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I. Personal Automobile Insurance

All owners of private passenger automobiles registered in New Jersey are required by law to purchase Personal Injury Protection, Liability and Uninsured/Underinsured Motorist coverage.  

Personal Injury Protection (PIP)
Regardless of who may have been at fault, PIP pays up to a maximum of $250,000 per person per accident for medical bills and other costs associated with auto accident injuries.  Because PIP benefits are paid regardless of who causes the accident, PIP is known as “no-fault” insurance.  PIP covers you and family members living with you.  Other passengers in the car at the time of the accident are provided for under their own PIP coverage.  If they do not have automobile insurance then they are also covered by your insurance policy.  You can now select medical expense coverage limits of $15,000, $50,000, $75,000, $150,000 or $250,000.  You can also choose deductibles from $250 to $2,500.  The policy also contains a co-payment of 20% after your deductible up to $5,000 of expenses.  The new law has established pre-certification requirements for medical treatment  and co-payment penalties for failure to follow the procedures.

Bodily Injury Liability (BI) 

If you injure someone in an automobile accident for which you are legally to blame, this coverage protects you against claims and lawsuits for injuries or death caused by your automobile. This type of coverage also pays your legal defense and settlement costs up to the limits of your coverage.

Property Damage Liability (PD)
Pays to repair damage to other people’s property caused by your automobile.  This type of coverage also pays your legal defense and settlement costs up to the limits of your coverage.

Uninsured/Underinsured Motorist (UM)
Reimburses you, your passengers and family members living with you for damages caused by other drivers who either lack auto insurance or have inadequate insurance coverage. The standard deductible is  $500 per claim.

Optional Coverages
Collision
Collision coverage pays for damage to your car from an accident regardless of who is at fault.  The standard deductible is $500.  If you can afford to pay more than $500 out of your own pocket, choosing a higher deductible will lower your premium.  
Comprehensive
Sometimes called other than collision.  Comprehensive coverage reimburses you if your car is stolen or damaged by vandalism, fire, flood, animals, or flying rocks or debris.  The standard deductible is $500 with higher deductibles available.

Rental Reimbursement
Some companies include this coverage if you carry collision coverage.  With most companies the coverage is optional and can be purchased with limits from $15 per day to $30 per day.  This coverage is also referred to as transportation expense or loss of use.

Auto Policy Choices
Threshold
You have a choice between the Lawsuit Threshold or the No Threshold option.

The Lawsuit Threshold allows you to sue for “pain and suffering” in cases involving death or serious injury as described by law.  The No Threshold option lets you sue regardless of the nature of the injury.  By selecting the Lawsuit Threshold you can save money on your insurance premiums.  

PIP Benefits
You may have your auto insurance company provide primary PIP benefits, or you may choose to have your health insurance provider be primary payer for auto accident related medical bills.  Check with your health insurance provider before changing your PIP coverage to make sure your plan offers primary coverage for auto accident injuries, especially if members of your family are covered under different health insurance plans.

A. SAVING MONEY ON YOUR AUTO INSURANCE 

Comparison Shop 

Prices for the same coverage can vary by hundreds of dollars from company to company, so it pays to shop around. You should get at least three different quotes. But don't shop price alone. 

The insurer you select should offer both fair prices and excellent service. Quality personal service may cost a bit more, but provides added conveniences.

Ask for Higher Deductibles
Deductibles represent the amount of money you pay before you make a claim. By requesting higher deductibles on collision and comprehensive (fire and theft) coverage, you can lower your costs substantially. For example, increasing your deductible from $200 to $500 could reduce your collision and comprehensive cost by 15% to 30%.

Drop Collision and/or Comprehensive Coverages on Older Cars
It may not be cost effective to have collision or comprehensive coverages on cars worth less than $1,000 because any claim you make would not substantially exceed annual cost and deductible amounts. Auto dealers, banks and independent agents can tell you the worth of your car. 

Buy a "Low Profile" Car 

Before you buy a new or used car, check into insurance costs. Cars that are expensive to repair, or that are favorite targets for thieves, have much higher insurance costs. 

Take Advantage of Low Mileage Discounts
Some companies offer discounts to motorists who drive fewer than a predetermined number of miles a year. 

Consider Insurance Cost When Making a Move 

Costs tend to be lowest in rural communities and highest in cities where there is more traffic congestion. 

Find out about Automatic Seat Belt or Airbag Discounts 

You may be able to take advantage of discounts on some coverages if you have automatic seat belts and/or airbags. 

Ask about Anti-Lock Brakes
Anti-lock brakes improve steering control and stability when a car is brought to a stop, thus reducing accidents. Some states, including Florida, New Jersey and New York, require insurers to give discounts for cars equipped with the brakes and some insurers have a nationwide discount in place. 

Inquire About Other Discounts 

Some insurers offer discounts for things like no accidents in three years, drivers over 50 years of age, driver training courses, anti-theft devices, good grades for students, students away at school over 100 miles and having more than one car insured with that company. 

Update your insurance regularly
You may see premium reductions if your use of a car has changed.  If there is a change in the principal driver, if the number of miles driven decreases or if younger drivers are away at school, be sure to call your agent.

B. AIR BAG SAFETY 

AIR BAGS 

As of February 1, 1998, air bags have saved 2,474 lives, according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) . Air bags have reduced deaths in frontal crashes by about 30% among drivers and by about 27% among passengers. 

However, as of February 1, 1998, 91 deaths have reportedly been caused by air bags inflating in low severity crashes. These deaths include 36 adult drivers, 4 adult passengers, 39 child passengers and 12 infants in rear-facing child seats. Most of these victims were unbelted or improperly belted. If small children sit unbelted in the front seat, they can be thrown into the path of a deploying air bag, which inflates with great force. This risk also applies to small adults who must sit close to the steering wheel to reach the pedals, pregnant women and the elderly. Infants in rear-facing safety seats on the passenger side can be severely injured because their heads are in the direct path of an inflating air bag.

SOLUTIONS
Drivers should have all children sit in the backseat wearing a safety belt. Infants should be placed in rear-facing car seats and put in the backseat. Small adults should move the seat back so that their breastbone is at least 10 inches from the air bag cover. If these tips cannot be performed, air bag switches can be installed so that the vehicle owner has the option of turning the bag on or off, depending on the situation. In January 1998, NHTSA allowed auto dealers and repair shops to begin installing air bag cut-off switches. Before the switch can be installed, vehicle owners must complete a four-step process:

1. Obtain an information brochure and request form from NHTSA, dealerships or repair shops. 

2. Return the form to NHTSA. 

3. Receive authorization from NHTSA after it reviews the case. 

4. Take the vehicle to the service shop along with the authorization from NHTSA which certifies that the owner has read the brochure and met one of the four eligibility classifications 

a. rear-facing infant seat must be in the front (necessary if the vehicle has no                back-seat)

b. driver's seat can not be adjusted to keep more than 10 inches between the driver and the steering wheel 

c. putting a child 12 or under in the front seat cannot be avoided 

d. having a medical condition that puts them at risk of injury when an air bag deploy 

C. AVOIDING DEER/CAR COLLISIONS

Cars and deer can be a calamitous combination on the highway. 

Each year there are approximately 500,000 deer/auto collisions resulting in over 100 deaths and thousands of injuries. 

Deer/auto collisions cost the auto insurance industry about $2,000 per claim. 

The explosion in the deer population has led to the increase in deer/car collisions. In the 1980's the deer population was approximately 10 million. Today, there are more than 25 million. Losses due to deer and car encounters will only increase as the deer population continues to grow and urban habitats encroach upon rural environments.

The following are defensive driving tips to avoid hitting a deer:

•Be vigilant in early morning and evening hours, the most active time for deer. 

