MOVING MOUNTAINS

Homeowner tackles insurance bill of rights
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Nationwide insurance company denied Long Beach homeowner Kevin Buckel's claim for wind damage after Hurricane Katrina, although Buckel said the same insurer fully compensated a neighbor. An insurance bill of rights Buckel presented to state legislators would require that insurers treat policyholders equally.

calee@sunherald.com
JACKSON - A homeowner denied insurance coverage for his Hurricane Katrina damage grew angry, but then he did something about it.

Long Beach resident Kevin Buckel's work is expected to result in an Insurance Bill of Rights for Mississippi policyholders. The bill's strength is yet to be determined, but Buckel plans to see through the grassroots campaign he started a month after the hurricane in September 2005.

"It's remarkable," said state Rep. Diane Peranich, D-Pass Christian. "Already, he's moved a mountain because George Dale himself has come forward with a bill of rights. I certainly credit Mr. Buckel with that move forward."

Mississippi Insurance Commissioner Dale, a friend of the industry who has been dismayed by its response to Katrina, announced Thursday that he has finalized a Policyholders Bill of Rights that he plans to put into effect through state regulation. A public hearing on the bill is scheduled Jan. 26 in Jackson.

"We continue to try to find ways to see that what happened after Katrina doesn't happen again," Dale said.

A key feature of Dale's bill of rights mandates that insurance companies provide an outline of coverage to homeowners before or when the policy is issued. The insurance companies also have to indicate in a checklist where crucial items are located in the policy, such as exclusions for flood coverage.

The bill also lists 14 policyholder rights. Most already apply under the law, but the bill spells them out in one place.

Dale said his office studied insurance bills of rights in Texas and Florida to draft one for Mississippi.

Buckel also has researched bills of rights. He drafted one that he presented to Peranich and other Coast legislators. He hopes to see the Legislature pass a bill of rights with key provisions Dale did not have.

For example, Peranich and Buckel believe an insurance bill of rights should prevent insurance companies from contributing to the campaigns of state insurance commissioner candidates.

Dale, the longest-serving insurance commissioner in the nation, said that would be fine as long as the same rule applies to other offices and the constituencies they oversee or regulate.

Buckel also says insurance companies should be required to treat policyholders equally. In waterfront neighborhoods across the Coast, some homeowners were denied coverage for wind damage while others received compensation from the same company.

Insurers maintain that they investigate damage to each property and pay what is owed under their policies.

Most important, Buckel believes, consumers deserve to know an insurance company's record on claim payments. While Dale's office regularly releases figures on the number and amount of claims paid, information is not available on the number and amount denied.

State Rep. Mark Formby, R-Picayune, chairman of the House Insurance Committee, said several insurance bills of rights are being drafted. Once they are filed, his committee will hold a hearing to discuss them.

Buckel is one of the people expected to speak at the hearing.

"My big push all along has been that George Dale should be required to disclose how these insurance companies perform," said Buckel, who started his grassroots campaign when Dale refused to provide complete claims numbers. "There's no law on the books requiring him to do it and he's not doing it after Katrina because he knows the insurance companies' numbers are horrible."



Insurance bills of rights 
A public hearing is scheduled on a Policyholders Bill of Rights proposed by Mississippi Insurance Commissioner George Dale. Dale said suggestions at the hearing could result in revisions before a final bill is added to state regulations. No legislation is required for Dale's bill.

The hearing will be held at 9 a.m., Jan. 26 in the Public Service Commission Courtroom, Woolfolk State Office Building, 501 N. West St., Jackson. To review the bill, go to http://www.doi.state.ms.us/, click on Industry Info, then select Regulations from the list.

To learn more about Kevin Buckel's grassroots campaign for a legislative bill of rights and read his proposed bill, go to http://www.msbillofrights.com/. Once an insurance bill of rights is introduced in the Legislature, Buckel said he will keep a legislative scorecard on the Web site to show who supports and opposes it.

