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Our heart goes out to you if you’ve suffered a fire loss or have been displaced from your home by mandatory evacuation. If, like most people, you have homeowners or renters insurance, you can file an insurance claim to seek compensation. Following is a brief overview of the claims process to help you get started.
1. Call your agent. The easiest way to start a claim is to CALL YOUR INSURANCE AGENT! Even if you don’t remember your policy number or who your insurer is, your agent can look that up for you and either start a claim on your behalf or transfer you to the insurance company’s claims department. They can also review your policy with you to give you an idea of what to expect during the claims process. If it’s after normal business hours and you know who you’re insured with, you can try to find the insurance company’s web site to see if you can start a claim online or leave a voicemail with their claims department. Many people in our area have fire insurance through the California FAIR Plan. You can start a claim with them online at https://www.cfpnet.com/lossnotice/, although you will need to know your policy number to do that.
2. Your claims adjuster. After a claim has been started you will be given a claim number and be assigned a claims “adjuster.” Their job is to figure out the cause and magnitude of your loss and how much of it is covered by your insurance policy. Some companies may assign multiple adjusters to your claim, for example one for the building and one for its contents. Be sure to write down each adjuster’s contact information, as you’ll be speaking with them regularly. You should also ask them for the contact information for their supervisor, in case they become unavailable during your claim (vacation, sickness, job change) and you need to speak with someone else.
3. Mitigate against further loss. Most policies require that you take reasonable steps to prevent further loss to your property, such as turning off the water if there is a leak, or boarding up a house to prevent vandalism or theft if its windows or doors have been broken. Most policies will pay for costs you incur to perform such mitigation.
4. Save your receipts. Hotels, restaurant meals, apartment rentals, increased commuting costs, and costs to board animals are all examples of additional living expenses that you can seek reimbursement for while you can’t live in your home. Save your receipts as the claims adjuster, and possibly your accountant, will want copies of them. Note that FAIR Plan policies don’t reimburse these actual expenses, but instead pay you for the “fair rental value” of your home while you can’t live in it.
Providing receipts for replacement property is very important because most policies only pay “actual cash value” (think thrift store prices) for your used belongings, and then pay the difference between that and their replacement cost after you provide receipts.
5. Be honest. Insurance fraud is a crime. Resist any temptation to ask for reimbursement for something you’re not entitled to, like the new golf clubs you bought when you didn’t own any golf clubs to begin with.
6. You can negotiate. Your insurance company’s settlement offer isn’t take-it-or-leave-it. If you disagree with their numbers, let them know. Present facts to support the costs and values you propose. If you strongly believe they are being unreasonable, you can hire an attorney; hire your own adjuster to represent you; or file a complaint with the California Department of Insurance (800-927-HELP or https://www.insurance.ca.gov). Attorneys and third party adjuster fees are often a significant percentage of all the money paid for your claim, so think carefully before going that route as you could end up with less money than if you just accepted the insurer’s offer.
7. Learn from your experience. Going through the claims process may make you rethink the coverage limits, optional coverages, and deductibles you chose for your policy. You can’t change your policy to help you on your current claim, but you can make changes for the future. Chat with your insurance agent to review your experience and see what changes you’ can make.
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