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The insurance industry faces an unprecedented challenge: 

The Eaton and Palisades fires have triggered a $40 billion insured loss event—the 
costliest wildfire disaster in history. As the scale and complexity of smoke damage 

claims surge, the absence of clear scientific standards threatens to undermine 
coverage, drive up costs, and destabilize protection for millions of customers.

-A Pivotal Crossroad-
If unsupported science prevails, the consequences will be profound—impacting 
not only insurers and policyholders, but the very foundation of risk pooling and 

recovery. This moment demands credible solutions, grounded in sound science, to 
safeguard both industry stability and consumer trust.
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Presentation Overview
PART 1:
• How Insurance Works—Insights on coverage for smoke damage
• Insurance Trends—Insights on insurance losses and evolving claims 

trends, for smoke losses

PART 2:
• Looking Ahead—Insights from the past and potential coverage impacts
• Exploring Solutions—Innovative and alternative approaches to 

consider  
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HOW INSURANCE WORKS

Insights on 
coverage 
for smoke 
damage
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Insurance 101: Is SMOKE a covered peril?

INSURANCE POLICY REQUIREMENTS:
• Individual state laws govern specific insurance policy language required.

WHAT TYPICAL INSURANCE POLICY GENERALLY COVERS:
• Direct physical loss or damage to covered property that occurs during the 

policy period, from fire or other perils insured against, subject to purchased 
limits and any applicable deductible, endorsements or exclusions. 

COVERAGE LIMIT:
• Subject to specific policy language, generally means the maximum amount 

the insurer will pay for all losses or damage resulting from a covered peril 
(i.e., single event, or "occurrence“ for liability coverages) and determines 
how deductibles are applied.

• Under Liability coverage, policies generally define “occurrence” as an 
accident, including continuous or repeated exposure to substantially 
the same general harmful conditions.

INSURANCE



PROPERTY COVERAGES UNDER A HOMEOWNERS POLICY:

Coverage A: DWELLING – Intended to cover the cost to repair or rebuild the dwelling on the 
“residence premises”, including structures attached to the dwelling. Policy language typically specifies 
that land, including land on which the dwelling is located, is not covered under property coverages.

Coverage B: OTHER STRUCTURES – Intended to cover structures on residence premises such as a 
detached garage, fences, gazebos, and other structures are covered. Policy language similarly may 
specify land is not covered. 

Coverage C: PERSONAL PROPERTY – Intended to cover personal property belonging to the 
insured for specified risks of loss. 

Coverage D: LOSS OF USE – Intended to cover expenses an 
insured may incur in addition to your normal living expenses 
if unable to live in the home due to an insured loss.

Insurance 101: How is SMOKE covered?
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Insurance 101: Standard Fire Policy
What It Is:
Standard Fire Policy laws specify a minimum and consistent level of coverage required to be 
provided for all losses due to fire, or any aspect of fire, such as catastrophic fire (i.e., wildfire), 
smoke, soot, or ash. Laws apply to personal and commercial property lines. 

These laws were created to reduce confusion and ensure consistency in claims handling.

History:
Early laws were largely modeled after a 1918 version, then amended in 1943 to follow the 165-
line New York Standard Fire Policy, which more commonly became known as the “Standard Fire 
Policy”. This provided a much shorter and standardized form that eliminated individual changes 
over many years to narrow definitions, apply coverage limitations or exclude certain items. 
‘Simplified language forms’ were introduced in the mid-1980s which made the 165-line NY 
Standard Fire Policy form obsolete. 

Some revisions to Standard Fire Policy laws have since been made by individual states, to permit an exclusion for terrorism or nuclear (reaction, radiation, 
or contamination), exempt inland marine, and specify that coverage can be equivalent or better.

Where and When It Was Adopted:
Laws based on the Standard Fire Policy exist in over half the states.  Standard Fire Policy laws were generally enacted in the 1980s, or earlier. 

California’s version of the New York Standard Fire Policy is codified under Cal. Ins. Code § 2070 - 2085 California Standard Form Fire Insurance Policy, 
particularly sections § 2070 and 2071 that specifies the perils to be covered and form requirements. 



Is all smoke the same?
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Fires in the Natural Environment -vs- Built Environment

Fine particulate matter, known as PM2.5, makes up the vast majority of total particle mass emitted from wildfires. 

However, emissions from fires in the built environment may include more synthetic materials or chemical compounds resulting in 
more harmful particles for persons or property.

Byproducts of Wildfire:

• Smoke: superheated aerosol of gases, vapors, and particles 
after substance undergoes incomplete combustion.

• Soot: fine, black powder (carbon particles) that's a result of 
incomplete combustion.

• Char: solid mass made up of carbon and mineral matter           
(e.g. burnt wood) that is left over after thermal decomposition 
at elevated temperatures (i.e., pyrolysis)

• Ash: light, powdery residue that's left after a substance has 
been completely burned.
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Considerations in determining when smoke, soot, char or ash 
may constitute “direct physical loss or damage”?

Is COVERAGE provided: What is the source of alleged contamination and when did it occur?
• Is it from a wildfire? If so, this wildfire?
• How do you distinguish this smoke, soot, ash, or char from potential pre-existing sources of 

environmental pollutants?

        Considerations/examples:
• Use of fireplace/woodstove or gas stove/oven, cooking practices, candles/incense, smoking, transportation-

related air pollution, permeability of building materials 

DAMAGES: What is the level of contamination and how do you test and remediate it?
• Smell test or onsite swabs/wipes to detect presence?
• Lab test samples for chemistry and density (trace, light, moderate, or heavy) of smoke, soot and ash 

particulates?
• What type and level of contamination requires cleaning or replacement?

        Considerations/examples:
• Soft goods (e.g., bedding, couches, carpet), sensitive electronics, hard surfaces, and enclosed or hard to 

access spaces (e.g., ventilation systems, wall cavity, foundation)
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Who is the appropriate 
AUTHORITY

to assess the 
contamination level 

and determine 
appropriate 

remediation?

Vendor 
(e.g., Industrial Hygienist, 

Restoration Company)

Standards 
Organization

(e.g., IAHA, IICRC)

Insurance 
Company

(i.e., Property Claims 
Adjuster)

Federal Govt 
Agency 

(e.g., FEMA, EPA, 
AirNow)

State Govt 
Agency 

(e.g., Health Dept, 
DOI)

Policy 
holder

(i.e., Public Adjuster,  
      Attorney)



INSURANCE TRENDS
Insights on 
insurance losses 
and evolving  
claims trends, 
for smoke losses

Photo source: Roofing Contractor
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Increasing Losses from Wildfires
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Global insured losses from wildfires (in USD billion, at 2020 prices)

Global wildfire losses in the last decade were 
more than 5 times higher than prior decades, 

largely driven by the wildfires in California

The 2017 and 2018 
wildfires were a tipping 
point for the industry

… the start of a new era 
of wildfire losses (and 

resulting smoke claims).



