RISING FROM THE ASHES

Advice From a Firestorm Survivor

By David A. Horne

David Horne is a Professor of Marketing at California State University Long Beach.  

He and his wife lost their home in Laguna Beach during the firestorm of October 1993.  He was the founding president of the Mystic Hills Homeowner’s Association, which represented over 220 families who lost their homes in the fire by creating a positive recovery climate so that they could fully concentrate on their rebuilding efforts.

Dr. Horne continues to be involved with local and statewide efforts to raise awareness of fire related issues and to work toward feasible, cooperative solutions.  He is currently serves on the Board of Directors of the California Fire Safe Council, a statewide public-private coalition promoting fire-safe behaviors and activities at the community level.

On October 27, 1993, my house burned to the ground.  Everything I managed to save fit in the truck of my car.  Everything else was reduced to ashes and rubble.  We were one of over 400 families devastated by that arson-set wildfire.  My heart goes out to those ravaged by the recent fires across Southern California because I know the sadness and anxiety you feel as you stand where your home did only a few days ago.  It’s no picnic.

We too lost everything, and the prospect of building and furnishing a new home from the charred remains was more than daunting. It was terrifying.

All of us were suddenly thrust into a world where we had never ventured before: A community of recovery workers, insurance adjusters, architects, contractors and building inspectors. Beware, there were others, usually not anyone who had actually lost their homes, who tried to join this growing community; we called them the naysayers.  These people initially sought to assign blame for what had happened, pointing fingers at every available target. They tried to enlist our mournful images as disaster victims that had been “wronged” in rhetoric against fire and local officials.  Another group contended that we would all be taken advantage of by our insurance carriers and to prepare for the fight of our lives just to get what we were due.  Both groups seemed to delight in frightening very vulnerable people just when they were most susceptible to such ranting.  We did our best to ignore them.

We chose another route—self–empowerment—one that has led to a safer community, generally equitable insurance settlements and continued insurance availability long after the fire was extinguished.

As fire survivors throughout Southern California begin the path to recovery this week, please consider some practical, firsthand experience that hopefully will make the journey before you a bit easier.

First And Foremost,  Don’t Spend Any Personal Energy On Retribution
You will have more to do than you can imagine.  If you take the time and mental anguish to try to affix blame on certain agencies or individuals, you will have that much less of your own physical strength for the critical task of rebuilding your home.  There will be an official analysis of what went right and what went wrong.  Trust them to do a fair job.  You need to put all your energy into your own recovery and rebuilding.

Second, Don’t Fear Your Insurer

As a professor of business, I know of no business models that say ‘take advantage of your clients,’ because no business that does will stay in business. Insurers want to continue writing policies in California.  

The immediate impact of a wildfire’s destruction is terrifying, but there is no reason to fear your insurer. Insurance companies are in the business of seeing survivors through times like this. In Laguna Beach, they demonstrated their commitment to their customers.  

Third, Treat Your Insurance Settlement as a Business Transaction

Your homeowners’ insurance policy is a contract bound by minimum and maximum limits. You will get what you paid for.  We knew we wanted to rebuild, and we expected insurers to honor their contracts. We never assumed that they wouldn’t. That was our baseline for settling insurance claims. Ultimately, we found that insurers had a positive attitude toward fulfilling their contracts for their customers.  

Now, be prepared for the fact the claims process will take some time.  There are what seems like countless forms to complete and lists of possessions to compile and documentation needed to support your claim.  Just plug along and make progress on a daily basis.  Don’t be afraid of the insurance company’s adjuster assigned to your claim, but if you feel like you are not compatible with that individual, demand a different adjuster that makes you comfortable.  You should always feel that the adjuster is on your side.  

Fourth, Be Organized as a Neighborhood

We made sure that as fire survivors we stood together on any decisions that were going to affect any of us.  We organized ourselves into groups based on each of the insurance carriers.  Each group held regular meetings where we all compared notes on the progress of the settlements.  We knew what each company was doing for their customers, so as a group of policyholders, we could ask for the same.  We never threatened or badgered any of the insurance firms, but we were collectively very united and businesslike about recovery.  The insurance carriers responded in a very positive manner.

Fifth, Beware of Strangers and Strange Offers

It has been widely publicized that fire victims should beware of unlicensed contractors, unscrupulous public adjusters and unhelpful suggestions that they try to file claims for more compensation than they are entitled. This is good advice – follow it. Troublemakers will try to encourage you to sign contracts and enter business arrangements that may not be in your best interest – be sure to check them out thoroughly. If someone encourages you to commit insurance fraud, ignore them. You can’t fool an adjuster, and law enforcement takes fraud seriously.

Finally, Take Advantage of Your Opportunity to Rebuild Your Community

It may not look like there’s a silver lining to this catastrophe right now, but you will soon have a chance to work both as an individual and as a community to rebuild your neighborhood. In Laguna Beach, we took advantage of this opportunity to build a community that is better prepared to ward off future wildfires.

We brought firefighters, homeowners, local officials and insurers to the table and asked: How do we make this better? We found that even seemingly little actions could make a big difference. We painted curbs red to ensure safe passage for fire trucks on narrow streets. We made a commitment to rid our city of shake-shingle roofs. We improved our community’s water supply. Since the fire, we even employ herds of goats to clear our hillsides of flammable brush.

As individual homeowners, we have also learned to utilize landscaping techniques to help protect our property from future wildfires. As you plan your new yard, consult with a local nursery about landscaping with fire-resistant plants, and avoid flammable trees and shrubs such as eucalyptus that could endanger your future home.

Join a Fire Safe Council

Now that we have built a safer Laguna Beach, we are protecting it by keeping the coalition we started 10 years ago intact. As one of roughly 90 Fire Safe Councils across California, the Greater Laguna Coast Fire Safe Council continues to bring public and private sectors together to protect our area from wildfire, while also safeguarding the nature of our community we hold so dear. For example, we sponsor a citizen-led Red Flag Patrol that mobilizes during Santa Ana wind events to patrol our canyons and hillsides looking for fires or suspicious behavior.  For more information on creating or joining a Fire Safe Council, please visit www.firesafecouncil.org.

Ultimately, the most important lesson we learned from the 1993 Laguna firestorm was that the future truly was in our hands. Make no mistake about it—it is hard, time-consuming work.  It will seem like you have another job just to recover and rebuild.  However, it is important to keep your focus on the long run.  Set the image of you and your family moving into your new house at the very front of your mind and refer to it often.  Imagine the first dinner or birthday celebration among friends and family in your new home and the sense of accomplishment that you personally made it happen.  We all did it.  You can do it.  Good Luck!!
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