y.eonsumer
Watchdog

Assemblymember Lisa Calderon, Chair
Assembly Insurance Committee

1020 N St., Room 124

Sacramento, CA 95814

July 2, 2025

Re: SB 429 (Cortese) - SUPPORT - Public Wildfire Catastrophe Model
Dear Chair Calderon,

Consumer Watchdog writes in strong support of SB 429 (Cortese) to direct California
universities to build and deploy a public wildfire catastrophe model. A public model will
empower consumers with information about their own wildfire risk.

The changing climate is having a greater and greater impact on consumers’ pocketbooks,
but too little climate data is available in the public realm. The problem is acute in the
insurance world where large corporations use black box catastrophe models to penalize
individuals for their wildfire risk, but individuals have no access to the models that quantify
that risk or information on how to reduce it. Insurance companies are hiking rates, freezing
new sales, and non-renewing policies based on predictions that are never publicly
explained. This is fundamentally unfair.

A public wildfire catastrophe model is needed to give homeowners, renters, and small
businesses access to the information they need to understand their own risk and the
ability to use it to make their communities safer.

California’s long climate leadership and deep academic bench strongly positions the state
to create a model to serve everyone. A public model would enable California to bake
equity, transparency, and accountability into its design and enable communities to
understand and act on their own climate risk. This is the best way to ensure models serve
more than the insurance industry and the largest modelling companies’ Wall Street
owners.

Homeowner George Braue contacted Consumer Watchdog when he was forced onto the
FAIR Plan and an $8,500 a year policy after his insurance company dropped him. He was
told the high cost was dictated by the model the FAIR Plan (CFP) used to assign wildfire
risk. The company said aerial data was included in the determination of his wildfire risk,
but would not explain whether the extensive brush clearance undertaken by George and
his Orinda neighbors was taken into consideration because, as with all private models, its



operation was secret. A public model would arm homeowners like George Braue with
better information.

California has invested billions in wildfire resilience and forest management to protect
communities. The private utilities have ratepayers paying to underground or upgrade
dangerous power lines. Communities and individual homeowners are spending big as well
to reduce their own risk of loss in the next wildfire. All of this spending directly benefits the
insurance industry by reducing the risk they will have to pay large claims in the wake of
wildfires, yet consumers don’t see the impact. A public model would quantify that impact.

Consumer Watchdog has sought to illuminate catastrophe models’ predictions on the risk
present across California, how insurance rates should rise, and decisions about who
should and should not get coverage. Private modelling companies consistently refuse to
publicly provide substantive information about how their black box models operate. This
has not changed under the model regulations Commissioner Lara implemented last year.
A public wildfire catastrophe model will be the reliable, transparent tool Californians need
to better gauge and mitigate against wildfire risk.

Consumer Watchdog joined other public interest organizations at Department of
Insurance workshops last year to urge the creation of a public wildfire catastrophe model
to serve all Californians. We are pleased to see SB 429 move this critical policy forward
and urge an AYE vote.

Sincerely,
Carinenn Balber

Carmen Balber



