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The end of an era…



INSURANCE INDUSTRY VIEW

Insights on 
insurance losses, 

coverage and 
claims handling, 
for smoke losses



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

Global Top 10 
Costliest Wildland Fires 

(Insured Losses in $ millions, in 2023 dollars)

1. $12,286  - 2018  Camp*
2. $10,932  - 2017  Tubbs*
3.   $5,206  - 2018  Woolsey*
4.   $3,852  - 1991  Tunnel
5.   $3,748  - 2017  Atlas*
6.   $3,644  - 2016  Horse Creek (Canada)
7.   $3,540  - 2020  Glass
8.   $3,500  - 2023  Maui (Hawaii)*
9.   $3,019  - 2020  CZU Lightning Complex
10.   $2,811  - 2017  Thomas*

Sources, Aon, Triple-I, RMIIA

 Bold emphasis indicates U.S. wildfires 
* Indicates utility-involved ignition



State Advocacy
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Global Costliest Insured Wildland Fires
Utility-involved ignitions since 2017

CALIFORNIA, COLORADO, & OREGON
2020

Labor Day

2017

Tubbs 

2017

Atlas 

2017

Thomas 

2018

Camp 

2018

Woolsey 

2021

Marshall 

2023

Maui 

Rank Insured Losses Event Location 

1 $12.3 B 2018 Camp
18,800 structures

California

2 $10.9 B 2017 Tubbs
5,600 structures

California

3 $5.2 B 2018 Woolsey
1,600 structures

California

5 $3.7 B 2017 Atlas
700 structures

California

8 $3-4 B

estimate

2023 Maui
2,200 structures

Maui

10 $2.8 B 2017 Thomas
1,000 structures

California

11 $2.8 B 2021 Marshall
1,000 structures

Colorado

(Above losses adjusted to 2023 dollars)

-- $1-2 B

estimate

2020 Labor Day
4,000 structures

Oregon

-- Less than $1 B

estimate

2024 Smokehouse 

Creek
500 structures, 15k cattle

Texas

2024

Smokehouse 

Creek



Average Acres per Fire (1983-2023)
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Ready to Burn

Source: APCIA, via National Interagency Fire Center
https://www.nifc.gov/fire-information/statistics/wildfires 

https://www.fire.ca.gov/media/11397/fires-acres-all-agencies-thru-2018.pdf 

https://www.fire.ca.gov/stats-events/ 

Average Acres per Fire (1987-2023)

, CAL FIRE 

https://www.nifc.gov/fire-information/statistics/wildfires
https://www.fire.ca.gov/media/11397/fires-acres-all-agencies-thru-2018.pdf
https://www.fire.ca.gov/stats-events/
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2020 – record fires in CA and western states

2021 – wildfire smoke reaches North Pole

2023 – Canadian wildfire smoke blankets NortheastExtreme SMOKE Events
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Is SMOKE a covered peril?

Insurance Policy:
• Individual state laws specify insurance coverage

What it typically covers:

• Direct physical loss or damage to property that occurs 
during the policy period, from fire or other perils 
insured against, up to purchased limits and any 
applicable deductible, endorsements or exclusions 

Common coverages for homeowners losses due to fire:

• Coverages A and B – Dwelling and Additional Structures
• Coverage C – Personal Property
• Coverage D – Additional Living Expense

INSURANCE
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Standard Fire Policy Overview
What It Is:
Standard Fire Policy laws specify a minimum and consistent level of coverage is 
available 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 in response to significant challenges and confusion in claims 
handling due to wide variances in policy contract language.

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.



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.

Ash:  light, powdery residue that's left after a substance has been completely burned. Soot:  fine, black powder (carbon particles) that's a result of incomplete combustion.

Smoke:  superheated aerosol of gases, vapors, and particles after substance 
undergoes 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)



Does any presence of smoke constitute 
“direct physical loss or damage”?

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 

What is the level of contamination and how do you test for 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., restoration company, 

industrial hygienist, etc.)