Top 20 U.S. Insured Loss Events due to Wildfire
In billions, adjusted to 2024 dollars (except 2025 L.A. fires) | Orange shading= utility-involved ignitions

Source: APCIA, via Aon and fire investigation reports

Increasing Losses from Wildfires

13



State Advocacy
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CALIFORNIA, COLORADO, & OREGON
2020

Labor Day

2020
CZU, LNU, Glass

2017
Tubbs & Atlas

2017
Thomas 

2023
Maui 

Rank Insured Losses Event Location 

1 $40.5 B 2025 LA Fires California
2 $12.7 B 2018 Camp California
3 $11.3 B 2017 Tubbs California
4 $5.3 B 2018 Woolsey California
5 $4.5 B 2023 Maui Maui
7 $3.9 B 2017 Atlas California
9 $3.7 B 2020 Glass California

10 $3.1 B
2020 CZU Lightning 

Complex
California

11 $2.9 B 2017 Thomas California
12 $2.9 B 2021 Marshall Colorado

13 $2.8 B
2020 LNU Lightning 

Complex
California

18 $1.7 B
2020 Beachie Creek 

(aka, Labor Day)
Oregon

19 $1.6 B 2018 Carr California
20 $1.6 B 2021 Dixie California

(Source: APCIA, via Aon. Losses adjusted to 2024 dollars, except 2025 LA fires)

Top 20 Costliest Insured Wildfires in U.S. (since 2017)

2025
LA Fires

2018
Camp 

2018
Woolsey 

2018
Carr 

2021
Marshall 

2021
Dixie
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Extreme SMOKE Events

2021 – wildfire smoke blankets Colorado

2020 – record fires in CA and western states

2023 – Canadian wildfire smoke blankets Northeast

2024 – wildfire smoke engulfs 
New York and New Jersey
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Insurance Claims “CHASER” Industry

Storm Chasers
It began with “door knockers” … roofing companies telling homeowners that 
they could get a new roof with little or no out-of-pocket expense… [escalating 
to] “complaints that some roofers were actually causing damage to roofs to make 
it appear that wind or hail had caused the problem”. 
…
North Carolina authorities charged Robert Allen Bentley, a senior project 
manager with A&M Premier Roofing and Construction, with insurance fraud after 
he was reportedly videotaped manipulating roof shingles at the bait house.
…
Commissioner Mike Causey is committed to more investigations, has tripled the 
number of special agent fraud investigators, and has hired a team of special 
prosecutors to assist local district attorneys in cracking down on fraudulent actors.
Without direct video evidence, prosecutions can be tricky, Childers noted. 

Policyholders often have no idea that roof workers may have deliberately 
damaged their homes, and can’t serve as good witnesses. The cause of apparent 
creasing or dents in shingles may come down to a battle of expert witnesses. And 
if it can’t be proven that the damage was based in fraud, the carrier may end up 
paying the claim anyway.
…
One thing is certain, Childers said. Roof claims and roof fraud appear to be on the 
rise. In recent years, homeowner claims for roof damage have increased sharply. 
“Roof fraud is a growing problem in the U.S.,” he said.
…

https://www.insurancejournal.com/news/southeast/2025/12/18/851533.htm 

Insurers routinely see opportunists (e.g., ambulance chasers, storm 
chasers) who seek to profit from auto and property insurance losses.

Contractors who arrive in storm-damaged areas offering unsolicited, quick, and 
often fraudulent repair services. They exploit homeowners' stress and may involve 

them in scams, insurance fraud or unnecessary repairs. 

Door-to-Door Solicitation: Show up uninvited right after a storm, claiming to notice 
damage (often fabricating it).
High-Pressure Tactics: Urge immediate decisions, use "act now" deals, or pressure you 
to sign contracts quickly.
Payment Demands: Ask for large cash deposits or full payment upfront, sometimes even 
wanting you to sign over insurance checks.
Lack of Credentials: No local license, insurance (liability/workers' comp), or verifiable 
local business address/references; out-of-state plates/P.O. boxes are common.
Vague Contracts: Contracts lack specific costs, materials, or timelines; they may offer to 
waive your deductible (insurance fraud).
Unprofessionalism: Unbranded trucks, no business cards, no legitimate website, or fake 
IDs/documents.
Poor Work Quality/Abandonment: Perform substandard work or take payments and 
vanish, leaving the job unfinished.

‘Door Knocker’ Roofers Were Everywhere. NC Farm Bureau 
Saw an Opportunity
December 18, 2025
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Fire and Smoke Chasers
Contractors who arrive in wildfire-affected areas offering unsolicited, quick, and 
often fraudulent cleanup or repair services. They exploit homeowners’ stress and 
fears—especially health concerns about smoke exposure—and may involve them 

in scams, insurance fraud or excessive repairs.

Aggressive Solicitation: Frequent mailers or show up uninvited shortly after a fire at 
home or evacuation shelter locations, suggesting smoke or soot damage.
High-Pressure Tactics: Use scare tactics like “ash will make your home toxic” or “your 
family’s health is at risk” to push immediate decisions and quick contract signings.
Payment Demands: Request full payment upfront, ask homeowners to sign over 
insurance claim checks or will place lien on home.
Lack of Credentials: Minimal or no wildfire restoration certifications, local business 
licenses, or insurance.
Vague Contracts: Contracts lack clear scope, timelines, or costs; may promise to 
“handle everything with your insurer”.
Unprofessionalism: Unbranded vehicles and no legitimate website, or branding 
designed to mimic government authorities or insurance carrier.
Poor Work Quality/Abandonment: Perform inadequate smoke/soot cleanup or 
structural repairs—or disappear after taking payment, leaving hazardous conditions 
unresolved.

Insurance Claims “CHASER” Industry
Jatiek Smith, a Bloods gang member convicted on extortion and racketeering 
charges in New York, blamed ruthless competition and a culture of violence 
in the fire restoration industry for the accusations made against him by 
federal prosecutors.

Smith was a fire chaser, one of many in the restoration business who 
aggressively solicit business from owners of fire-damaged properties by 
monitoring emergency dispatches. They may show up at a homeowner’s door 
with a contract, sometimes while the fire is still burning. The restoration work 
is paid for by the property owners’ insurance companies.

Prosecutors found that through his control of one mitigation company, Smith 
asserted control over the industry by using violence, threats and extortion to 
drive his main competitor out of the business.

U.S. Attorney Damian Williams, whose office prosecuted the case, said Smith’s 
“audacious takeover of the New York City fire mitigation industry with the help 
of his gang associates presented a new form of organized criminal activity.”

…
The use of violence and extortion to dominate an industry places the New York 
case in a category of its own. But experts say often-aggressive, sometimes-
violent tactics have been seen across the country as fire restoration, paid for 
by insurance carriers, attracts illegitimate contractors seeking quick profits.

https://www.claimsjournal.com/news/national/2024/04/08/322771.htm

Property Restoration Industry: A Culture in Need of Repair?
April 8, 2024

Insurers are now seeing similar activity in the aftermath of wildfires.
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LOS ANGELES (KTLA) – With the Palisades and Eaton wildfires destroying 
over 15,000 structures and damaging thousands more, officials say 
crooks are looking to take advantage. The Better Business Bureau (BBB) 
of Los Angeles urges residents to remain vigilant against “fire chasers” 
and fraudulent charities.
“Fire chasers” are scammers who target fire victims by offering fake 
services such as help with insurance claims, cleanup, or rebuilding, the 
BBB says. They often impersonate legitimate businesses or government 
agencies.