•Use your high-beam headlights, which reflect in the deer's eyes, to see the deer better. 

•Slow down and blow your horn with one long blast to frighten the deer away. 

•Brake firmly when you notice a deer in or near your path. Do not swerve. It can confuse the deer as to where to run. It can also cause you to lose control and hit a tree or another car. 

•Be alert and drive with caution when you are moving through a deer crossing zone. 

•Always wear your seat belt. Most people injured in car/deer crashes were not wearing their seat belt. 

•Look for other deer after one has crossed the road. Deer seldom run alone. 

If your vehicle strikes a deer, do not touch the animal. The frightened animal, in attempting to move, could hurt you or itself. The best procedure is to get your car off the road, if possible, and call the police. 

Contact your insurance agent or company representative to report any damage to your car. Collision with an animal is covered under the comprehensive portion of your auto insurance policy.

D. FILING AN AUTO INSURANCE CLAIM

Approximately 35 million auto accidents occur each year. If you are involved in an accident, knowing what to do may help alleviate some of the anxiety that an accident causes.

At the Scene 

1. Stop your car and get help for the injured. 

2. Have someone call the police or highway patrol. Tell them how many people were injured and the types of injuries. The police can then notify the nearest medical unit. 

3. Give whatever help you can to the injured but avoid moving anyone so you don't aggravate the injury. Covering an injured person with a blanket and making that person comfortable usually is as much as you can do. 

4. Provide the police with whatever information they require. Ask the investigating officer where you can obtain a copy of the police report. You will probably need it when you submit your claim to your insurance company. 

5. Try to protect the accident scene. Take reasonable steps to protect your car from further damage, such as setting up flares, getting the car off the road and calling a tow truck. If necessary, have the car towed to a repair shop. But remember, your insurance company probably will want to have an adjuster inspect it and appraise the damage before you order repair work done. 

6. Make notes. Keep a pad and pencil in your glove compartment. Write down the names and addresses of all drivers and passengers involved in the accident. Also note the license number, make and model of each car involved and record the driver's license number and insurance identification. Record the names and addresses of as many witnesses as possible, as well as the names and badge numbers of police officers or other emergency personnel. If you run into an unattended vehicle or object, try to find the owner. If you can't, leave a note containing your name, address and phone number. 

7. Record the details of the accident. 

Filing Your Claim 

1. Phone your insurance agent or a local company representative. Do it as soon as possible even if you're far from home and even if someone else caused the accident. 

2. Ask your agent how to proceed and what forms or documents will be needed to support your claim. Your company may require a "proof of loss" form, as well as documents relating to your claim, such as medical and auto repair bills and a copy of the police report. Supply the information your insurer needs. 

3. Keep records of your expenses. Expenses you incur as a result of an automobile accident may be reimbursed under your policy. This could include medical and hospital expenses, lost wages and at least part of your costs if you have to hire a temporary housekeeper. 

4. Keep copies of your paper work. Store copies of all paper work in your own files. You may need to refer to it later. 

 

 

II. HOW TO INSURE YOUR HOME AND PERSONAL BELONGINGS

 

When you insure your home, you are really insuring two distinct things -- 

(1) The structure of your home

(2) Your personal belongings

THE STRUCTURE OF YOUR HOME
Three ways to insure the structure of your home:

REPLACEMENT COST - Insurance that pays the policyholder the cost of replacing the damaged property without deduction for depreciation, but limited to a maximum dollar amount.

ACTUAL CASH VALUE - Insurance under which the policyholder receives an amount equal to the replacement value of damaged property minus an allowance for depreciation. Unless a homeowners policy specifies that property is covered for its replacement value, the coverage is for actual cash value.

If you have an older home...
You should insure your home for the total amount it would cost to rebuild your home if it were destroyed. If you don't have sufficient insurance, your insurance company may only pay a portion of the cost of replacing or repairing damaged items. Here are a couple of tips to help make sure you have enough insurance: 

For a quick estimate of the amount to rebuild your home - multiply the local building costs per square foot by the total square footage of your house. To find out the building rates in your area, consult your local builders association. 

Most insurance companies will do an inspection to calculate the replacement value of your home.

Factors that will determine the cost to rebuild your home:  

a. local construction costs

b. the square footage of the structure 

c. the type of exterior wall construction -- frame, masonry (brick or stone) or veneer 

d. the style of the house (ranch, colonial) 

e. the number of bathrooms and other rooms 

f. the type of roof

g. attached garages, fireplaces, exterior trim and other special features like arched windows

Check the value of your insurance policy against rising local building costs each year. Ask your insurance agent or company representative about adding an "INFLATION GUARD CLAUSE" to your policy. This automatically adjusts the dwelling limit when you renew your policy to reflect current construction costs in your area

Check the latest BUILDING CODES in your community. Building codes require structures to be constructed to minimum standards. If your home is severely damaged, you might have to rebuild it to comply with the new standards requiring a change in design or building materials. These changes could cost more. Generally, homeowners insurance policies (even a guaranteed replacement cost policy) won't pay for this extra expense. However, some companies offer an endorsement that pays a specified amount toward these costs. (An endorsement is a form attached to an insurance policy that changes what the policy covers.) 

Do not insure your home for the market value. The cost of rebuilding your house may be higher (or lower) than the price you paid for it or the price you could sell it for today. 

Some banks require you to buy homeowners insurance to cover the amount of your mortgage. Make sure it's also enough to cover the cost of rebuilding. 

Increase the limit of your policy if you make improvements or additions to your home. 

YOUR PERSONAL BELONGINGS
Two ways to insure your personal belongings:
REPLACEMENT COST COVERAGE - Insurance that pays the dollar amount needed to replace damaged personal property with items of like kind or quality without deduction for depreciation.

ACTUAL CASH VALUE - Insurance under which the policyholder receives an amount equal to the replacement value of damaged property minus depreciation. Unless a homeowners policy specifies that property is covered for its replacement value, the coverage is for actual cash value.

Here are a few other things to keep in mind when you are insuring your personal property:

1. Check the limits on personal items, such as jewelry, silverware, furs and computer equipment. If the limits are too low, consider buying a special personal property "endorsement" or "floater." An endorsement is an addition to your policy. A floater is a form of insurance that allows you to insure valuable items separately. 

2. Make an inventory of everything you own in your home and in other buildings on the property, except your car which must be insured separately. Write down the major items you own along with all available information:  

a. serial number 

b. make and/or model number 

c. purchase prices 

d. present value 

e. date of purchase 

Don't forget to include indoor and outdoor furniture, appliances, stereos, computers and other electronic equipment, hobby materials and recreational equipment, china, linens, silverware and kitchen equipment, jewelry and clothing. 

3. Take either still or video pictures of these items. Attach receipts to the inventory when available. Store the inventory and visual records away from your home - perhaps in a safe deposit box. 

4. Add major purchases to the inventory and a visual record soon after the purchase. 

A. FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT HOMEOWNERS INSURANCE

For consistency, it is assumed that you have a policy known as Homeowners-3 (HO-3), the most common homeowners policy in the United States. Check with your agent to see if that's what you have. If you have a more restrictive policy, review your options under the last question and talk to your insurance representative.

Q. Are you covered for direct losses due to fire, lightning, tornadoes, wind storms, hail, explosions, smoke, vandalism and theft?

A. Yes. The HO-3 provides broad coverage for a large number of perils, including all those listed above, subject to your policy limit.

Action
Check the dollar limits of insurance in your policy. Make sure you are comfortable with the amount of insurance you have for specific items. For example, the standard policy provides only $1,000 for theft of jewelry. If your jewelry is worth a lot more, you should purchase higher limits. You may wish to add a floater to your policy to cover specific possessions, such as expensive paintings or silverware. The floater will provide both higher limits and protect you from additional risks, not covered in your standard policy.