Standards 
Organization

(e.g., IICRC, etc.)

Insurance 
Company

(e.g., property claims 
adjuster, etc.)

Federal Govt 
Agency 

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

State Govt 
Agency 

(e.g., Health Dept, 
DOI, etc.)

Policy 
holder
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The perception and scale of smoke damage can widely vary

Example media coverage:

Maui wildfire survivors say insurers are failing to 

clean up toxic damage to their homes -- Some 
homeowners, from Hawaii to Colorado, wish their 

homes had burned down because they can’t 
afford to make them safe again.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2024/09/05/wildfire-
smoke-damage-home-insurance-maui-colorado/ 

Example remediation company claims:

Smoke damage affects the structural integrity of 

your home by weakening its foundation or 
compromising its load-bearing capacity. This 

renders your house unsafe for use and requires 

expensive repairs.

https://www.rockytoprestoration.com/blog/how-smoke-damage-affects-your-
property 

Extreme Smoke DamageTrace Smoke Damage

The insurer has a duty to conduct a thorough 
investigation, including if unclear or obvious 

whether “direct physical damage” exists.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2024/09/05/wildfire-smoke-damage-home-insurance-maui-colorado/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/2024/09/05/wildfire-smoke-damage-home-insurance-maui-colorado/
https://www.rockytoprestoration.com/blog/how-smoke-damage-affects-your-property
https://www.rockytoprestoration.com/blog/how-smoke-damage-affects-your-property


THE CURRENT STATE

A changing 
environment 

and public 
policy are 

contributing to 
a smokier future



The impact of long-term warming climate trends on wildfire
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…resulting in wildfires 
that ignite more easily, 

spread more rapidly, 
and burn more 

intensely.

…followed by heat 
waves and drought 

cycles that can dry out 
vegetation…

…creating more 
extreme rainfall events 
that lead to significant 

fuels growth…

As temperatures 
increase, Earth’s water 

cycle becomes more 
intense…
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Fire suppression policies over the last century, coupled with poor forestry management, a warming climate, prolonged drought 
and bark beetle infestations, have resulted in significant tree mortality rates and dangerous fuel loads across the U.S.

Warming Climate Conditions

https://berkeleyearth.org/global-temperature-report-for-2023/

New observational records set in 2023, for both land and ocean individually

Ready to Burn

Significant Fuel Loads



Community Growth Exploding in the WUI
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The ‘WUI’ was the fastest growing land use type …and growth is continuing to accelerate



Federal Efforts to Reduce Exposure and Losses

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 
18

https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission


Key Recommendations

FACILITATE PRESCRIBED BURNING 
Direct Federal agencies develop a strategic plan for the 
implementation of prescribed fire at a national scale. 

Direct EPA, DOI and USDA to work together to expeditiously 
evaluate current federal regulations (such as the exceptional events 
pathway) around the treatment of smoke from wildland fire in air 

quality management programs with the intent of ensuring the 
programs can accommodate increased use of beneficial fire.  

[See Report Recommendation(s): 12, 13, 14, 42]

https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission 
19

Federal Efforts to Reduce Exposure and Losses

https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission


Takeaway: You Can’t Ignore It
The environmental outlook across the U.S. includes 
larger, more intense wildfires and more beneficial 

fire/prescribed fire
=

Smokier Future Ahead
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WHERE IS THIS HEADING

The latest 
developments 
and other 
insights for 
insurers



Growing 
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. 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.