CALIFORNIA WILDFIRES
Here’s how to spot wildfire scammers, 
according to the BBB

https://ktla.com/news/california/wildfires/heres-how-to-spot-wildfires-scammers-
according-to-the-bbb/ 

Fire and Smoke Chasers

Insurance Claims “CHASER” Industry
Insurers are now seeing similar activity in the aftermath of wildfires.

https://www.randrmagonline.com/blogs/14-r-r-blog/post/86251-fire-chaser-contractors-targeting-
homeowners-in-california 

https://propertyrecovery911.com/blog/beware-of-fire-chasers/ 
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SMOKE CHASER Industry

https://news3lv.com/news/local/california-business-illegally-
targets-northern-nevada-residents-for-smoke-damage 

California business solicits 
northern Nevada homeowners 
with wildfire smoke damage
August 16, 2021
…
Reno residents are getting postcards 
in the mail from smokeclaim.com. 
They are from a company called 
California Recovery Group, Inc. based 
out of Southern California. The 
company says they get homeowners 
money if they have smoke damage at 
their house.
…

2020 Wildfires in California
While many fires burned, most were 

hundreds of miles from Reno

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/86/2020_California_wildfires_map.png 
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https://news3lv.com/news/local/california-business-illegally-
targets-northern-nevada-residents-for-smoke-damage 

California business solicits 
northern Nevada homeowners 
with wildfire smoke damage
August 16, 2021
…
The company says they get homeowners 
money if they have smoke damage at 
their house. Their website claims that 
they've recovered thousands of dollars for 
their clients.
…
The California Insurance 
Commissioner warns residents about 
scam artists and unlicensed 
contractors that could be looking to 
take advantage of victims. Buyer 
beware.

SMOKE CHASER Industry
Advertisements

Mailers sent throughout 
the state, irrespective of 

distance from wildfire 
events, promoting 
increasingly higher 

settlements for personal 
property and cleaning and 

restoration work.
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Wildfire Smoke Claims: Timing, Distance and Representation
Joint Trades Survey - Smoke Claims After 2020 Fires

Part 1: February 2021 analysis
2,300 smoke claims in survey, offered preliminary insights

Key Observations: 2020 versus 2018 
• More than 50% increase in smoke claims filed far from fire 

(i.e., +20 miles) 
• 85% increase in smoke claims filed with representation            

(i.e., attorney or public adjuster)
• More than 70% increase in late-filed smoke claims                            

(i.e., +60 days after fire)

Part 2: June 2021 analysis
Additional survey, offered further insights (at request of CDI)

Key Observations: higher representation rate at time claim filed
• 4-fold increase in percentage of claims reported by attorney 

or public adjuster and when reported 4 months+ after fire.
• 5% and 6% in 2016 and 2017, respectively
• 19% and 20%, in 2018 and 2019, respectively

California Smoke, Soot and Ash Claims 
Part 1 Survey (Homeowners Insurance)



California’s Efforts to Manage 
SMOKE CHASER Industry

Increased attention from Department of 
Insurance and Attorney General. 

Investigations to identify and remove bad 
actors and prevent claims fraud.

California Department of Insurance
Investigated and banned a public adjuster firm in May 2023 due to misleading 

mailers and other solicitation violations and fraudulent smoke claims.
https://www.insurance.ca.gov/0400-news/0100-press-releases/2023/release030-2023.cfm  
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Wildfire Smoke Claims: Use of Medical Toxicology

https://uphelp.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/07/Marshall-Fire-C0-2021-Post-
Wildfire-Toxicology-Report_Redacted.pdf 

May 2, 2023 - Dr. Joe Nieusma presentation to Colorado Public Adjusters.
• [Page 29] JL Nieusma. Toxicology of Wildfire and how public adjustors can use toxicologists in practice. 

Rocky Mountain Association of Public Insurance Adjustors. Cherry Creek, CO. May 2, 2023.

May 4, 2023 – SRC Summit Training
• Next Level of Smoke Claims

May 3, 2023 – United Policyholders Webinar
• Partial Losses- Working with an Industrial Hygienist 

https://uphelp.org/smokedamage-2/ 

https://www.srcsummit.com/ashsmokesoot-training 
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SRC Summit TRAINING: May 4, 2023 
(2 days after Dr Nieusma’s presentation in Colorado) 

Key Claims:
• Exciting Opportunity: Hazardous Particle Remediation
• Secrets of smoke trajectory
• Health Concerns associated with ash, smoke, and soot

A New Way of Thinking:
• MORE PROFITABLE MARGINS than THE MOST 

LUCRATIVE hail-related services

Presenters Featured:
• Vendors, a public adjuster, and a plaintiff attorney 

(Chip Merlin - bio noted serves on the Board of Directors 
for United Policyholders)

https://www.srcsummit.com/ashsmokesoot-training 

SMOKE CHASER 
Industry

https://www.srcsummit.com/ashsmokesoot-training
https://www.srcsummit.com/ashsmokesoot-training
https://www.srcsummit.com/ashsmokesoot-training


United Policyholders Webinar: May 3, 2023 
“Partial Losses- Working with an Industrial Hygienist”

Panelists offered relatively moderate viewpoints:
• Testing: Recommend Certified Industrial Hygienists for health reasons (cost $5k-15k), 

though also support use of Indoor Air Quality Professional ($1.2k-$5k, more cost effective)

• Standards/Protocols: Support IICRC, looking forward to release of new standards to 
help make homes safe to reoccupy (expected within a year)

https://uphelp.org/smokedamage-2/ • Contaminants of Concern: 
• Surface Dioxin and Furin—all 3 panelists agreed testing not recommended as “standard”. Dioxins are naturally present (e.g., in food/water 

sources), so test is rarely used and only when specific need exists, such as counter claim denial for individual items. (Dawn never sampled for this in 
30 years). Guidance for this testing emerged in a webinar specific to single-structure house fire, but IH’s now offering test for “peace of mind”.

• VOCs/SVOCs—many VOC tests are waste of money as already exist in home (just sampling common household hydrocarbons). Tests usually pick 
up various chemicals (e.g., benzene, butanes, methane, furans), as standard in every home—will detect presence.

• Air Purifiers: all 3 panelists expressed strong support for DIY air purifiers and scrubbers as effective tools, particularly those with HEPA and carbon 
filters when a maintaining routine schedule to clear/replace filters.

• Testing Methods: 
• IAQ–Panelists underscored importance of visual assessment and noted useful tools, like particulate meters, for preliminary measurements of IAQ.
• Pre- vs Post- Testing—Post-remediation testing is more important than Pre-, while other approaches to verify remediation outcomes may exist 

(e.g,. hire observer to verify remediation process, before/after pictures or visual reports, records or bills to confirm service work done). 25
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Increasing Public Fear
The August 2023 Maui wildfire marked a significant shift 

in media coverage. 

Articles emphasized unsafe homes due to toxic damage 
that cannot be cleaned—often citing the same “expert”—

and re-published by other media outlets. 
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Increasing Public Fear
Following the January 2025 LA fires, media 
coverage escalated further with more major 

media outlets amplifying toxic fears, and 
introduced new chemicals of concern, such 
as cyanide and beryllium —often attributed 

to the same “expert”.
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The Impact on Insurance Smoke Damage Claims

Insurers have a duty to conduct a 
thorough investigation, including if 
unclear or obvious whether “direct 

physical damage” exists.

However, heightened media attention 
and public concern is contributing to the  
perception that such investigation must 

include costly testing and costly, 
destructive remediation.