Also, if you live on the Atlantic or Gulf coasts there may be some restrictions on your coverage for wind damage. Check this out with your agent.

Q. Your house is totally destroyed in a fire. You purchased $150,000 worth of insurance to cover the structure of your house. Will this be enough to rebuild your home?
A. If the cost of rebuilding your home is equal to or less than $150,000 you would have enough coverage. The HO-3 policy pays for structural damage on a replacement cost basis. If the cost of replacing your home is, say, $120,000, then that is all the insurance you need. On the other hand if the cost of rebuilding your home is $180,000, then you will be short $30,000. If you choose not to replace your home, you will receive the replacement cost of your home, less depreciation. This is called actual cash value.

Action
Make sure that the amount of insurance you have will cover the cost of rebuilding your house. You can find out what this cost is by talking to your insurance representative or builders in your area.

Do not use the price of your house as the basis for the amount of insurance you purchase. The market price of your house includes the value of the land on which the house is situated. In almost all cases, the land will be still there after a disaster, so you do not need to insure it. You only need to insure the structure.

Q.  Are you covered for flood? 

A. No.

Action
Flood insurance is provided by the federal government, under a program run by the Federal Insurance Administration. If you are in a flood prone area it may be wise to purchase flood insurance. In some parts of the country, homes can be damaged or destroyed by mudslides. This risk is also covered under flood policies. Contact your agent or company representative to get this insurance.

Q.  A pipe bursts and water flows all over your floors. Are you covered?

A. Yes. The HO-3 covers you for accidental discharge of water from a plumbing system.

Action
Check your plumbing and heating systems once a year. While you are covered for damage, who needs the mess and hassle?

Q. Water seeps into your basement from the ground. Are you covered? 

A. No. Water seepage is excluded under the HO-3. And if the water seepage is not due to a flood you will not be covered under a flood policy. Problems like seepage are viewed as maintenance issues and are not covered by insurance. 

Action
You should see a contractor about water-proofing your basement.

Q.  Are you covered for earthquake damage?

A. No.

Action
Earthquake coverage is sold as additional coverage to the homeowners policy. To determine whether you should purchase this insurance, talk to your agent or company representative. In earthquake prone areas, the price of this insurance is relatively high. In other areas, it is relatively inexpensive.

Q.  A neighbor slips on your sidewalk and threatens to take you to court for damages. Does your policy protect you?

A. Yes. The policy will pay for damages, if the accident is the result of your negligence. It will also pay for the legal costs of defending you against a claim. Also, the medical payments part of your homeowners policy will cover medical expenses arising from an injury to a neighbor or guest.

Action
Check to see how much liability protection you have. The standard amount is $100,000. If you feel you need more, consider purchasing higher limits. The cost for higher limits is nominal.

Q.  During a storm, a tree falls and damages your roof. Are you covered?

A. Yes. You are covered for the damage to your roof. You are also covered for the removal of the tree, up to a $500 limit.

Action
Cut down dead or dying trees close to your house. Prune branches that are near your house. It's true that your insurance covers damage, but falling trees and branches can also injure your family.

Q.  During a storm, a tree falls and does no damage to your property. Are you covered for the cost of removing the tree?

A.  Your trees and shrubs are covered for losses due to risks like vandalism, theft and fire, but not wind damage.

Action
Decide if you need extra insurance for the trees, plants and shrubs on your property. You may be able to purchase extra insurance, which will not only cover the cost of removal of fallen trees, but will also cover the cost of replacing trees, and other plants. Talk to your insurance representative about the availability and cost of this extra insurance.

Q. During a storm, the power from the electric utility is lost. All the food in your refrigerator is spoiled and must be thrown out. Can you make a claim?

A. The general answer is no. However, there are a number of exceptions. In some states, food spoilage is covered under the homeowners policy. In addition, if the power loss is due to a break in a power line on or close to your property, you may be covered.

Action
Check with your agent to determine whether you are covered for food spoilage in your state. If not, you can add food spoilage coverage to your policy for an additional premium.

Q. Your golf clubs are stolen from the trunk of your car. Can you recover?

A. Yes. The HO-3 covers your personal property while it is anywhere in the world. However, if your golf clubs are old, you will only get their current value. This normally will not be enough to purchase a new set. 

Action
Consider purchasing a replacement cost endorsement for your personal property. This way you will get the full cost of replacing the golf clubs, less the applicable deductible.

Q.  You have a power boat with a 50 horsepower engine. If it is stolen, are you covered? What if there is a boating accident and you get sued? Are you covered?

A. If the boat is stolen from your residence, in most cases, you can recover only $1,000. If the boat is stolen elsewhere you are not covered. 

You are also not covered for liability arising from an accident with the boat. The homeowners policy provides liability coverage for boats with engines less than 25 horsepower.

Action
See your insurance representative about getting extra coverage for your boat, including theft and liability. Ask about the Boatowners policy.

Q.  Your house is close to the ocean. You have heard that if your house is destroyed by the wind, the town's new building code requires that you rebuild the house on stilts. This will cost $30,000, in addition to the cost of rebuilding your house. Are you covered for this extra cost?

A. No. The HO-3 excludes costs caused by ordinance or laws regulating the construction of buildings.

Action
Purchase the Law and Ordinance endorsement. This will cover the extra costs involved in meeting new building codes. Not all insurance companies offer this coverage.

Q.  Am I covered for an "Act of God"?

A. Yes. Normally, you are covered for "Acts of God". The term "Act of God" usually refers to natural disasters like hurricanes and tornadoes, as opposed to man-made acts, like thefts or auto accidents. Most natural disasters, with the notable exceptions of floods and earthquakes, are covered under normal insurance.

Q.  Does your policy provide less coverage than the HO-3?

A. If the answer is yes, review your coverage with your agent. Some older policies provide less coverage than the HO-3. They may not provide coverage for water damage, theft, or liability. They may also provide coverage for the house on an Actual Cash Value basis,  rather than a replacement cost basis. Actual Cash Value means replacement cost less depreciation. For example, if your roof is destroyed in a storm, the insurance will only pay the cost of a new roof less the amount of depreciation of the old roof. If your roof was in great shape, this deduction will not be large. However, if the roof was old and worn out, the deduction for depreciation may be large.

Action
Try to get an HO-3. Community-based groups, like Neighborhood Housing Services, can help you get such insurance. 

 

 

B. TEN WAYS TO SAVE MONEY ON YOUR HOMEOWNERS INSURANCE

The price you pay for your homeowners insurance can vary by hundreds of dollars depending on the company you buy your policy from. 

Companies offer several types of discounts, but they don't offer the same discount or the same amount of discounts in all states. That's why you should ask your agent or company representative about any discounts available to you. 

Here are 10 STEPS you can take to help you SAVE MONEY on your 

HOMEOWNERS INSURANCE: 

1.  SHOP AROUND 

Friends, family, the phone book and Internet are some of the sources you can use to find homeowners insurers. Get a wide range of prices from several companies.

But don't consider price alone. The insurer you select should offer both a fair price and excellent service. Quality service may cost a bit more, but you buy insurance in case you need to make a claim, so it's important to get a company with a good reputation. Talk to a number of insurers to get a feeling for the type of service they give. Ask them what they would do to lower your costs. 

2. RAISE YOUR DEDUCTIBLE 

Deductibles are the amount of money you have to pay toward a loss before your insurance company starts to pay. Deductibles on homeowners policies typically start at $250. 

Increase your deductible to:

$ 500 -- save up to 12 percent

$1,000 -- save up to 24 percent 

$2,500 -- save up to 30 percent

$5,000 -- save up to 37 percent

Depending on your insurance company.