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

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

Growing SMOKE CHASER Industry

https://news3lv.com/news/local/california-business-illegally-targets-northern-nevada-residents-for-smoke-damage
https://news3lv.com/news/local/california-business-illegally-targets-northern-nevada-residents-for-smoke-damage
https://www.claimsjournal.com/news/national/2024/04/08/322771.htm


Smoke Chasers, Storm Chasers and PAs! Oh My!
(June 2023) https://www.plrb.org/event/smoke-chasers-storm-chasers-and-pas-oh-my/ 

…how to investigate wildfire and storm losses where there are questionable claims 
being made. With catastrophic losses on the rise and the ensuing rush to get those 
claims resolved quickly, there are increasing opportunities for bad actors, often without 
the insured’s knowledge, to submit questionable claims. The presenters will discuss 
how to recognize these claims early, how to investigate them, and how you can take 
steps to deter future questionable claims. After the webinar, attendees will be able to:

• identify the most common scenarios driven by questionable public adjusters including 
an understanding of the “supporting roles”;
• review current public adjuster schemes, concentrating on specific geographical areas, 
and how these are expanding to other venues;
• take a deep dive on extensive hurricane, wildfire and hail loss claims and how public 
adjusters have fueled multi-million dollars worth of claims; and,
• learn about “outside the box” investigative techniques and legal theories to help deter 
future questionable claims.

Insurers Working to Manage Increasing Exposure and Costs

Affordability
Rising Costs

Availability
Ability to Manage Exposure

Higher pricing / stricter underwriting Claims fraud detection
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https://www.plrb.org/event/smoke-chasers-storm-chasers-and-pas-oh-my/


State 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 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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https://www.insurance.ca.gov/0400-news/0100-press-releases/2023/release030-2023.cfm


State Efforts to Manage 
Smoke Losses

Increased attention from policymakers.

In 2024, Colorado enacted HB 24-1315, 
which requires the Division of Insurance to 
conduct a study regarding the remediation 

of fire-damaged residential premises.

Colorado HB24-1315
Study on Remediation of Property Damaged by Fire
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1315  

As defined in the statute, the Division’s study shall: 
(I) Evaluate methods of inspecting, testing, and remediating residential premises that 

have been damaged by smoke, soot, ash, and other contaminant as a result of fire;
(II) Include recommendations regarding the establishment of uniform standards for the 

inspection, testing, and remediation of residential premises that have been damaged 
by smoke, soot, ash, and other contaminants as a result of a fire; and 

(III) Consider the extent to which any recommended uniform standards related to the 
remediation of residential premises damaged by fire, including damage from smoke, 
soot, ash, and contaminants, impact the cost and availability of homeowners 
insurance.

Additionally, as defined in statute, the Division’s study must consider: 
(a) Existing practices and methods for the cleaning, repair, and remediation of residential 

premises, structures, personal property, and home furnishings that have been 
damaged by smoke, soot, ash, and other contaminants as a result of a fire;

(b) Existing standards, if any, for the testing, inspection, and remediation of residential 
premises, structures, home furnishings, and personal property that have been 
damaged by smoke, soot, ash, and other contaminants as a result of a fire, including 
any relevant standards established by the Institute of Inspection Cleaning and 
Restoration Certification or a successor entity; 

(c) Guidelines for determining whether structures, home furnishings, and personal 
property can by remediated after experiencing damage from smoke, soot, ash, and 
other contaminants to levels that are protective of health and safety;

(d) Existing indoor air quality health and safety standards, if available, regarding the 
habitability of residential premises, specifically after those residential premises have 
been damaged by smoke, soot, ash, and other contaminants as a result of fire, 
including, to the extent practicable, indoor air quality health and safety standards for 
individual who are more susceptible to health issues due to exposure to smoke, soot, 
ash, and other contaminants; and 

(e) The extent to which typical homeowners insurance policies cover damages to 
residential premises that are the result of a fire, including damage from smoke, soot, 
ash, and other contaminants, and the extent to which those insurance policies 
effectively cover the cost of cleaning, repair and remediation of the residential 
premises. 26

https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb24-1315
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Standards Organization Smoke 
Remediation Guidance

https://iicrc.org/fire-resources/ 
(Latest Resources: Safe Wildfire Smoke Damage & Ash Cleanup)

Institute of Inspection Cleaning and Restoration Certification (IICRC)
Currently, IICRC Standards do not specifically cover fire and smoke restoration.

