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PART VIX -  WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE
   “City dwellers” in Colorado have long complained about having to pay for those living in the wildland urban interface (WUI), urged on by those in agreement who have opined since release of the Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Report (the Report) in September (2013).
   Problem is, those opining on the matter demonstrate a lack of knowledge about the historical legislation establishing the forest and the multiple purposes the forests serve – the most important being that of watershed which provides the water supply for city dwellers to survive in municipalities. It is a proven fact that not much (human, plant or animal) survives without a reliable source of water.
   Today's edition presents the final issue – insurance –  from the Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force Report, with Barriers to Progress and Recommendations in next week's edition of Seeing the Round Corners.
   Insurance has become what can only be described as the 500-pound gorilla in the room. It is doubtful readers have not experienced or know someone who has not seen their homeowner's insurance premiums escalate dramatically because of all the catastrophic fires that have occurred in Colorado.
   Lest we forget, escalation always comes after the demand to cut trees from around the house; in many cases, 100 feet clearance. For many small property owners, that means they end up living in the middle of a patch of dirt! The Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force Report goes so far as to show a before and after photograph of a property where the “homeowner created a defensible space.” Two trees are left near the home with limbs and vegetation cut from those to a height higher than the peak of the roof of the house.
   The blame game is alive and well here in Colorado, more like out of control, on the subject of costs for protecting people living in the forests. City dwellers believe they should not have to pay as much for insurance as forest dwellers do. The quick rebuttal to that is forest dwellers believe city dwellers should have to pay their fair share, too. The forests serve as a watershed and thus municipal water supply so those same pompous city dwellers can turn on the faucet and flush their toilets. Get the picture?
   In a recent Denver Post article on the Task Force Report, Colorado Counties Inc. lobbyist is quoted as saying “the state fee to offset local government costs of mitigating risks is 'an excellent idea.'” “It gets right to the crux of the problem.” Such remarks demonstrate just how uninformed some people are. “City dwellers” benefit as much as “forest dwellers” when the forests are protected from catastrophic fires.
   Now to the Task Force's analysis as to the role of insurance in the WUI. Two key principles were identified as a means for insurance to serve as the “driving force for financial incentives that prompt individuals to undertake necessary risk mitigation on their property.
· Colorado needs a competitive market with multiple insurers and products. To ensure this exists, insurance companies must maintain their own individual underwriting and inspection process with minimal interference from the legislative branch.
· Changing homeowners' behavior is essential. Insurance companies are united in their desire to motivate homeowners in risk zones to mitigate.
   The Task Force acknowledged the passage of the Homeowner's Insurance Reform Act of 2013 (House Bill 13-1225) “which ensures that policyholders have enough time and adequate insurance benefits to recover from a devastating total loss of home and property.”  
   The background information provided in the Report included these points:
· hundreds of companies write business in Colorado;
· in general, homeowners insurance is available and affordable to consumers, especially compared to other catastrophic-prone states;
· various factors are considered by insurance companies when calculating the risk of fire (both wildfire and structure fire);
· factors include type of construction, materials and features on the home, roofing material/style, distance to a fire hydrant and a fire station;
· whether the neighborhood is protected by a fully staffed and well-equipped fire department; and
· ISO rating (Insurance Services Office) is also reviewed by insurance companies;
POINT-OF-INFORMATION:  ISO rating is a much bally-hewed term derived thru collecting information on municipal fire-protection efforts in communities throughout the United States via its Public Protection Classification program. “ISO is an advisory organization and insurers may use the ISO rating information, modify it or not use it as they see fit.”
· the existence of ISO ratings purportedly helps both insurers and communities evaluate the relevant public fire-protection services;
· the Public Protection Classification program provides incentives and rewards for communities that choose to improve their firefighting services;
· homeowners now face on-sight inspections being conducted and then being told what they need to do to mitigate wildfire hazards “to help save their homes and keep the home insurable;”
· cost and ability to obtain insurance varies due to company policies because each company has its own underwriting policy;
· House Bill 13-1225 spelled out new rights, duties and obligations of insurers, insurance producers and consumers with regard to the purchase of homeowner's insurance;
· key statutory changes for all homeowner policies include mandatory replacement coverage offers, provisions regarding policy deadline extensions, requirements for simplified policy language and for increased agent/company education and policyholder communication, and provisions clarifying the terms for documenting contents in the event of total loss.  
   Various industry information and education efforts were acknowledged by the Task Force:
Colorado Wildfire Ready Campaign:   A public awareness campaign to promote property and insurance preparedness with a three-part Wildfire Ready Action message:  1) creating a home inventory; 2) taking steps to protect property; and 3) reviewing insurance coverage.
Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety:   An organization with a goal of reducing property loss by helping make buildings more resistant against natural disasters and creating disaster safety plans for homeowners and businesses via its online service – DisasterSafety.org. The Institute has recently studied “vulnerabilities of buildings subjected to wildfire exposures and which mitigation methods are most effective in reducing the likelihood of wildfire-caused building ignitions in communities located in wildfire-prone areas.
   The Task Force also considered the National Flood Insurance Program as a possible model for wildfire risk, but determined replicating that program for wildfire-specific perils would be unwise. Of primary concern would be the likelihood that only property owners living in the highest risk areas would purchase WUI-based insurance product, resulting in too little participation to adequately spread the risk to make it affordable, and sufficient funds to pay out catastrophic claims.
   Next week, Barriers to Progress and Recommendations by the Task Force on the Insurance issue.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver,com.