3.  BUY YOUR HOME AND AUTO POLICIES FROM THE SAME INSURER 

Some companies that sell homeowners, auto and liability coverage will take 5 to 15 percent off your premium if you buy two or more policies from them. 

4.  WHEN YOU BUY A HOME
Consider how much insuring it will cost. 

A new home's electrical, heating and plumbing systems and overall structure are likely to be in better shape than those of an older house. Insurers may offer you a discount of 8 to 15 percent if your house is new. 

Check the home's construction:

On the East Coast, Brick construction is favorable because of its resistance to wind damage.

On the West Coast,  Frame construction is favorable because of its resistance to earthquake damage. 

Choosing wisely could cut your premium by 5 to 15 percent. 

Avoiding areas that are prone to floods can save you about $400 a year for flood insurance. Homeowners insurance does not cover flood-related damage. 

5.  INSURE YOUR HOUSE, NOT THE LAND 

The land under your house isn't at risk from theft, windstorm, fire and the other perils covered in your homeowners policy. So don't include its value in deciding how much homeowners insurance to buy. If you do, you'll pay a higher premium than you should. 

6.  IMPROVE YOUR HOME SECURITY AND SAFETY
You can usually get discounts of at least 2 percent for a smoke detector, burglar alarm, or dead-bolt locks. 

Some companies offer to cut your premium by as much as 15 or 20 percent if you install a sophisticated sprinkler system and a fire and burglar alarm that rings at the police station or other monitoring facility. These systems aren't cheap and not every system qualifies for the discount. Before you buy such a system, find out what kind of discounts are available. 

7.  STOP SMOKING 

Smoking accounts for more than 23,000 residential fires a year. That's why some insurers offer to reduce premiums if all the residents in a house don't smoke. 

8.  SEEK OUT DISCOUNTS FOR SENIORS 

Retired people stay at home more and spot fires sooner than working people and have more time for maintaining their homes. If you're at least 55 years old and retired, you may qualify for a discount of up to 10 percent at some companies. 

9.  STAY WITH AN INSURER
If you've kept your coverage with the same company for several years, you may receive special consideration. Several insurers will reduce their premiums by 5 percent if you stay with them for 3 to 5 years; by 10 percent if you remain a policyholder for 6 years or more. Some companies offer loss free credits.

10.  LOOK FOR PRIVATE INSURANCE FIRST
If you live in a high-risk area --- one that is especially vulnerable to coastal storms, fires, or crime --- and have been buying your homeowners insurance through a government plan, you should check with an insurance agent or company representative. You may find that there are steps you can take that would allow you to buy insurance at a lower price in the private market.

 

C. HOME SECURITY

NINE OUT OF TEN HOUSEHOLD BURGLARIES ARE PREVENTABLE

A burglar's three worst enemies -- light, time and noise! 

A burglar won't find your home an "easy mark" if he or she is forced to work in the light, if he or she has to take a lot of time breaking in, and if he or she can't break in without making a lot of noise.

CASE YOUR PLACE
Take the time to "case" your house or apartment, just as a burglar would.

Where is the easiest entry? How can you make it more burglar resistant?

Trim trees and shrubs near your doors and windows, and think carefully before installing a high, wooden fence around your back yard. High fences and shrubbery can add to your privacy, but privacy is a burglar's asset. Consider trading a little extra privacy for a bit of added security. 

Force any would-be burglar to confront a real enemy -- light. Exterior lights, mounted out of easy reach, can reduce the darkness a burglar finds comforting.

Research shows that if it takes more than four or five minutes to break in to your home, the burglar will go elsewhere.

Simple security devices -- nails, screws, padlocks, door and window locks, grates, bars and bolts -- can increase the amount of time it takes to break into your home. This could discourage intruders and keep them from entering.

Try to make the general prospect of robbing your home a noisy job. Consider investing in a burglar alarm. The most effective ones also ring at an outside service. 

Are any of your valuables - paintings, a silver collection or a computer easy to see from outside? Rearranging your furnishings might be advisable if it makes your home less inviting to criminals.

1. SIMPLE SECURITY STEPS

1.  Doors

Make sure you have strong doors. Outside doors should be metal or solid hardwood, and at least 1 3/4 inches thick. Frames must be made of equally strong material, and each door must fit its frame securely. Even the most efficient lock, if it is placed in a weak door, will not keep out a determined burglar.

A peephole or a wide-angle viewer in the door is safer for identifying visitors than a door chain.

Sliding glass doors present a special problem because they are easy to open, but there are locks designed for them. A broomstick in the door channel can help, but don't depend on it for security.

2.  Locks
Deadbolt locks are best. They usually are locked with a key from the outside and a thumb turn on the inside. The cylinder (where the key is inserted) should be pick-resistant. Ask your hardware dealer for a reputable brand, or buy your locks from a locksmith.

3.  Windows
Key locks are available for all types of windows. Double-hung windows can be secured simply by "pinning" the upper and lower frames together with a nail, which can be removed from the inside.

For windows at street level or on fire escapes, consider installing metal accordion gates.

DISCOUNTS
Most insurance companies provide 2 to 15 percent discounts for devices that make a home safer -- dead-bolt locks, window grates, bars and smoke/fire/burglar alarms.

When improving the security of your home, it is also important not to exchange security for personal safety. Don't make your home such a fortress that you are unable to escape in case of a fire or other emergency.

2. HOME SECURITY HABITS

1. Establish a routine to follow in making certain that doors and windows are locked and alarm systems are turned on. 

2. Avoid giving information to unidentified telephone callers, or announcing your personal plans in want ads or public notices (such as giving your address when advertising items for sale). 

3. Notify police if you see suspicious strangers in your area. 

4. Handle your keys carefully. Don't carry house keys on a key ring bearing your home address or leave house keys with your car in a commercial parking lot. 

5. Don't hide your keys in "secret" places outside your home - burglars usually know where to look. 

3. VACATION TIPS

1.  Leave blinds open in their usual position. 

2. Have mail and packages picked up, forwarded or held by the post office. 

3. Lower the sound of your telephone ringer and answering machine so they can't be heard outside. 

4. Arrange to have your lawn mowed or your walk shoveled. 

5. Stop newspaper deliveries. 

6. Ask a friend to pick up "throwaway" newspapers and circulars. 

7. Use automatic timers to turn lights on and off in your living room and bedrooms at appropriate times. Consider connecting a radio to a timer. 

8. Tell police and dependable neighbors when you plan to be away and join with your neighbors to keep a close watch on what's happening in your area - working closely with them is a good way to prevent crime. 

D. INSURANCE NEEDS WHEN YOU REMODEL YOUR HOME

Before the first nail is hammered, you should check with your insurance representative to make sure your home, the contractor and the subcontractors have adequate insurance coverage. 

ADDITION TO YOUR HOME
Don't make the mistake of waiting until an addition or extra room is completed to increase the insurance coverage on the structure of your home. If the new addition is destroyed or damaged before insurance coverage has been increased, you may be responsible for the cost of repairing or rebuilding the addition. 

We suggest that you contact your insurance agent or representative before or shortly after the construction begins to increase the insurance coverage on your house to reflect the increase in the cost to rebuild the structure.

CONTRACTORS AND SUBCONTRACTORS

When hiring a general contractor, you need to make sure that the contractor has workers compensation. Workers compensation pays for medical and rehabilitation expenses, and lost wages if the workers sustain injuries on the job. Injured workers may sue you if the contractor does not have proper insurance. 

In most home improvement projects, the contractor subcontracts the builders, electricians and plumbers. The workers hired may not be full-time employees of the contractor and therefore not covered under the contractor's workers compensation policy. While some independent builders, electricians and plumbers may carry their own workers compensation coverage, others may not. 

