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What to Do After A Fire or Water Loss  
When to Involve Insurance Companies  

 

Filing an insurance claim can be tricky business. Do it right and you are golden, but if you 

make a mistake, you could be living with the consequences of that decision for years. 

Getting an insurance claim filed and paid shouldn’t be so complicated, but with hundreds of 

claims coming in every day, it’s hard to find the right information to make sure your claim gets 

the attention you and your home deserve. 

 

We will assume you have already addressed your primary needs of safety and shelter, and 

secondary needs of community and communication, to focus on what to do and when to get 

your remediation and restoration in motion. 

 

For more than 25 years of working with homeowners and insurance companies, 

experimenting with our process, we have found, that following these steps, in this order, is 

the best way to safely and efficiently get your restoration project in motion. We know this 

won’t be a perfect fit for everyone but for our clients it has proven to be the best way to 

getting life back to normal. 

 

STEP 1: Contact a contractor to get on their schedule for mitigation 

In a large fire (CAT 1 Multiple Homes) there are always some who act fast and get at the head 

of the line, and others who wait and discover that their home won’t even get in for permits 

for 6-12 months. Need an example… last year 11,000 homes were destroyed by wildfire in 

California. One year later only 11 were rebuilt. (NPR News) in a CAT 1 fire event before you 

call your insurance company the first thing you want to do is get a contractor on your radar. 

There are lots of reasons to make this a priority, here are a few: 

• There are only so many good builders to go around and if you don’t act quickly you will 

either get stuck with an out of state guy or an unqualified contractor who is trying to cash 

in on the situation.  

• The labor pool and available materials will dissipate quickly, and in restoration, it’s not like 

waiting to be next in line is a short wait. In ideal situations with good planning, a house can 

be erected in 4-6 months.  If you are 3rd in line and can do a little math… you can see the 

problem. 

https://www.3rsconstruction.com/remediation/
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In a perfect world, a good contractor can do 3-5 houses on the same street or neighborhood 

very efficiently.  Each trade can move from house to house in order and a lot gets done in a 

short time.  Talk with your neighbors, if you can coordinate a group of homes and work 

together everybody wins. 

 

Not Just any Contractor - Make sure your contractor is licensed, bonded, insured, and 

both experienced and capable of this level of restoration. Remediation and restoration for 

water, smoke, and fire damage is unique and involves complications like mold, long-term 

smells, hazardous material cleanup, and working with the restrictions of insurance companies 

and local ordinances. Many of these things your average contractor has not been trained in 

and if not handled properly you can have frustrating ongoing problems. The last thing you 

want is to not be able to finish your home because of funding issues or moving in only to 

discover the smells of burned memories every time the sun comes out. 

 

Dealing with insurance companies is also complicated and not something that should be done 

by an inexperienced contractor. It’s not that insurance companies are intentionally bad but 

they are always watching out to save their companies resources and if you don’t know what 

to look for you could end up with substandard work or not enough money to get the repairs 

you are entitled to. 

 

A good contractor will 

document the conditions 

before and during the 

work they are performing 

in the mitigation phase. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.3rsconstruction.com/contact/
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STEP 2:  Call Your Insurance Company 

Now that you have a contractor you feel can handle your job its time to call your insurance 

company.  If you are like most people all of your insurance paperwork burned up in the fire. 

You want to reach out to your local agent and get three things: 

1) A photocopy of your signed Policy. 
2) The number for the Claims Department  
3) Your policy number  

 

Call The claims department and give them this information 

• Your Name and Contact Info 
• A number they can reach you 
• Your Policy Number 
• The Nature of the Claim (Fire/Flood /Smoke/etc) 

 

You will get a claim number and your claim assigned to an adjuster.  It is important to clearly 

communicate that you have a contractor already and mitigation has begun. They will want to 

document the loss but that can mean waiting for days or weeks for an adjuster to get there. 

 

In Oregon, you have the right to choose your contractor don’t make the mistake of excepting 

however they tell you to call.  Some companies only do insurance work. They answer to the 

insurance company and not you.  One of the largest restoration companies completed almost 

2 billion last year only in insurance work.  If you have the option you want someone who 

knows how to work with insurance but is not solely funded by them. 

 

A good contractor will document the conditions before and during the work they are 

performing in the mitigation phase. 

 

It’s not uncommon for insurance companies to ask you to not do any work and not get started 

until they can send an adjuster out to see you. This is not a requirement and you don’t have 

to follow it. They want to be sure and see the full scope so they can know what they are 

required to pay for and what they can assign as your responsibility. 
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STEP 3. Assess the Situation  

Get out your policy and read it - this is important! If you lost it in the fire contact your agent 

and pick up a copy of your “signed policy”. Make a copy for yourself, your contractor, and an 

extra one for your attorney. 

 

Change Your Voicemail - Hopefully, you have changed your voice mail so family and friends 

looking to see if you are safe or just touch base and encourage you to know you are ok. For 

the next few weeks, you are going to be busy.  Update the message and don’t answer it. 

(assuming you have service at all) you can call everyone back or text at the end of the day or 

when you get a minute but don’t let it distract you.  Time is not your friend right now. 

 

Shut off Services - Most likely power water and gas are turned off but not paused for billing 

Fire Departments turn off gas and electricity when there is a fire to prevent further damage.  

You will need to call the utilities to get them turned on when you are ready and that will 

require a permit to prove the system was inspected and is safe to operate. 

 

Turn off utilities cable phone Newspaper, Garbage - Call your utilities and suspend your 

services.  They will continue to bill you monthly if you don’t initiate the pause feature. 
 

(Hot tip)   Cable companies will bill you for the lost equipment, and garbage companies 

can bill for the damaged cans.  Be sure to get those items included on your insurance claim. 

