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We’re rooting for you
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