You should verify the insurance coverage of the contractor and the subcontractors. If the coverage is insufficient, you may need to fill in the gaps by extending the limits of the liability portion of your homeowners policy. 

 

E. FILING A CLAIM

This is a brief overview of the claims filing process. If your home has been burglarized or damaged by fire or natural disaster, more information is available.

A homeowners insurance policy is a contract between you and your insurance company. You should understand the policy before a loss occurs. Review your policy with your insurance representative so you'll know what's covered. 

FILING YOUR CLAIM 

1. Report any burglary or theft to police. 

2. Phone your agent or company immediately. Insurance policies place a time limit on filing claims. Ask questions: Am I covered? Does my claim exceed my deductible? Your deductible is the amount of loss you agree to pay yourself when you buy a policy. How long will it take to process my claim? Will I need to obtain estimates for repairs to structural damage? 

3. Make temporary repairs and take other steps to protect your property from further damage. Save receipts for what you spend and submit them to your insurance company for reimbursement. 

4. Prepare a list of lost or damaged articles. 

5. Save receipts from any additional living expenses you incur if your home is so severely damaged that you have to find other accommodations while repairs are being made. Most homeowners insurance policies include a provision for reimbursement of these expenses. 

6. Get claim forms. Once your insurance company has been notified of your claim, the company is required to send you the necessary claim forms to you by the end of a specified time period. (The time period varies from state to state.) Return the properly filled out forms as soon as possible. 

7. Have an adjuster inspect the damage to your home. Your insurance company will probably arrange for the adjuster. 

SETTLING YOUR CLAIM
Once you and your insurance company agree on the terms of the settlement, the law requires that you be sent payment promptly. Unless there are problems with your claim, it will be processed quickly. 

If you are unsatisfied with you claim, follow these steps:  

1. Talk to your agent or the claims manager at your insurance company. Explain your side of the matter. Provide copies of supporting documents. Also, send a letter and documents to the claims executive at the insurance company's headquarters whose address is usually found on the first page of the policy.  

2. Call the National Insurance Consumer Helpline. If after hearing from your insurance company's claims executive, you still feel your claim hasn't been handled properly, call 

1-800-942-4242. It is a toll-free consumer information telephone service sponsored by the insurance industry. Trained personnel and licensed agents are available to assist consumers who have complaints. The Helpline operates Monday - Friday, 8:00 a.m. - 8:00 p.m. ET.  

3. Contact your state insurance department. Explain the reasons for the disagreement to a consumer services representative at the department. He or she will discuss the matter with your insurer and help to resolve any difference so the claim can be settled.  

4. Consult an attorney. The American Bar Association notes that many situations involving legal matters can be handled by consumers on their own, without a lawyer. If you do hire an attorney, provide them with a copy of your insurance policy and all other relevant documents. If the insurance company has made a settlement offer, tell your attorney about it and ask if he or she believes that a lawsuit will help you get a larger settlement. Attorneys usually work on an hourly rate, but with cases involving injuries, they generally work on a contingency basis. Get the attorney's fee structure in writing before you decide to pursue the case. You can remain current on the progress of your claim by insisting that you receive copies from your attorney of all correspondence involving your case. Your attorney must have your agreement before committing to any settlement. 

REVIEWING YOUR POLICY
After your claim has been settled, take time to re-evaluate your homeowners insurance coverage to make sure you have adequate protection.

 

III. DO YOU NEED FLOOD INSURANCE?

Flooding is not covered by a standard homeowners insurance policy.
To determine if you need flood insurance, ask your insurance professional, mortgage company or neighbors about the flood history in your area. If there is a potential for flooding, you should consider purchasing a policy that covers the structure and your personal belongings. 

Flood insurance can be purchased from an insurance agent or company under contract with the Federal Insurance Administration (FIA), part of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Flood insurance is only available where the local government has adopted adequate flood plain management regulations under the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP).  Flood insurance is available even if you are not located in a flood zone.

SPRING SHOWERS MAY BRING FLOODS -- BE PREPARED
Most Americans live or work in areas that have some risk of flooding. Flooding is caused by a number of conditions including hurricanes and severe storms, overflowing rivers or tidal waters, heavy rain, mudslides, levee failure and snowmelt. About 90 percent of natural disasters involve flooding in one way or another. Unfortunately, many people still don’t understand the importance of flood insurance. An overwhelming majority of residents who were flood victims in 1997 were not covered for their flood exposure.

With spring showers just around the corner, now is the time for homeowners, renters and businesses to purchase flood insurance. To help people understand the importance of flood insurance; we offer the following facts:

•Homeowners insurance does not cover flood damage. Only flood insurance will cover your losses in the event of a flood. Insurance for homeowners, renters and businesses is available through the federal government.

•Floods and flash floods occur within all 50 states. Almost everyone is vulnerable to floods, no matter where they live. In fact, the National Flood Insurance Program says that one out of four flood claims come from outside flood risk areas.

•Flood insurance policies can be purchased from licensed brokers. Flood insurance is available through the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP). It is sold via the more than 80 participating insurance companies that write and service policies through a special arrangement with the Federal Insurance Association (FIA), as well as through thousands of insurance agents nationwide. Contact your insurance agent for details or call the NFIP at 1-800-638-6620.

•Don’t wait to obtain a flood insurance policy. If your community participates in the National Flood Insurance Program, you are eligible to purchase flood insurance through the NFIP. Remember that there is a 30-day waiting period before your coverage takes effect, so don’t delay.

•Flood insurance coverage. The maximum coverage amounts are $250,000 for a home and $100,000 for its contents. Maximum coverage for businesses is $500,000 for buildings and $500,00 for contents. Separate deductibles apply for building and contents. Flood insurance does not cover personal property located in a basement.

•Disaster aid is only available in federally declared disaster areas. Before most forms of federal disaster assistance are offered, the President must declare the area a major disaster -- and less than 10% of all disasters are declared by the President. Flood insurance claims are paid even if the President does not declare a disaster.

•Relief from floods primarily comes in the form of loans. If your area is declared a disaster, no-interest or low interest loans are usually made available by the federal government. But these loans are just that – loans -- and must be paid back. Obtaining a flood insurance policy is the only way to truly protect yourself from the cost of flooding disasters.

IV. RENTERS INSURANCE

 

What if you came home from work only to find your apartment had been totally trashed by a burglar? Or what if you walked into your living room and found yourself standing in a 3 inch flood of water? Well, if you think it's not a major problem because your landlord will foot the bill, YOU'RE WRONG. 

Your landlord's insurance does NOT cover your personal property. Things like your clothes, stereo, furniture, television, bicycle, jewelry, personal computer, artwork and other items are not covered by your landlord's insurance against destruction or loss. As sorry as your landlord may be about the 3 inches of water in your living room or your stolen stereo, you're the one who'll have to buy a new couch and stereo system, not him. 

Renters insurance covers your personal property and:

•protects you against losses from fire or smoke, lightning, vandalism, theft, explosion, windstorm, and water damage from plumbing.  

•covers your responsibility to other people injured at your home or elsewhere by you, a family member or your pet and includes legal defense costs if you are taken to court. 

COMMON QUESTIONS
Q. Does renters insurance cover all my personal property ?
A. It depends. Some things like - jewelry and computers - often have a per-category limit (for example, some policies have a $5,000 limit for computers). For these things you may want to buy a floater, this provides additional coverage for specific items not included in your basic policy.

Q. If I file a claim, will my policy be canceled?
A. If you didn't cause the loss or damage, your insurance shouldn't be affected. If you were at fault -- if you caused a fire by smoking in bed for example -- the insurance company might consider this when setting the price for your next policy.