 

Call US Postal and UPS - Fed-EX - If you are like me packages are being delivered regularly. 

Contact your shipping office and make arrangements for packages to be delivered to an 

alternate shop address or pick them up at their shipping center.  This may take a bit of effort.  

Stopping a package in route is difficult by design but you can do it.  Ask the post office to hold 

your mail.  You may want to set a reminder on your phone to pick it up at a set time.  

Insurance information and other important information will need your attention. 
 

(Hot Tip)   Incoming bills can be a reminder of the services you need to put on hold. 
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Clubs and Memberships - Evaluate what organizations you belong to that may not be 

practical right now.  Insurance will not refund you for this type of activity. The one service to 

keep is a gym membership.  You have clean restrooms, and a shower available and that may 

be worth it.  

 

Document your Belongings if it is Safe to Enter - A burned-out building can have many 

hazards hidden beneath the surface.  Be careful, this is a bad time to end up in the hospital. 

Take pictures and videos- Some of what you see will bring on waves of emotion.  It is ok to 

grieve. Your brain knows they are “things” but your mind will associate them with loss or 

death. 

 

Keep Receipts - Lodging, laundry, meals, clothing, extra travel, fuel.  With receipts, you are 

more likely to get reimbursed then without. 

 

Don’t Start Work Yourself - Your time is valuable but if you are not employed in the trade you 

are performing insurance will not reimburse you for your time, even for cleanup. Occasionally 

a homeowner wanting to be helpful will jump in and try to clean up some items, shampoo 

carpets, or wash windows.  More often then not this causes more damage and further 

complicates the restoration. Ask your contractor if that will help before you accidentally ruin 

something. 
 

(Hot Tip)   In a smaller fire 

job with mostly smoke damage 

shampooing the carpet with a 

water-based system will push 

the soot and odor deeper into 

the carpet and pad making it 

almost impossible to 

completely restore.  

 

 

 

https://www.3rsconstruction.com/contact/
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STEP 4. Scheduling  

Get Mitigation started as soon as the area is open.   

There is not a second to lose. “First in first done”.  Once everyone else is in motion getting 

services from the city and county is slowed down significantly. 

 

Know your contractor’s timeline.  

There are always complications and setbacks because everyone and every agency wants to 

play a role in the restoration. Knowing the timeline and communicating often will help keep 

expectations on the same page. Keep in mind your contractor may be helping multiple 

families at once and juggling Inspectors, subs, employees, curious neighbors, news crews, 

OSHA, vandals, looky-loos, suppliers, transportation, materials, and the weather is a full-time 

job requiring a lot of focus. If he/she doesn’t pick up right away, be patient, the good ones will 

call you back. 

 

Check with your city/county/ sheriff to see if there are any fast track or special restrictions. 

 

Typical home construction usually goes in this order 
(There are a lot of variables so don’t panic if some are out of order.)   
 

Building a House from A-Z 

A. Plans 
B. Engineering 
C. Permits 
D. Final quote 
E. Temp Power 
F. Chem Toilet 
G. Dig out/Clean up Note hazardous clean up is often done before this process gets started 
H. Concrete 
I. Drains, utilities, septic 
J. Framing 
K. Siding- 
L. Roofing 
M. Gutters 
N. Plumbing 
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O. Electrical 
P. HVAC 
Q. Mechanical 
R. Insulation 
S. Cabinetry 
T. Sheet Rock 
U. Mill work 
V. Trim 
W. Paint 
X. Appliances 
Y. Top out 
Z. Punch List 
 
 

Hopefully, this list has been as helpful to you as it is to our clients.       

If there is anything we can do to help you navigate your Fire, Smoke, 

or Water Damage please give us a call.  Below you will find some 

Frequently asked questions in no particular order. 

 

FAQ: 

Q: Can I start work myself?  

A: Yes but there are lots of things that can go wrong.  Focus your energy on the list above 

and you will save time and money. 

 

Q: Should I begin to clean up?  

A: In a smaller loss you will be tempted to start cleaning things up even go as far as 

shampooing the carpets. We recommend you don't do this there are special chemicals and 

cleaning methods for removing soot it's easy to permanently stain or damage things if you're 

not careful shampooing carpets and washing some fabrics will push the smells deeper into 

the carpet or pad making it much more difficult to remove the smell. 

 

Q: Is it ok to shampoos my carpets? (see above) 

A: What if there is mold? There almost for sure will be.  Restoration contractors are trained 

and equipped to address and remove mold for your home. 

https://www.3rsconstruction.com/contact/
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Q: What should I do if I see mold?  

A: Take a photo and send it to your contractor.  (No Touchy) 

Q: What are the rules on radon?  

A: There are way too many to list here. A good contractor will install a radon-reduction 

system during the re-build as a precautionary method if it is not already required in your 

county. 

 

Q: Can I camp on my property?  

A: Once the area is opened up you should be able to camp or bring up a trailer as temporary 

housing. Check with your Sherriff before setting up. 

 

Q: Can I use my existing septic system?  

A: Complicated question. If not it will be addressed during the plans review portion. If you 

are allowed to re-use the same septic tank and field be sure to have the wiring to the pump 

inspected. 

 

Q: I have a generator on-site but my well doesn’t work?  

A: Check the wiring to be sure it was not melted in the pump.  Prime the well and purge the 

pressure tank.  Remember the plumbing was mostly destroyed so you want to be ready to cap 

off any broken lines once you energized the system. 

https://www.3rsconstruction.com/mold-remediation/
https://www.3rsconstruction.com/radon-testing-and-mitigation/
https://www.3rsconstruction.com/contact/
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