New IICRC Standards in development for wildfire smoke…

https://iicrc.org/iicrcstandardsfaqs/

BSR/IICRC S760 Standard for Professional Restoration of Structures and Items 
Damaged by Wildfire Smoke includes practical principles, methods, and processes to 
evaluate and restore interior and exterior of structures and improvements, contents 
and personal property impacted by wildfire smoke emissions. 

In addition, this standard will also describe the basic principles governing wildfire 
particle distribution and eventual settlement on surfaces to aid the restorer in 
identifying the scope of a project and preparation of a work plan. This standard will 
also establish methods and processes to document, evaluate, restore and verify the 
cleanliness of structures and contents damaged from wildfire smoke.

https://iicrc.org/fire-resources/
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/lxv6qze0pbjtaes3zzz9x/112018_cawildfiredoc.pdf?rlkey=l8pauji2tcjco8j3osuv5vhur&e=1&dl=0
https://iicrc.org/iicrcstandardsfaqs/


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)

https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission 
28

https://www.usda.gov/topics/disaster-resource-center/wildland-fire/commission
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Coalitions Pressure FEMA to Recognize Wildfire Smoke as Major Disaster

Multistate coalition of 
environmental, labor and 

health groups and coalition of 
14 attorneys general submitted 

letters to persuade FEMA to 
initiate rulemaking to update 
its regulations to recognize 

extreme heat and wildfire 
smoke events as eligible for 
major disaster declarations 

under the Stafford Act. 

Also, clarify that wildfire smoke 

events are eligible for Fire 
Management Assistance 
Grant (FMAG) funding, 

which is critical in addressing 
the health impacts of wildfire 

smoke, such as providing HEPA 
air filtration devices and other 

necessary supplies to 
vulnerable populations.
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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
(CO Marshall Fire)

https://www.fema.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fema_marshall-fire-mat-homeowners-guide-risk-reduction-remediation-residential-smoke-damage.pdf
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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 

https://www.fema.gov/fact-sheet/smoke-and-ash-damage-claims
https://www.airnow.gov/sites/default/files/2021-07/protect-yourself-from-ash-factsheet.pdf
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Future Outlook
With more people in the WUI, wildfires and controlled 
burns, the peril of fire is becoming a more volatile and 

costly exposure with a much smokier future.

Need mitigation, collaboration on consistent remediation 
standards, improved policy language, and support from 

policymakers to better manage impacts.



THANK YOU

Karen Collins
Vice President, Property & Environmental
Policy, Research & International
American Property Casualty Insurance Association
karen.collins@apci.org 

mailto:karen.collins@apci.org


Learn more…

PART I: INCREASING Wildfire Risk in the Wild, Wild, West - The evolving conditions 
resulting in growing exposure in the wildland-urban interface

This paper examines the underlying issues contributing to growing exposure and increasing costs in the wildland 
urban interface (WUI), which are affecting the affordability of insurance in wildfire-exposed regions. 
(link: https://www.apci.org/attachment/static/7103)

PART II: MANAGING Wildfire Risk in the Wild, Wild, West - The growing challenges 
property insurers face in the wildland-urban interface

This paper examines the constraints and concerns insurers face in managing the peril of wildfire, which impacts 
both the affordability and availability of insurance for consumers residing in wildfire-exposed regions. 
(link: https://www.apci.org/attachment/static/7104)

PART III: TAMING Wildfire Risk in the Wild, Wild, West - The current state of mitigation in 
the wildland-urban interface

This paper provides an overview of the challenges related to wildfire mitigation, in addition to highlighting the 
latest research on wildfire mitigation and key programs. 
(link: https://www.apci.org/attachment/static/6885/)

'Wildfire Risk in the Wild, Wild, West' -- a three-part white paper series focused on 
identifying the challenges and opportunities affecting consumers and property insurance 
markets in wildfire-exposed states.

https://www.apci.org/attachment/static/7103
https://www.apci.org/attachment/static/7104
https://www.apci.org/attachment/static/6885/
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