Q. Is my personal property  covered away from home?
A. Yes, but coverage amounts vary from 10% of your personal property coverage to the full value.

Q. As a student, am I covered by my parents' policy?
A. If you are a college student under the age of 26, and your parents have a homeowners or renters insurance policy, their insurance might give you limited coverage in the dorm, but not if you live in an apartment.

Q. Can I purchase a renters policy with my roommates?

A. Yes, but the regulations might be different from state to state, and the policies might also be different from company to company. Find out what regulations apply in your state and then shop around to find an insurance company that can help your situation. Each roommate's name should be included on the policy.

Q. What about unmarried couples?
A. Some insurance companies now allow unmarried couples who have been living together to obtain joint coverage, rather than two separate policies. Each person's name should appear on the policy.

Q. What happens if my rented or borrowed items are stolen?
A. Items that are "in your possession" are covered under a standard renter's policy.

Q. What if my insurance company doesn't respond to a claim?
A. Your state insurance department or local consumer protection office can answer questions on filing claims and also take complaints. 

Q. Is my bike or car covered by renters insurance?
A. Your bike is covered, but vehicles aren't. You need to get a separate auto insurance policy to protect your car, van or motorcycle.

A. HOW DO YOU DETERMINE THE AMOUNT OF COVERAGE YOU NEED?

1) Take An Inventory: 

Make a list of everything in your apartment. Record model numbers, serial numbers, date of purchase and price of item. Take photographs or make a video of these items.

Give one inventory to your insurance agent, and keep another for yourself.

Keep your inventory and visual record of your things outside of the apartment maybe in a safe deposit box or at the office.

2) Ask About: 

Theft Limits - For example, most renters policies have a $1,000 total limit on jewelry that is stolen, a $3,000 - $10,000 limit for computers. Ask for a list of standard coverage limits so you know whether you'll need to get additional coverage for your personal property .

Cash Or Replacement Value - Your policy can insure your personal property  in one of two ways--either for the cash value or the replacement cost. 

Cash value coverage takes into account the age and condition of items at the time of damage or loss. You would be reimbursed for the value of the item minus depreciation. 

Replacement value pays today's cost for an item of similar kind or quality.

Deductible Options - Find out about the deductible or your out-of-pocket cost. Keep in mind that raising your deductible will usually lower your premium

3) Discounts:
Insurance companies frequently offer discounts to their auto policyholders interested in buying a renters policy from them. You can also get discounts if your apartment or home has a security system, smoke detectors, or deadbolt locks. More discounts might be available depending on your age or whether you're a non-smoker.

4) Shop Around:
Look on the Internet, ask friends or relatives or flip through the yellow pages to find the agent that is right for you. Call a variety of insurance companies and agents and ask a lot of questions. Keep your inventory handy, so you can find the amount of coverage that is most appropriate for you.  The minimum limit is generally $16,000.

5) Review Your Policy:
Review your policy with your insurance professional so that you understand what's covered. For example, flooding is not a covered peril in a renters insurance policy. However, if you live in a flood prone area, you may want to consider purchasing a flood insurance policy.

 

 

V. INSURANCE TIPS FOR CO-OP/CONDO OWNERS 

You will need two separate policies to protect your investment. 

Your own insurance policy. This would provide coverage for your personal possessions, structural improvements to your apartment and additional living expenses if you are the victim of fire, theft or other disaster listed in your policy. You would also get liability protection.

A "master policy" provided by the condo/co-op board. This would cover the common areas you share with others in your building like the roof, basement, elevator, boiler and walkways for both liability and physical damage. 

To adequately insure your apartment, it is important to know what structural part of your home is covered by the condo/co-op association and what is not. You can do this by reading your association’s bylaws and/or proprietary lease. If you have questions, talk to your condo association, insurance professional or family attorney. 

Sometimes the association is responsible for insuring the individual condo or co-op units, as they were originally built, including standard fixtures. The individual owner, in this case, would only be responsible for alterations to the original structure of the apartment, like remodeling the kitchen or bathtub. Sometimes this includes not only improvements you make, but those made by previous owners.

In other situations, the condo/co-op association is responsible only for insuring the bare walls, floor and ceiling. The owner must insure kitchen cabinets, built-in appliances, plumbing, wiring, bathroom fixtures etc.

Also ask your insurance professional about the following additional coverages:
Unit Assessment : This would reimburse you for your share of an assessment charged to all unit owners as a result of a covered loss. For instance, if there was a fire in the lobby and all the unit owners were charged the cost of repairing the loss, this type of insurance would provide coverage.

Water back-up : Insures your contents for damage by the back-up of sewers or drains.

Umbrella Liability: This is an inexpensive way to get more liability protection and broader coverage than what is in a standard condo/co-op policy. You may feel more comfortable with this additional protection.

Flood or earthquake: If you live in an area prone to these disasters, you will need an additional policy since standard homeowners policies do not include either flood or earthquake coverage.

Floater or endorsement: If you own expensive jewelry, furs or collectibles, you might consider getting additional coverage since there are specific dollar limits for these types of high ticket items. For instance, there is generally a $1,000 limit for theft of jewelry. 

When purchasing insurance, it is important to find an agent or company that specializes in condominiums or co-ops. Also don’t forget to ask about all available discounts. You can reduce your rates by raising your deductible and by installing a smoke and fire alarm system that rings at an outside service. If you insure your unit with the same company that underwrites your building’s insurance policy, you might also get an additional reduction in premium. 

 

VI. PERSONAL UMBRELLA LIABILITY POLICY 

If you are ever sued, your standard homeowners or auto policy will usually provide you with liability coverage which pays for judgments against you and your attorney's fees. However, in this litigious world we live in, you may want to have an extra layer of liability protection. That's what a personal umbrella liability policy provides. 

It kicks in when you reach the limit on the underlying liability coverage in a homeowners, renters, condo or auto policy. An umbrella policy will also cover you for things such as libel and slander. 

If you feel insecure with the amount of insurance you have, then you should consider purchasing a personal umbrella liability policy.

For about $150 to $200 per year you can buy a $1 million personal umbrella liability policy. The next million will cost about $75 and $50 for every million after that.

Because the personal umbrella policy goes into affect after the underlying coverage is exhausted, there are certain limits that must be met in order to purchase this coverage: 

•Homeowners Liability - typical minimum required - $300,000 

•Auto Insurance Liability - typical minimum required - 

$250,000/bodily injury per person

$500,000/bodily injury per occurrence

$100,000/property damage 

 

VII. BOATING INSURANCE AND SAFETY

 

INSURANCE
Most companies provide limited coverage for property damage for small boats such as canoes and small sail boats or small power boats with less than 25 per hour horsepower under a homeowners or renters insurance policy. Coverage is usually about $1,000 or 10% of property coverage. Check with your insurance representative to find out if your boat is covered and what the limits are.

For other boats, you will need to purchase separate insurance. The size, type, value of the craft and the water in which you use it factor into how much you will pay for insurance coverage.

SAFETY
In 1996 the Coast Guard recorded 8,026 recreational boating accidents. Contributing factors to these accidents include traveling too fast for water or weather conditions, driving under the influence of drugs or alcohol, failing to follow boating rules and regulations, carelessness and inexperience.

To prevent boating accidents, we offer these safety suggestions:

Care and Protection of Vessel
1. Check weather forecasts. 

2. Let someone know where you’re going and when you expect to return. 

3. Check engine, fuel, electrical and steering systems, especially for exhaust-system leaks. 

4. Carry one or more fire extinguishers, matched to the size and type of boat. Keep them readily accessible and in condition for immediate use. 