Question: Is the fear merited or manufactured?
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Colorado DRAFT Study Report

APCIA’s review found: 
The methodologies and toxicological 

interpretations adopted in Fire 
Protocols—and repeated by the same 

authors elsewhere —are deeply flawed. 

These documents misapply regulatory 
standards, lack robust exposure modeling, 
and fail to appropriately contextualize risk 

for residential wildfire smoke impacts.

Independent peer review was not 
required by statute, but Colorado DOI now 

seeking external review.

Fire Protocols
June 2025
Written by: 
Dr. Joe Nieusma & David Phalen

Research Article
September 2025
Published by: TMAM
Contact: Dr. Joe Nieusma 
(serves on the TMAM review board)

Draft Study Report
November 2025
Prepared for: Colorado DOI
Technical Experts include Dr. Joe 
Nieusma & David Phalen

The science underpinning the Draft Report is neither sound nor defensible for policymaking.



30

Colorado DRAFT Study Report
The science underpinning the Draft Report is neither sound nor defensible for policymaking.

Misapplication of 
Standards and Thresholds

Uses rules meant for workplaces or 
hazardous sites to judge safety in 
homes (e.g., EPA and OSHA). 

These rules don’t match how people 
live or what they’re exposed to in 
their own houses, so the results can 
be misleading. 

Sampling & Exposure 
Assessment Deficiencies

Highlights possible health risks from 
dioxins and furans. However, there are 
no scientific studies that directly 
measure how much of these 
chemicals people living in wildfire-
affected homes are actually exposed 
to. 

Most available research focuses on 
firefighters or uses indirect methods 
to estimate risk, so we simply don’t 
know the real level of danger for 
residents.

Toxicological Errors & 
Overextensions

Treats all types of dioxins as equally 
dangerous and doesn’t use the right 
scientific methods to figure out actual 
risks. 

This can make the dangers seem 
worse than they really are. 

Lack of Scientific Rigor 
and Peer Review

Doesn’t use strong scientific methods 
and lacks review by independent 
experts. It relies too much on 
websites and opinions instead of solid 
research. It includes a bibliography 
and references to peer-reviewed 
literature but does not consistently 
cite sources upon which broad and 
generalized statements are based. 

Concerns about the rigor of peer 
review by the related TMAM 
academic journal article , and 
potential bias due to undisclosed 
financial conflicts of interest and 
affiliations with TMAM.



Colorado DRAFT Study Report
The science underpinning the Draft Report is neither sound nor defensible for policymaking.

What does this mean?
The authors use scientific terminology and charts, though on 

closer examination the authors do not present objective, 
evidence-based standards. 

The science doesn’t exist for residential smoke exposure. 

Instead, pseudo-science is presented to support 
recommendations— for costly testing panels and destructive 
remediation, and to build a database for future research. This 

would risk introduction of unwarranted complexity and 
additional costs into the claims process, ultimately threatening 

insurance affordability and availability for homeowners.

A house of cards
It looks solid, but collapses easily

31
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Increasing Public Fear
Following the January 2025 LA fires, media 

coverage escalated further with more major 
media outlets amplifying toxic fears, and 

introduced new chemicals of concern, such 
as cyanide and beryllium —often attributed 

to the same “expert”.

Cyanide—can be a threat to firefighters 
during a structure fire, but typically cyanide 

dissipates quickly from the environment, thus is 
NOT a threat in the aftermath of a wildfire. 

Industry hygienists indicate this test is offered 
merely for “peace of mind”, due to public fear.

Beryllium—no national or statewide 
standards for how much beryllium inside a home 

is safe, nor for how to test for it or remove it.

Additionally, other experts note there is no clear 
source of where beryllium is originating from, 

including if even from the LA fires.



United Policyholders Webinar: December 18, 2025 
“Wildfire Smoke Damage & Your Rights”

Consumer-Focused Panel Representing Industrial Hygiene, Toxicology, Law, 
and Restoration Offered Their Viewpoints and Practical Guidance:
• Testing: Advocates for comprehensive testing due to “new age of understanding”.
• Restoration: 

• Chemicals of Concern—Suggests no known restoration methodology for dioxins 
and furans, thus must R&R (remove & replace) drywall.

• Post Testing—Encourages when a preferred vendor completes work, either conduct 
post-testing or provide a written statement assuring that the home is “safe” to inhabit. 
Though suggests there is an assumption of liability of occupants re-entering home, if 
making a representation.

https://uphelp.org/events/smoke-damage-your-insurance-rights/ 

• Disputes: 
• Approach—Suggests need to bring in the “right experts” on the science and many 

ways to pushback on insurers. Encouraged consumers to go ahead and spend the 
money on remediation, as money spent provides greater leverage in litigation.

• Documentation—Encouraged to document claims thoroughly, seek expert 
opinions, and escalate disputes to regulatory bodies or courts if needed.

• Litigation—Encouraged leveraging litigation, or a credible threat of litigation, to 
push insurers towards settlements. 33
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Increasing Media Attacks 
Media coverage has become increasingly hostile through attacks on the 
credibility of individual experts and expert bodies with differing scientific 

viewpoints, in addition to suggestions of bias within the Smoke Claims and 
Remediation Task Force and standards organizations. 

Several “experts” and organizations are continually identified in media coverage.

How Did This Family End Up Back in 
a Toxic House?
A Times investigation has found that insurers are driving families into 
homes contaminated by smoke. Lab results show how one family was 
exposed to neurotoxins and carcinogens.
•By Rukmini Callimachi and Blacki Migliozzi
Dec. 29, 2025

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2025/12/29/us/insurers-smoke-damaged-homes-toxins.html 

https://www.sfchronicle.com/california-wildfires/article/wildfire-smoke-home-insurance-21118274.php 

Dec. 5, 2025 –  
But a Chronicle investigation of the 13-
member committee, whose meetings 
are currently closed to the public, found 
that it doesn’t have a single toxicologist 
or scientific expert in the changing 
chemistry of smoke from urban fires.
…
“I am very concerned about undue 
influence,” said Amy Bach, one of two 
consumer advocates on the task 
force and the executive director of the 
advocacy group United Policyholders.
…
“Because the final composition so 
leans toward insurers’ point of view, 
she said, “I do not believe this panel is 
in a position to issue recommended 
standards.” 34
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Increasing Media Attacks 
The Merlin Law Group posted 2 blogs on the LA Fires 1-year anniversary, amplifying the SF Chronicle and NYT articles, including a 

Fox News Clip that largely echoes the same hostile attacks and falsely insinuates bias and interference from the Governor, 
Commission (i.e., the Smoke Claims and Remediation Task Force) and Mayor to protect insurers.

35

https://www.propertyinsurancecoveragelaw.com/blog/urban-wildfire-smoke-contamination-claims/ 

https://www.propertyinsurancecoveragelaw.com/blog/the-real-insurance-fire-still-burns/ 

Guess who is shielding the insurance companies? The governor, 
the insurance commission that is populated by the richest insurance 
companies in the country, they are making sure with the help of Gavin 
Newsom and Karen Bass that they don’t have to help anybody.
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Public Fear Leads 
Community Group to 
Develop Testing and 

Remediation 
Guidelines and Fire 

Protocols
Eaton Fire Residents United was quoted in media 
coverage for the LA Fires 1-year anniversary that 
indicates in response to concerns with the local 
government’s handling of health concerns, the 

community group is developing testing and 
remediation guidelines and working to assemble an 
expert panel to establish protocols for future fires.

