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House passes insurance bill
By GEOFF PENDER - glpender@sunherald.com 
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The House passed a bill Thursday that would make into law the state Supreme Court’s ruling that an insurance company has to prove why any exclusion in a homeowner’s policy applies to a claim.
State Rep. Brandon Jones, D-Pascagoula, sponsored the bill and shepherded its passage in the House, with help from some other Coast lawmakers, including Rep. Scott DeLano, R-Biloxi.
“When someone is denied coverage under their homeowner policy, it is the insurance company’s responsibility to explain why they are denying coverage,” Jones said. “That’s just plain, old common sense they should have the burden of proof on that.” 
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House Bill 203 began as a “Policyholder Bill of Rights” bill -- legislation that has been unsuccessfully pushed since the storm and ensuing legal battles with insurance. But it was stripped down to the single issue before it passed.
The state Supreme Court decided in a case between a Long Beach homeowner and an insurance company after Katrina that the company had the burden of proof in denying coverage.
DeLano and Jones said the makeup of courts, and their rulings, can change.
“This will help homeowners know what the law will be and where they stand with insurance companies and not have to rely on the legal system,” DeLano said.
Coast resident Kevin Buckel, who has pushed for years for a policyholder bill of rights in the Legislature, said he was pleased with Thursday’s modest victory.
“What happened after Katrina, I don’t ever want to see happen again,” Buckel said. “… We don’t want the insurance industry trying to find a way to attack the Supreme Court ruling. This legislation would take that card out of their deck.”
Most Katrina-related insurance measures have died in the Senate, where the insurance lobby has strong sway. Many measures die in committee without even a committee vote.
Jones and Buckel said they’ve gotten some assurances the Senate will give HB 203 a chance.
Jones said: “We haven’t passed a single measure of this kind since Hurricane Katrina. I think this one stands a better chance than any others.”
Buckel said: “I’ve told (Lt. Gov.) Phil Bryant’s people that if it gets a full vote in either the Insurance Committee or the Senate, I’ll walk away and get out of their hair. We’ve got this legislation narrowed down now. It now comes down to a choice between the lobbyists and the people.”  
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