5. Equip the vessel with required navigation lights and with a whistle, horn or bell. 

6. Consider additional safety devices, such as a paddle or oars, a first-aid kit, a supply of fresh water, a tool kit and spare parts, a flashlight, flares and a radio. 

A. CARE AND PROTECTION OF THE CREW AND GUESTS
1. Make sure that every person on board the boat wears a life jacket. 

2. Know and obey marine traffic laws, the "Rules of the Road." Learn various distress signals. 

3. Keep an alert lookout for other watercraft, swimmers, floating debris and shallow waters. 

4. Pay attention to loading. Don’t overload; distribute the load evenly; don’t stand up or shift weight suddenly in a small boat; and don’t permit riding on the bow, seatbacks or gunwales.  

5. Don't operate a boat while under the influence of alcohol or drugs. 

Skippers can obtain free advice and boating-safety courses from the U.S. Coast Guard Auxiliary. Upon request, the auxiliary will conduct a Courtesy Marine Examination (CME) on your boat, checking electrical and safety equipment and fuel hoses. Boats meeting safety standards are awarded the CME decal "Seal of Safety."

 

B. INSURANCE AND SAFETY TIPS FOR WAVERUNNERS AND JET SKIS

Waverunners, jet skis and other personal watercraft have been gaining popularity over their cousin, the boat, in the last few years. But, like boats, personal watercrafts require insurance and safety know-how. 

INSURANCE
Home and auto insurance may provide limited coverage for water vehicles. Talk to your insurance representative about coverage limits. You may want to consider purchasing a personal watercraft policy to protect you and your water vehicle in the event of an accident. 

The personal watercraft policy covers:

•bodily injury 

•property damage 

•guest passenger liability 

•medical payments 

•theft 

Liability limits start at $15,000 and can be increased to $300,000. 

Typical policies include deductibles of $250 for property damage, $500 for theft and $1,000 for medical payments.

Additional coverage can also be purchased for trailers and other accessories. 

You should talk to your insurance representative about the type of coverage that would best suit your needs. 

SAFETY KNOW-HOW
Know your craft and how it operates.

Know your local boating laws, navigational marks and signs.

Wear a personal flotation device, eye protection, wetsuit and gloves.

Do not operate a vehicle after consuming alcohol or drugs.

Always stay to the right of other water vehicles.

Remember, sailboats, commercial vessels and fishing vessels have the right of way.

VIII. PREPARING FOR A CATASTROPHE

Natural catastrophes and other disasters can strike with little or no warning. Being prepared can help keep your family and home safe. 

Earthquakes

Fires

Floods

Hurricanes

Tornadoes

A. EARTHQUAKES 

BEFORE THE EARTHQUAKE 

Protecting You and Your Family 

•Be sure that all family members know how to turn off utilities (gas, water and electricity) in an emergency.   

•Make sure every family member knows where safe spots are in each room, such as under sturdy tables or desks or in strong doorways.   

•Identify danger zones in each room, such as windows, bookshelves and furniture, that may fall over and cause injuries.   

Protecting Your Property  

•Check to see that your house has been properly "tied" to the foundation. Extensive damage is often done to homes that shift and slide on the foundation during an earthquake. A contractor can advise you about this and suggest whether lateral bracing of the house walls is necessary.   

•Be sure that water heaters and other gas appliances are properly bolted down or supported on the floor or wall. 

•Put the heavier, breakable items on lower shelves.   

•Search the ceiling and foundation for deep plaster cracks. Make the necessary repairs if there are signs of structural defects. 

•Make an inventory of your possessions and store it off the premises. If your personal property is damaged, this list will help facilitate the claim filing process.

AFTER THE EARTHQUAKE 

Protecting You and Your Family  

•First, check to be sure that no one in the family is injured. Start first aid immediately if injuries are found.   

•Be prepared for aftershocks which are normal following an earthquake.   

•Stay away from beach areas because of the danger of possible tsunamis (large seismic sea waves).   

Protecting Your Property  

•Check utility lines and appliances for damage. If you smell gas, open the windows and turn off the main gas valve. Do not turn on electric lights or appliances until the gas has dissipated. They can cause sparks that might ignite the gas. If electric wires are shorting out, turn off the power.   

•Clean up flammable liquids inside buildings.  

•Check to see that sewage lines are intact and working before permitting continued flushing of toilets.   

•Check chimneys for cracks or other damage before using them.   

•Notify your insurance agent or company representative as soon as possible. If you have vacated the premises, make sure your representative knows where to contact you.   

•Take pictures of damaged property and keep notes. Use pictures and inventory lists to help your insurance agent and adjuster assess the damages.   

•Don't be rushed into signing repair contracts. Deal with reputable contractors. If you're unsure about a contractor's credentials, contact your claims adjuster, Better Business Bureau or Chamber of Commerce for referrals. Make sure the contractor you hire is experienced in repair work - not just new construction. Be sure of payment terms and consult your agent or adjuster before you sign any contracts. 

B. FIRES

BEFORE THE FIRE 

Protecting You and Your Family  

•Install smoke detectors and familiarize your family with the sound of the alarm.   

•Plan an escape route from your home. If possible, every room should have two escape routes. 

•Remember that smoke and heat rise. When you encounter smoke, crawl on the floor where the air is cleaner. 

Protecting Your Property 

•Make sure your roof is constructed with fire resistant materials.   

•Mark the location of your home clearly so that firefighters can easily locate your home.   

•Keep a fire extinguisher in your home.  

•Landscape your yard with fire-resistant plants. Check with your local fire department or landscapers to determine which plants are safe. Clear all other vegetation that is at least 30 yards from your home. 

•Make an inventory of your possessions and store it off the premises. If your personal property is damaged, this list will help facilitate the claim filing process. 

AFTER THE FIRE 

Protecting You and Your Family 

•Plan a safe rendezvous point for you and your family in the event that you are separated during a fire.   

•Do not return to a your home until officials declare that there is no more threat of fire. 

Protecting Your Property 

•Notify your insurance agent or company representative as soon as possible. If you have vacated the premises, make sure your representative knows where to contact you.   

•Make a detailed list of all damaged or destroyed personal property. Don't throw out damaged property until you have met with an adjuster. Use pictures and inventory lists to help your insurance agent and adjuster assess the damages.   

•Keep receipts for living expenses beyond your normal ones and for temporary repair costs so you can seek insurance reimbursement.  

•Don't be rushed into signing repair contracts. Deal with reputable contractors. If you're unsure about a contractor's credentials, contact your claims adjuster, Better Business Bureau or Chamber of Commerce for referrals. Make sure the contractor you hire is experienced in repair work - not just new construction. Be sure of payment terms and consult your agent or adjuster before you sign any contracts. 

C. FLOODS

BEFORE THE FLOOD

Protecting You and Your Family 

Watches/Warnings
•Flood watches are issued when rain is heavy enough to cause rivers to overflow. 

•Flood warnings describe the severity of the situation and indicate when and where the flood will begin.   

•Flash flood watches are issued when heavy rain is occurring or is expected to occur.   

•Flash flood warnings are issued when flooding is occurring suddenly. In the event of flash flooding, move immediately to high ground.   

•Educate you and your family about your community's flood warnings.   

Evacuation
•Plan an evacuation route.   

•Develop a plan for you and your family to communicate if you are separated when a flood comes.   

Protecting Your Property 

•If you are moving into a new home, apartment or business location, make sure you have adequate insurance coverage. Your bank, local officials or insurance representative can inform you if your location is at risk for flooding.   

•Flood insurance is excluded under homeowners and renters policies, but it is covered under the comprehensive section of standard automobile insurance policies and some coverage is available for floods under special commercial insurance policies. 