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-
interactive/2026/jan/07/la-wildfire-victims-toxic-homes 

Confused and frustrated with the local 
government’s handling of health concerns, 
Maccalla and Fanning joined other fire survivors 
to form Eaton Fire Residents United in hopes of 
ensuring the impacted areas recover safely. The 
community group is developing testing and 
remediation guidelines, gathered hygienic 
testing reports of hundreds of homes, and 
advocated for fire survivors and workers.
…
residents grew increasingly frustrated about 
what they viewed as a lack of official 
information about the safety of returning to 
their homes. Many also encountered pushback 
from their insurance providers that said 
additional testing for hazards, or more intensive 
remediation efforts recommended by experts, 
were unnecessary and not covered under their 
policies.  

The group includes scientists and people 
dedicated to educating and supporting the 
community, ensuring there is data collection to 
support legislation, and assembling an expert 
panel to establish protocols for future fires, 
Fanning said. They’ve published research based 
on testing reports from hundreds of properties 
across the affected area, and advocated that 
homes should receive a comprehensive clearance 
before residents return. 

Wed 7 Jan 2026 
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https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2026/jan/07/la-wildfire-victims-toxic-homes
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2026/jan/07/la-wildfire-victims-toxic-homes
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2026/jan/07/la-wildfire-victims-toxic-homes
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2026/jan/07/la-wildfire-victims-toxic-homes


37

What Insurers See
COMPANY A — Patterns of Questionable Claims
Key Observations:
• Claims often filed late and represented by law firms or public adjusters. In some cases, no contact 

with the insured or evidence the insured was aware of the claim. 
• Many claims lacked evidence, with property managers and hygienists confirming no damage, and no 

other tenants or nearby properties with similar issues reported. Some claims withdrawn when 
additional documentation was requested. 

• In several cases, claims were staged or attempted to support claims with estimates from fictitious 
companies or without site visits. 

• Claims included demands for extreme remediation such as gutting homes and disposal of all personal 
property without expert support to support level of action.

Impact: 
Claims frequently denied due to lack of evidence or abandoned when documentation was required

Photo source: IQAir

https://www.iqair.com/qa/newsroom/wildfire-map-spotlight-rattlesnake-and-lynx-mountain-fires-washington
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What Insurers See
COMPANY B — Evolving Tactics and Lack of Evidence
Key Observations:
Claim example 1–
• Reported 6 months late after receiving attorney flyer. 
• Insured indicated paid cash to a helper to clean property and drycleaned clothes, but had no receipts or proof of 

damage.
• During an interview, insured stated “just wants justice” after 21 days in hospital during COVID, before attorney 

ended interview.
• Outcome: Claim closed without payment due to no documentation provided.

Claim example 2–
• Reported 6 months late after receiving attorney flyer. 
• Insured cleaned property themselves; no receipts or proof of damage
• Submitted claim based on “microscopic damage” suggested in the flyer. Attorney provided notice of single sample 

taken of windowsill that indicated contamination throughout home. Attorney sent sample to out of state lab; lab 
results showed only dust and paint particles.

• Outcome: Claim closed without payment due to no supporting evidence or cost incurred for claimed damage.

Photo source: Scientific American

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/californias-2020-wildfires-negated-years-of-emission-cuts/
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What Insurers See
COMPANY C — Escalating Claims and Emotional Factors
Key Observations:
• Lead-related issues:

• Attorneys often push for full roof replacements, citing embedded lead contamination—absent fire damage.
• Hygienists/contractors often deem contents “non-cleanable,” recommending full replacement due to safety 

and comfort concerns, forgoing attempts to clean due to liability concerns amid public health fears.
• Positive lead tests trigger referrals to lead remediation companies, but many refuse involvement because of 

the novelty of health concerns and testing protocols. 
• Commercial restaurant case involves public adjuster claiming lead and other contaminants, despite deemed 

safe by health inspectors.
• New testing trends: More Public Adjusters demanding tests for cyanide, dioxins/furans, often from companies like 

M.A.R.S. Environmental.
• Emotional drivers: Policyholder and contractor decisions often based on fear and comfort, not scientific evidence.
• Standstills: Disputes over remediation scope is stalling claims, often with the same attorney firm involved.
• Outlier examples: Claims from properties far outside fire zones and opposite of the smoke plume.
• Inflated or weak responses: Some responses appear AI-generated or recycled; unusual requests like pool removal 

for “smoke damage.”

Photo source:  Sweeney

https://sweeney.com/en/blog/wildfire-resilient-homes-safe-indoor-air-passive-house
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What Insurers See
COMPANY D — Questionable Environmental Testing and Remediation Demands
Key Observations:
• Environmental testing reports (e.g., M.A.R.S. Environmental) are presented by public adjusters 

recommending extreme remediation (e.g., gutting homes to the framing), though unsupported by 
scientific evidence.

• Insurer’s peer review found the methodologies and conclusions questionable, including 
misrepresented testing techniques and unsubstantiated contamination thresholds.

• Recommendations for disposal of electronics and appliances contradicted normal test results.

Impact: 
Concerned that reports may be designed to escalate claims costs and negotiations rather than reflect 
actual damage.

Photo source: Wall Street Journal

https://www.wsj.com/us-news/climate-environment/air-quality-health-effects-smoke-wildfire-canada-f9a2c7d4
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What Insurers See
COMPANY D — Questionable Environmental Testing and Remediation Demands
Specific Scientific Issues Observed:
• Presumptive soot ID: M.A.R.S. relied solely on optical microscopy; soot identification in lab report stated 

“presumptive,” meaning visual only, without chemical confirmation. (i.e., looks like soot but unconfirmed)
• Misrepresented methodology: Report cited “Optical Electron Microscope methodology”—a non-existent 

technique. Light and electron microscopy are fundamentally different, raising concerns about scientific 
competence.

• Unscientific threshold: Used >1% carbon black particles (CBP) as contamination benchmark (versus 
common industry standard of >3% to account for natural background levels), inflating positive results.

• Contradictory cyanide findings: 4 samples taken 2 months after fire were below detection limits (<1 
mg/wipe), yet report claimed cyanide was “still present.” Hydrogen cyanide is highly volatile and would 
dissipate within days, making this conclusion scientifically implausible.

• Inconsistent recommendations: pH and conductivity tests showed normal, non-corrosive conditions, yet 
M.A.R.S. advised disposal of all electronics and appliances—contradicting their own data.

• Unsupported remediation scope: Recommended full gutting (drywall to studs, flooring removal, disposal 
of all contents) despite test results indicating only minor cleaning was warranted.

Photo source: Wall Street Journal

https://www.wsj.com/us-news/climate-environment/air-quality-health-effects-smoke-wildfire-canada-f9a2c7d4


42

Wildfire Smoke Claims: Use of Medical Toxicology
Joint Trades Survey 
Smoke Claims 2017-2025 Fires

69k wildfire claims and 19k smoke claims in this survey.

Key Observations: 

The average severity of smoke, soot and ash damage-only 
claims is increasing at a higher rate than wildfire claims 
(adjusted for inflation). 

• Average claims severity for smoke, soot and ash 
damage-only claims was 112% higher in 2025 wildfires 
versus the 2017/2018 wildfires (in 2025 dollars). 

