
S 
teve Severaid longs for the day he will no 
longer have to explain what a public ad-
juster does. 

That day is coming soon – if it hasn’t ar-
rived already, says the Senior Vice President and 
Treasurer of The Greenspan Co./Adjusters Inter-
national, the largest public adjusting firm in the 
West. 

“What we do is balance the scales with the insur-
ance company and all the experts they bring out to 
assess and determine damages owed,” explains 
Severaid, referring to public adjusters as advo-
cates for commercial and residential policyhold-
ers. “The only way insurance policyholders get a 
fair shake is to level the playing field by having 
their own advocate.” 

Severaid predicts that professional public adjust-
ers will eventually be as well-known as attorneys, 
accountants, and other professionals that people 
regularly turn to for expertise. “In the future,” he 
says, “people who have suffered a fire will know 
that they better get a hold of a qualified public 
adjuster and get started right away,” as opposed to 

having to educate people after an event happens.  

With the rise in destructive wildfires in the west-
ern United States, the need for public adjusters’ 
services is “increasing year over year,” Severaid 
says. 

Seventy-five years ago, the late Sidney Greenspan 
founded The Greenspan Co./Adjusters Interna-
tional as a family business in Los Angeles with an 
eye toward expanding the industry up the West 
Coast. Today, the company is based in San Fran-
cisco and has close to 80 employees throughout 
California and other Western states.  

“We’re dedicated to helping property and business 
owners through their recovery, following insured 
property or business losses,” Severaid says. 

Staggeringly, a full 40 percent of businesses fail 
to reopen after a fire or other disaster -- and anoth-
er 25 percent fail within one year. While there are 
many possible reasons for this, “it often has to do 
with people not having enough insurance to get 
them back on their feet after a disaster,” Severaid 
says. “People have to be diligent about reviewing 
their coverage to ensure it is adequate and ensur-
ing their inventory is properly documented.” 

Even for those with adequate insurance coverage, 
insurance companies are notorious for dragging 
homeowners and business owners through months 
of negotiations, making it difficult – sometimes 
nearly impossible – for companies to reopen. 
That’s exactly where the critical importance – and 
impact – of a public adjuster comes into play.  
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“The insurance companies’ process is a devastat-
ing experience -- absolutely devastating,” Sev-
eraid says. “It wears people down; not just the 
money, but the mental strain. It ruins relation-
ships. The insurance companies’ approach in set-
tlement is to do it as slowly as they can, denying 
business owners the ability and opportunity to re-
open as they see their businesses crumble bit by 
bit right in front of them.”  

Following a fire or other business interruption, 
business owners find themselves in the impossible 
position of having to choose between handling 
their insurance claim or maintaining customer and 
employee engagement. Choosing to work with a 
public adjuster means business owners don’t have 
to make this choice; they can focus on recovery 
while the public adjuster negotiates with the insur-
ance company. 

After a deadly fire struck a Vallejo, California 
retirement home in 2008, killing several residents 
and displacing hundreds, the business owners 
grappled with legal challenges. Two years later, 
they found themselves at an impasse with their 
insurance company.  

“The retirement home was run through the mill for 
a couple of years. They were worn out. They did-
n’t know what to do or where to turn,” Severaid 
says. Luckily, they found Greenspan. The owners 
hired the company, which secured an additional 
several million over the insurance company’s ini-
tial offer, allowing the retirement home to house 
its elderly residents again.  

Sadly, Severaid notes, “Had we been involved 
from the beginning, they would have recovered 
more and faster – but some things were already 
agreed to and set in stone and could not be 
changed.”  

Greenspan not only helps victims of single-
structure fires, but also assists whole communities 
after wildfire-related losses. Extreme wildfires in 
the West have become the new normal, due to cli-
mate change and severe drought. “It’s changed the 
way we conduct business,” Severaid says. 

The company has dealt with major wildfires four 
out of the last five years, and has begun providing 
education and resources to help people prepare for 
wildfire season. 

“We’ve had to gear up in order to keep up the 
pace and make sure that we can satisfy as many 
people as possible when we’re in these wildfires.”  

I 
n response to the increased demand, Green-
span has created dedicated wildfire teams, 
ready to respond to property owners as 
quickly as possible to minimize the impact of 

wildfire damages. The company has integrated 

Matterport 3D technology, used in virtual home 
tours, to help document damage to homes, build-
ings, and other structures after a fire.  

With this technology, Greenspan teams can work 
virtually with insurance companies to assess and 
itemize the damage. “It’s an invaluable tool,” Sev-
eraid explains. 

“Business and property owners shouldn’t wait for 
a major disaster to strike before getting to work. 
There are things they can do now to start prepar-
ing for potential disaster,” Severaid emphasizes.  

1. Call your insurance broker and request a 
walkthrough of your facility to evaluate what you 
have. Make sure any new equipment is included in 
your listed inventory -- and that it’s covered by 
your policy. These changes often don’t signifi-
cantly alter your premium, and they can make a 
huge impact when it’s time to collect after a disas-
ter. Talk openly about your finances and what 
you’re generating in sales. Make sure the insur-
ance package you have is appropriate for your cur-
rent business operations. 

2. Use a phone or camera to video-document 
your entire building and everything in it. Save the 
video to the cloud or on a hard drive that is stored 
somewhere other than in your business because “if 
it burns down, it’s not going to do you any good.”  

As part of your disaster preplanning, choose a 
public adjuster now. Explore this selection from a 
business perspective, just as you would with other 
industry professionals on whom you rely for ex-
pertise. 

Homeowners are similarly advised to go through 
their homes and take video of everything inside – 
from kitchen equipment to power tools, and even 
the contents of drawers and closets. They should 
also review their policy with their agent and make 
sure they’re accounting for market fluctuations – 
like the dramatic recent increase in lumber prices-- 
when evaluating coverage.  

“We have our finger on the pulse on of the com-
munities we works with, holding town halls and 
panel discussions with experts and sharing im-
portant resources,” Severaid concludes. “We work 
with thousands of businesses, families, and com-
munities to help them recover from disasters like 
earthquakes, commercial fires and wildfires, and 
floods and water damage. With our expertise, ex-
tensive resources, and decades of experience, we 
continue to set the standard for public adjusting.” 
— By Brenda Gazzar, California Business Jour-
nal.  
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