•Flood insurance for homeowners, renters and businesses is administered through the federal government and can be purchased from an insurance agent or company under contract with the Federal Insurance Administration (FIA), part of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Flood insurance is only available where the local government has adopted adequate flood plain management regulations under the National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP). Most communities participate in the program.   

•Flood insurance covers direct physical losses by flood and losses resulting from flood-related erosion caused by waves or currents of water exceeding anticipated cyclical levels and accompanies a severe storm, flash flood, abnormal tide surge or a similar situation which results in flooding. Flood insurance also may cover mudslides. 

•Coverage for the structure and contents of the home are sold separately. Buildings are covered for replacement cost but contents coverage is available on an actual cash value basis only.   

•Maintain a supply of emergency materials: plywood, plastic sheeting, nails, hammer, shovels, sandbags, flashlight, batteries, battery-operated radio, first aid kit, medication, sturdy shoes, emergency food and water, cash and credit cards.   

•Install a system to prevent flood water from backing up in sewer drains.   

•Locate switches to turn off gas, electricity and water.   

•Make an inventory of your possessions and store it off the premises. If your personal property  is damaged, this list will help facilitate the claim filing process. 

AFTER THE FLOOD

Protecting You and Your Family 

•Do not enter your home if flood waters are over the first floor.   

•Flood waters may bring poisonous snakes into your home. When walking through your home wear thick shoes and be alert.   

•Do not consume food that has come in contact with flood waters.  

•Beware of fire hazards such as broken gas lines, flooded electrical circuits and flammable or explosive materials coming from upstream.   

Protecting Your Property 

•Inspect your home for damage, especially for cracks in foundations.   

•If your basement has flooded, do not pump it out all at once. Remove about one-third of the water per day. The wet ground surrounding your basement may cause the floors to buckle and the walls to collapse.  

•Water may have weakened walls and ceilings. Be on the lookout for falling walls and plaster.  

•Make temporary repairs. Keep all receipts done for work on your property. Most insurance companies cover reasonable expenses.   

•Notify your insurance agent or company representative as soon as possible. If you have vacated the premises, make sure your representative knows where to contact you.   

•Take pictures of damaged property and keep notes. Use pictures and inventory lists to help your insurance agent and adjuster assess the damages.   

•Don't be rushed into signing repair contracts. Deal with reputable contractors. If you're unsure about a contractor's credentials, contact your claims adjuster, Better Business Bureau or Chamber of Commerce for referrals. Make sure the contractor you hire is experienced in repair work - not just new construction. Be sure of payment terms and consult your agent or adjuster before you sign any contracts. 

D. HURRICANES

BEFORE THE STORM 

Protecting You and Your Family

•Remember that a hurricane watch means that conditions are favorable for a hurricane. A hurricane warning means that a hurricane will probably strike your area within the next 24 hours. When a hurricane watch is issued, plan your escape route in case you need to evacuate. 

•Stock up on drinking water, canned goods, non-perishable foods and a can opener. If you need medicine of any kind, make sure you have an adequate supply. 

•Make sure your portable radio is working. This may be your only link with the outside world and will keep you advised of the storm's path. Stock up on extra batteries. 

•Maintain a supply of flashlights, candles or kerosene lamps. Store matches in waterproof containers and have adequate lantern fuel. 

Protecting Your Property 

•Take pictures and make an inventory of your personal possessions. Store the information off the premises, i.e. at the office, in a safe deposit box. 

•Review your insurance coverage to make sure it is adequate. Hurricane damage is covered under the standard homeowners policy, but it is very important to insure your home and belongings to their full replacement cost. Flooding is generally not covered under standard homeowners policies, so ask your agent about flood insurance. 

•If you rent a house or apartment, talk to your agent about purchasing a renters insurance policy if you don't already have one. 

•Board up windows, protect them with storm shutters or place tape from one corner diagonally to another. 

•Secure all outdoor objects that could be blown around by storm winds. 

•Move your boat to a safer place, or at least strengthen the mooring lines. 

•If you live in a mobile home, check tie-downs and leave immediately for a safer place. 

•Make an inventory of your possessions and store it off the premises. If your personal property is damaged, this list will help facilitate the claim filing process. 

AFTER THE STORM

Protecting You and Your Family 

•Check people around you for injuries. Begin first aid or seek help if necessary. 

•When you go outside, watch out for downed power lines. 

•Beware of fire hazards such as broken gas lines and flooded electrical circuits. 

Protecting Your Property 

•Make temporary repairs. Keep all receipts for work done on your property. Most insurance companies cover reasonable expenses. 

•Notify your insurance agent or company representative as soon as possible. If you have vacated the premises, make sure your representative knows where to contact you. 

•Take pictures of damaged property and keep notes. Use pictures and inventory lists to help your insurance agent and adjuster assess the damages. 

•Don't be rushed into signing repair contracts. Deal with reputable contractors. If you're unsure about a contractor's credentials, contact your claims adjuster, Better Business Bureau or Chamber of Commerce for referrals. Make sure the contractor you hire is experienced in repair work - not just new construction. Be sure of payment terms and consult your agent or adjuster before you sign any contracts. 

E. TORNADOES

BEFORE A TORNADO STRIKES

Protecting You and Your Family

Warnings/Watches 

•Remember that a watch means that weather conditions are favorable for a tornado and a warning means one has been spotted in your area. 

•Learn the warning signals used in your community. If a siren sounds, that means stay inside and take cover.   

•Consider setting up a neighborhood information program through a club, church group or community group. Hold briefings on safety procedures as tornado season approaches. Set up a system to make sure senior citizens and shut-ins are alerted if there is a tornado warning. 

 Seeking shelter
•Do not try to outrun a tornado. Instead, stay calm and seek shelter.   

•At home or work seek shelter in the central part of the building, away from windows. Basements are the best havens. If this is not an option, take cover in the bathroom, closet, interior hallway or under a heavy piece of furniture.   

•If you are in your car, abandon your vehicle and seek shelter in the nearest ditch if no other facility is available.  

•People living in mobile homes should vacate the premises and seek shelter elsewhere. 

Protecting Your Property  

•If a tornado watch has been issued, move cars inside a garage or carport to avoid damage from hail that often accompanies tornadoes. Keep your car keys and house keys with you. •If time permits, move lawn furniture and yard equipment such as lawnmowers inside. Otherwise they could become damaged or act as dangerous projectiles causing serious injury or damage. 

•Make an inventory of your possessions and store it off the premises. If your personal property is damaged, this list will help facilitate the claim filing process. 

AFTER A TORNADO STRIKES

Protecting You and Your Family  

•Keep calm. Stay in your shelter until after the storm is over.   

•Check people around you for injuries. Begin first aid or seek help if necessary.   

•When you go outside, watch out for downed power lines.   

Protecting Your Property 

•Make temporary repairs to prevent further loss from rain, wind or looting. These costs are reimbursable under most policies so keep the receipts.   

•Keep receipts for additional living expenses such as temporary housing. These costs are reimbursable under most policies so keep the receipts.   

•Make a detailed list of all damaged or destroyed personal property. Don't throw out damaged property until you have met with an adjuster.  

•Check utility lines and appliances for damage. If you smell gas, open the windows and turn off the main valve. Don't turn on lights or appliances until the gas has dissipated. If electric wires are shorting out, turn off the power. 

•Don't be rushed into signing repair contracts. Deal with reputable contractors. If you're unsure about a contractor's credentials, contact your claims adjuster, Better Business Bureau or Chamber of Commerce for referrals. Make sure the contractor you hire is experienced in repair work - not just new construction. Be sure of payment terms and consult your agent or adjuster before you sign any contracts.  

•Notify your insurance agent or company representative as soon as possible. If you have vacated the premises, make sure your representative knows where to contact you. 
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