• Average claims severity for all wildfire claims was only 
38% higher in 2025 versus the 2017/2018 wildfires (in 
2025 dollars). 

Residential Property Survey

The survey was conducted between August-October 2025 and represents nearly 69,000 wildfire 
claims (including more than 19,000 smoke, soot or ash damage-only claims) received for 15 of the 
20 costliest insured wildfire events, since 2017.

Includes residential claims (homeowners & renters) with payments issued under coverages A, B, C 
and D, for the following major wildfire catastrophes:
- CA fires in 2017, 2018, 2020, and 2025 (Palisades, Eaton, Camp, Tubbs, Woolsey, Atlas, 

Thomas, CZU/LNU, Carr, Dixie)
- CO 2021 Marshall fire
- HI 2023 Lahaina fire
- OR 2020 Beachie Creek/Labor Day fires

+112% (vs 2017/2018) +38% (vs 2017/2018)

Average Severity of Wildfire Claims: 
Smoke, Soot and Ash Damage-only

Average Severity of Wildfire Claims
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Wildfire Smoke Claims: Use of Medical Toxicology
Joint Trades Survey 
Smoke Claims 2017-2025 Fires

69k wildfire claims and 19k smoke claims in this survey.

Key Observations: 

Large loss severity trends (i.e., payments totaling over 
$100k and $200k) show a notable increase following the 
2023 Lahaina Fire and further accelerated with the 2025 
LA fires.

• The percentage of smoke, soot and ash damage-only 
claims in 2025 that had payments totaling over $100k 
and $200k have each increased tenfold since 2017.

Residential Property Survey

The survey was conducted between August-October 2025 and represents nearly 69,000 wildfire 
claims (including more than 19,000 smoke, soot or ash damage-only claims) received for 15 of the 
20 costliest insured wildfire events, since 2017.

Includes residential claims (homeowners & renters) with payments issued under coverages A, B, C 
and D, for the following major wildfire catastrophes:
- CA fires in 2017, 2018, 2020, and 2025 (Palisades, Eaton, Camp, Tubbs, Woolsey, Atlas, 

Thomas, CZU/LNU, Carr, Dixie)
- CO 2021 Marshall fire
- HI 2023 Lahaina fire
- OR 2020 Beachie Creek/Labor Day fires

Percentage of Claims With Payment Totals Exceeding Thresholds 
Smoke, Soot and Ash Damage-only claims

Increased tenfold (since 2017)
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Potential Market Implications 
(A Data-Driven Look)

Can read the LinkedIn discussion here

Following an NBC news report on a still standing 
home in the Pacific Palisades fire footprint, a 

November 2025 LinkedIn post sparked discussion 
about the potential impact on insurance premiums 

and broader market dynamics, due to wildfire-
smoke claims costs.

Home Value and Smoke Claim Potential Value:
Information in the news report (from original poster):  
• ~$3M – home’s real estate value (2600 sq.ft. home near Temescal Gateway Park, paid 

$2.45M in 2021)
• $390K – loss settlement offer from the FAIR Plan (for smoke remediation)
• $1.6M – attorney demand (for destructive remediation… i.e., take structure to the studs)

Projected Market Impact:
Simple math calculation (from commenters): 
• If $2275 of premium (i.e., 65% claims loss ratio of average policy premiums), is allocated to 

cover FAIR Plan claims costs it would take a full year of premiums paid by: 

~700 policyholders potentially to cover one smoke loss ($1.6M claim value)

Potential Attorney Commission:
Additional information (from commenters):  
• 30-45% – likely Plaintiff Attorney’s contingency fee on settlement 
       (Translates to $117K-$175K if a $390K settlement, or $480K-$720K if a $1.6M settlement)

Projected Insurance Premium:
Additional information (from original poster and commenters):  
• <$10K – assumed annual insurance premium for home (since news report didn’t indicate 

“tens of thousands”)
• $3500 – estimated average FAIR Plan premium in 2025 (assumption, based on $3200 

average in 2022 per FAIR Plan website. 
• 35% expense ratio (assumption, and noted likely on the low end)
• 65% claims loss ratio (math calculation, subtract expense ratio from 100%)

The following summarizes the LinkedIn discussion. 
Numbers have not been verified and only represent the views of the original posters and commenters.

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/curtis-goldsborough_lossratio-homeinsurance-claims-ugcPost-7390738234835812352-zchl?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAAHfDeABZG1bGC1HdjC0WeguspakqWqqAYk


A Closer Look at This Home
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NASA – Palisades Fire Smoke Stream 
Jan 10-11, 2025 link

Red arrow denotes wind direction,
same angle as yellow arrows (pointing to home).

 

CAL FIRE data indicated “No Damage” for this home (yellow arrow), on Palisair Place and most 
others on same street. The wind pushed flames and smoke away from the home and neighborhood. 
Only a couple of homes upwind, on another street, were “Destroyed”. Though, the NBC report 
noted Kaizen Safety Solutions (Dawn Bolstad-Johnson) found “serious and extensive damage”.

CAL FIRE 
Palisades Fire Structure Status Map
link

Zoomed in view of home and 
surrounding neighborhood

https://science.nasa.gov/earth/earth-observatory/smoke-streams-from-palisades-and-eaton-fires-153813/
https://hub-calfire-forestry.hub.arcgis.com/maps/2d764eef786841ce9194e84f524f2c8e/explore?location=34.058710%2C-118.533670%2C15


WHERE MIGHT THIS BE HEADING

Insights from 
the past and 
potential 
coverage 
impacts

Photo source: Boston University
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https://www.bu.edu/articles/2025/how-can-the-us-prepare-for-natural-disasters/


Insurance 101: Pool and Distribute Risk

Basic Insurance Principle: 
Pricing insurance coverage is based 
on aggregating, or pooling individual 
risks from multiple policyholders 
and distributing those risks across 
the global insurance markets.

The System Breaks Down When: 
Catastrophic events—such as 
widespread smoke claims—trigger 
simultaneous payouts, that can 
threaten the stability of the pool.

Risk Pooling Risk Distribution
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Learning from the Past
ASBESTOS CRISIS

Timeframe: 1970s-80s
Issue: 
• Wave of litigation and insurance claims beginning in the 1970s 

and intensifying through the 1980s and 1990s, triggered by 
widespread health problems associated with asbestos 
exposure. The crisis revealed the insurance industry’s 
vulnerability to long-tail liability risks arising from 
environmental and health hazards. 

• Massive, unforeseen costs of asbestos claims led insurers to 
introduce broad pollution exclusions and other limitations to 
shield themselves from similar exposures in the future. 
Changes reshaped liability insurance policies and spurred the 
growth of specialized coverage for environmental risks.

MOLD CRISIS
Timeframe: 1980s-90s
Issue: 
• Surge in claims related to mold damage, which significantly 

impacted insurers’ financial performance. 
• The crisis was a convergence of legal, environmental, and 

public perception issues that forced the insurance industry to 
revise policies and limit mold coverage, protecting insurers 
from unsustainable losses while reducing ambiguity in policy 
language.
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Learning from the Past
MOLD CRISIS

Key Events:
• Texas – Tropical Storm Allison (2001): Widespread flooding in 

Houston caused extensive water damage to homes and 
buildings.

• Southern California – El Niño Rains (1997–1998): Heavy rains 
and flooding caused significant water intrusion into homes, 
particularly in areas not built for sustained wet weather.

• Florida and Gulf States – Hurricanes and Humidity: Frequent 
hurricanes and tropical storms (e.g., Hurricane Georges in 
1998, Hurricane Floyd in 1999) created ideal conditions for 
mold, especially in poorly ventilated or water-damaged 
buildings.

Photo source: Neptune Flood

Photo source: The Spokesman ReviewPhoto source: Insurance Business
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https://neptuneflood.com/blog/damages-of-flood/
https://www.spokesman.com/stories/2025/nov/26/a-hidden-health-crisis-following-natural-disasters/
https://www.insurancebusinessmag.com/us/news/catastrophe/many-americans-unprepared-financially-for-natural-disasters--report-543337.aspx


Learning from the Past
ASBESTOS CRISIS

Key Factors: 
• Health Hazards of Asbestos: Linked to serious illnesses (e.g., 

mesothelioma, asbestosis, and lung cancer), often with long latency 
periods, meaning claims could arise decades after exposure.

• Mass Litigation: Flood of lawsuits against manufacturers, contractors, 
and property owners, claiming failure to warn or protect against 
asbestos exposure, creating massive legal liabilities.

• Occurrence-Based Policies: Most commercial general liability (CGL) 
policies written before the mid-1980s were “occurrence-based,” 
meaning they covered events that happened during the policy period, 
regardless of when a claim was filed, leaving insurers exposed to long-
tail liabilities (i.e., decades later).

• Unprecedented Claims Volume and Costs: Volume and scale of 
claims overwhelmed insurers. By the early 2000s, the total projected 
cost of asbestos claims for the insurance industry exceeded $100 
billion, resulting in insolvency or enormous reserves to cover liabilities.

MOLD CRISIS
Key Factors: 
• High-Profile Lawsuits: National attention due to several high-

profile lawsuits, most notably the 2001 Ballard v. Farmers Insurance 
case in Texas. The court awarded $32 million (later reduced) to a 
homeowner for mold damage and bad faith denial of the claim. This 
case and others prompted fears of escalating jury awards.

• Increased Awareness of Mold Risks: Rising public and media 
awareness about the health risks of mold (e.g., "toxic mold“) led to 
more insurance claims filed by homeowners and public adjusters for 
mold damage that might previously have gone unreported.

• Broad Policy Language: Standard homeowners' insurance policies 
often contained vague or broadly worded "all-risk" clauses that some 
courts interpreted as covering mold damage, even if from long-term 
maintenance issues rather than sudden and accidental water damage.

• Surge in Claims and Payouts: Surge in mold-related claims (e.g., 
Texas mold claims accounted for over $1 billion in losses by 2001).
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Learning from the Past
ASBESTOS CRISIS

Insurance Industry Response: 
• Pollution Exclusion (1970s–1980s):

• Early Exclusions: The first wave of pollution exclusions began 
appearing in standard CGL policies in the 1970s, initially in 
response to environmental claims (e.g., hazardous waste).

• Absolute Pollution Exclusion (1986): In 1986, the Insurance 
Services Office (ISO) introduced a broader “absolute pollution 
exclusion” in CGL policies, which explicitly excluded coverage for 
claims related to pollutants, including asbestos.

• Clarification of Exposures: Insurers rewrote policy language to 
eliminate ambiguity around “occurrence” definitions and ensure that 
policies reflected the coverage intended, retroactively limited coverage 
for known risks like asbestos exposure.

• Reinsurance and Reserves: Reinsurers also began tightening terms and 
raising premiums. Insurers significantly increased reserves and pushed 
for legislative and judicial reforms to stem losses.

• Litigation Management: Complex strategies developed to help manage 
and settle claims (e.g., use of trust funds and class action settlements).

MOLD CRISIS
How Coverage Re-Shaped: 
• Exclusions and Limitations: Insurers rewrote policies to exclude or 

strictly limit mold coverage. This included:
• Adding mold-specific exclusions or sub-limits (e.g., capping 

mold-related payouts at $5,000 or $10,000) and requiring policy 
endorsements for broader protection.

• Narrowing the definition of covered perils (e.g., a burst pipe) 
that could lead to mold damage.

• Rate Increases and Market Withdrawal: In high-claim areas like Texas, 
insurers raised premiums, reduced new policy issuance, or withdrew 
from the market altogether.

• Regulatory Changes: States like Texas revised insurance regulations to 
clarify mold coverage and enable policyholders to purchase optional 
mold endorsements for an additional premium.
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Insurance 101: Key Factors for ‘Insurability’
7-Factor Framework
Assessing the Insurability of Catastrophic Risks (including Wildfire and Smoke)

1. Homogeneity: Ability to spread risk—wildfire typically fits, but costly 
and widespread smoke coverage mandates could disrupt this balance.

2. Fortuity: Losses must be accidental—moral hazard and profit motives 
can undermine this principle.

3. Adjustability: Claims must be identifiable and measurable enabling 
loss adjustment—complexity increases with mandated coverages and 
subjective smoke damage, in addition to challenges processing simultaneous 
large number of claims in timely manner. 

Affordability
Rising Costs

Availability
Ability to Manage Exposure

4. Manageable Losses: Avoiding financially ruinous exposure—broadened coverage post-event creates systemic risk.
5. Predictability: Ability to model and adequately price risk—impacts of growing “smoke chaser” industry compounds other 

evolving factors such as climate risk, land use policy and community mitigation.
6. Cost-Effectiveness: Affordability for consumers—rising costs driven by catastrophic losses, inflation, and legal abuse.
7. Government Risk: Regulatory constraints on pricing and product design—impact of Standard Fire Policy and rate limitations.
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Today’s Coverage Landscape
Evolution of the “Fire” Peril a Growing Concern for Insurers
• All or Nothing – Insurers must consider whether they can provide coverage for all 

fire-related risk, or none (due to Standard Fire Policy law constraints).
• Some insurers have opted to offer wrap-around (or “differences in conditions”) 

coverage that provides coverage for other non-catastrophic risks. 
• Recent challenges have contributed to significant growth in the CA FAIR Plan for 

fire coverage. 

Existing Common Insurance Policy Exclusions 
(related to smoke and pollutants)
• Smog, rust or other corrosion, or dry rot
• Smoke from agricultural smudging or industrial operations
• Discharge, dispersal, seepage, migration, release or escape of pollutants, unless the discharge, dispersal, seepage, migration, release or 

escape is caused by a Peril Insured Against. Pollutants means any solid, liquid, gaseous or thermal irritant or contaminant, including smoke, 
vapor, soot, fumes, acids, alkalis, chemicals and waste. Waste includes materials to be recycled, reconditioned or reclaimed. 

Potential Systemic Risk
• Further limitations or market withdrawal for fire coverage could have greater implications, including potential systemic risks if the fire peril 

becomes uninsurable. 53
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POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS

New and 
alternative 
approaches to 
consider

Photo source: Ready.Gov

https://www.ready.gov/wildfires


Parametric – A New Approach to Coverage
Under a Traditional (or Indemnity) Insurance Policy:
- Customer selects covered peril(s) – wind, fire, flood, earthquake, etc.
- Chooses deductibles, policy limits, endorsements
- Pays premium

Claim adjustment
Loss incurred due 

to a covered 
incident

Claim payment 
based on loss
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Under a Parametric (or Index-Based) Policy:
- Customer selects or negotiates trigger threshold(s) – windspeed, proximity to 

fire, rainfall amount, ground velocity, etc.
- Chooses payment amount when policy triggered
- Pays premium

Independent party 
determines 

whether trigger 
threshold met

Event 
occurs

Pre-
determined 

policy 
payout

Policyholder 
may need 
to provide 
proof of 

loss*

* Proof of loss may be required so the policy will not be regulated as a financial derivative

Parametric – A New Approach to Coverage
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Marsh Specialty’s parametric solutions group indicates that enhanced data, 
research, and improved modeling enables the insurance industry to detect and 

monitor wildfire events with increased accuracy in a near real-time basis.

Their clients are able to use parametric wildfire as a standalone policy or as 
an additional coverage to fill gaps in coverage, such as non-damage business 
interruptions, or be used as a deductible buydown. Typical parametric clients 

include forestry operations and wineries.
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/

Parametric Example: Wildfire

Parametric – A New Approach to Coverage

Photo source: The Wildlands Conservancy

Photo source: San Francisco Chronicle

https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://www.businessinsurance.com/More-buyers-seek-parametric-wildfire-cover/
https://wildlandsconservancy.org/stories/building-wildfire-resiliency-sonoma-coast
https://www.sfchronicle.com/food/article/How-will-California-wineries-recover-from-15614509.php


Federal Efforts to Manage Smoke Losses
Key Recommendations

SMOKE MONITORING AND MITIGATION CAPABILITIES
Invest in national monitoring and alert systems and                                  
public strategies to mitigate smoke impacts.                                                               
[See Report Recommendation(s): 43, 44]

…AND REMEDIATION
“Research, guidance, and standard development related to                                            
remediation of buildings affected by a fire or smoke event.”                     
(Page 100)
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148 Recommendations 
Unanimous consensus from nonpartisan commission. 
Commission comprised of 50 members representing diverse geographies and backgrounds.
https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission Photo source: DOI

https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
https://www.doi.gov/wildlandfire/news/increasing-wildfires-are-causing-greater-air-pollution
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Wildfire Smoke Testing and Remediation

https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-
Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf 

https://www.aiha.org/education/marketplace/wildfire-impact-
assessments-for-the-oehs-professional 

New ‘Technical Guides’ released in 2025 are helpful resources to ensure greater consistency in claims handling

Dec 2025—IIICRC announced 
the initiation of revision of 

the ANSI/IICRC S700 Standard 
for Fire and Smoke Damage 

Restoration.

The revision will include the 
addition of principles, 

methods, and processes to 
clean and restore structures, 

materials, assemblies, and 
systems impacted by 

wildfires.

Coming Soon
IICRC Standard for Wildfire

https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
https://iicrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/IICRC.RIA_.CIRI-Technical-Guide-for-Wildfire-Restoration-V2-Final-2025-12.09.pdf
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Federal Smoke Remediation Guidance
https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_marshall-fire-mat-homeowners-guide-risk-reduction-remediation-residential-smoke-damage.pdf

FEMA: Colorado Marshall Fire

Photo source: DOI
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Federal Smoke Remediation Guidance
FEMA

(NM Hermits Peak/Calf Canyon Fire)
https://www.fema.gov/fact-sheet/smoke-and-ash-damage-claims 

AirNow
NM Hermits Peak/Calf Canyon Fire)
https://www.airnow.gov/sites/default/files/2021-07/protect-yourself-from-ash-factsheet.pdf 

Photo source: DOI
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Who is the appropriate AUTHORITY to assess the contamination level and determine appropriate remediation?

Vendor 
(e.g., Industrial Hygienist, 

Restoration Company)

Standards 
Organization

(e.g., IAHA, IICRC)

Insurance 
Company

(i.e., Property Claims 
Adjuster)

Federal Govt 
Agency 

(e.g., FEMA, EPA, 
AirNow)

State Govt 
Agency 

(e.g., Health Dept, 
DOI)

Policy 
holder

(i.e., Public Adjuster,  
      Attorney)

• Insurers support a science-based approach.

• Detection alone does not equate to risk or damage, and testing 
for “peace of mind” or future research is outside the scope of 
property insurance. Coverage is meant for physical damage to 
structures or contents—not individual health sensitivities—and 
expanding it to address speculative and subjective health risks 
would effectively turn property insurance into a health insurance 
product, undermining its core purpose and pricing structure.

• Regulatory compliance for smoke claims testing and remediation 
must be grounded in relevant and scientifically credible studies 
and regulatory standards that determine whether contaminants 
pose a risk to inhabitants, how much risk there is, and most 
importantly a threshold to safely restore property to.

• Deviation may pose significant regulatory and legal risks (for 
insurers and regulatory/governing bodies), in addition to added 
costs and operational challenges for insurers that could have 
consequential impacts on coverage access and cost for 
consumers.
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• Lab Certification & Training: Statewide certification for fire-contaminant labs, including 
mandatory training, proficiency testing, and audits.

• Inter-Lab Calibration: Regular calibration exercises to align methodologies and reduce 
measurement discrepancies.

• Leverage Archived Samples: Use existing lab samples for retrospective analysis to establish 
baselines and inform standards, reducing costs and unnecessary new testing.

• Tiered Testing Protocols: Implement risk-based tiers (trace, moderate, severe) with clear 
thresholds and escalation steps, starting with visual inspections and advancing to lab 
analysis as needed.

• Vendor Licensing & Oversight: Require licensing and minimum standards for remediation 
vendors to ensure quality and protect policyholders.

• Stakeholder Engagement: Formal process for stakeholder input and independent peer 
review before adopting standards or protocols.

Potential Approaches for the Task Force

Photo source: Mercury News

https://www.mercurynews.com/2018/06/30/smoke-from-yolo-county-fire-drifting-over-bay-area/
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• Discourage Moral Hazard: Implement safeguards to prevent exaggerated or fraudulent 
claims, including limits on solicitation practices, standardized disclosures, and 
reasonable fee caps for public adjusters and contractors. These measures help deter 
abuse, protect consumers, and maintain integrity in the claims process.

• Enhance Consumer Education: 
- Develop clear, standardized materials or an online resource with FAQs to inform 

policyholders about the typical claims process for smoke remediation, including an 
overview of testing and remediation that may occur. 

- These resources, developed in partnership with public health agencies, should also 
provide clear, science-based public health guidance on potential smoke exposure 
and practical steps for mitigation to help counteract fear-driven narratives and 
inconsistent information in media and public forums.

Potential Approaches for the Task Force

Photo source: Mercury News

https://www.mercurynews.com/2018/06/30/smoke-from-yolo-county-fire-drifting-over-bay-area/


THANK YOU

Karen Collins
Vice President, Property & Environmental
American Property Casualty Insurance Association

Photo source: The Wire
65

https://thewire.in/environment/los-angeles-county-wildfires-figures
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This presentation was prepared by the American Property Casualty Insurance Association for 
the use of the CDI Smoke Claims and Remediation Task Force. 

The presentation slide deck is intended to be viewed as a whole. Limited permission is 
granted to share this presentation as needed, provided that the entire slide deck is included in 
its complete and original form to maintain context and content integrity. 

The presentation summarizes information available at a given point in time and is provided 
solely for informational and discussion purposes. It does not constitute legal, financial, or 
professional advice and does not create any attorney-client relationship.
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