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Extra time to file taxes, but should you wait?
The government has granted ev-

eryone an extra three months to 
file — and pay — their 2019 federal 

income taxes because of  the coronavirus 
turmoil. Whew! It helps to have wiggle 
room in uncertain times.

But just because you have more time, 
should you take it?

If  you’re owed a significant tax 
refund, for instance, get your return 
completed and filed quickly so you can 
get your money. The Internal Revenue 
Service said the average refund as of  
March 20 was about $2,900.

“If  you’re due a refund, you might 
as well file as quickly as you can,” said 
Cindy Hockenberry, director of  tax 
research and government relations with 
the National Association of  Tax Profes-

sionals, a trade group.
You should also consider whether you 

expect to qualify for a federal stimulus 
check. In response to the economic hit 
from the coronavirus, Congress passed 
a $2 trillion relief  package that will send 
payments in the coming weeks to most 
Americans, based on their income.

People with income up to $75,000 
qualify for $1,200. Married couples filing 
jointly, with income up to $150,000, will 
get $2,400. (People with higher incomes 
get less, or may get nothing.) Parents 
also get $500 for each child 16 or young-
er.

The government is basing the checks 
on information from 2019 tax returns 
or, if  you haven’t filed yet, on your 2018 
return, Hockenberry said. The year 

the IRS uses could affect the size of  
your payment, if  your circumstances 
changed from one year to the next.

If  you haven’t filed your 2019 return 
yet, it may make sense to do a quick cal-
culation to see which year’s return (2019 
or 2018) will yield the larger payment, 
said Susan Allen, senior manager for 
tax policy and advocacy at the American 
Institute of  Certified Public Accoun-
tants. Various calculators are available 
online.

Another stimulus-related twist: Some 
people who don’t usually file tax re-
turns, like those with low incomes, will 
need to file a “simple” return with basic 
information to receive the stimulus 
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Pay all 
your high 
priority 
bills first

More than 6.6 million 
people.

That’s how many 
Americans applied for unem-
ployment in the week ending 
March 28 — an all-time high. 
This is the latest aftershock of  
the coronavirus pandemic.

The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, 
and Economic Security Act 
(CARES) provided supersized 
unemployment benefits — even 
for workers not traditionally 
covered by unemployment 
insurance. But some states are 
reporting it’s going to take time 
to process their claims.

Even before the outbreak, 
59% of  credit card holders were 
carrying a balance, according 
to a recent survey by Credit-
Cards.com. Of  those who didn’t 
pay off their credit card debt 
every month, 25% had been 
falling behind for at least three 
years. Another 15% had carried 
debt for more than five years.

Card holders most often 
used plastic to pay for medical 
expenses or car repairs, the 
CreditCards.com survey found.

People on the brink have 
been shoved over the edge of  
financial stability by COVID-19. 
Tough decisions on what gets 
paid when have become even 
more critical.

If  there’s not enough money 
coming in, you have to start 
taking care of  your bills the 
same way medical staff handle 
an emergency room slammed 
with patients. A standard prac-
tice is to determine who needs 
to be seen first, a method called 
triage. This system is used 
when the demand for treatment 
is greater than the staff can 
handle.

“Before the coronavirus im-
pact, I worked in a nail salon,” 
said Jennifer from Troy, Ala-
bama, in an email. “My work 
closed. I don’t have enough 
money to pay my car loan and 
phone bill. I’m too stressed.”

If  you’ve lost your job or 
you’re facing a long furlough, 

When money is tight, 
focus on rent, utilities, 
home and auto loans
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Berlin Fisher, owner of West Sonoma Style Bar in Guerneville, has business interruption insurance coverage because of the public safety power 
shut-offs, but is finding that the policy is excluding virus pandemics because there is no property damage.

In the aftermath of  the power shut-offs during 
the October 2019 wildfire, Berlin Fisher real-
ized he needed to get business interruption 

insurance coverage for his West County Style Bar 
in Guerneville because another disaster could 
put his hair salon on precarious financial footing.

Fisher had to wait until 30 days after the 
Kincade fire, then bought a policy from Hiscox 
Business Insurance in November to provide him 
some protection for what would be the next in a 
series of  natural disasters to ravage the region 
in recent years. Before Kincade’s flames, the 
lower Russian River area where he operates his 
salon was swamped by historic floodwaters last 
February.

When the Sonoma County health officer 
ordered the closure of  businesses deemed not 
essential effective March 18 to help curtail spread 
of  the coronavirus, Fisher initially was relieved 
figuring his business interruption insurance 
would kick in to make up for his loss of  business. 
But Hiscox denied his claim, saying the salon’s 
interruption “has not been caused as a result 
of  direct physical loss or damaged property at 

the premises,” according to an email from the 
insurer.

The rejection left Fisher baffled, perplexed and 
angry. 

“There is actual physical damage to my busi-
ness and equipment,” he said in an interview. 
“The virus can sit on my equipment. It can sit on 
metal for three days. My scissors are metal, so 
that’s damaging my equipment.”

Fisher’s frustration mirrors that of  many oth-
er small business owners across the North Bay 
who have found themselves in the same quanda-
ry: business interruption coverage apparently 
excludes paying for losses during the COVID-19 
pandemic. They are small shops, breweries, 
entertainment establishments that have faced 
the same refusal from commercial insurers to 
pay their business interruption claims. Their 
plight has attracted the attention of  California 
lawmakers, the state insurance commissioner 
and lawyers.

Robert Hartwig, a business professor at  
the University of  South Carolina and former 
president of  the Insurance Information  
Institute in New York, the industry’s main 
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Many frustrated to learn interruption insurance doesn’t cover pandemic

Businesses fight back
By BILL SWINDELL
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT 
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“We went to 
bed thinking we 
were covered, 
and we were 
great, and we 
were golden 
because our 
insurance 
companies 
sold us these 
policies.”
BERLIN FISHER, owner of 
West County Style Bar in 
Guerneville
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research group, said the cov-
erage exclusion for a virus or 
bacterium started appearing in 
commercial insurance policies 
beginning in 2006, in the after-
math of  the SARS (severe acute 
respiratory syndrome) outbreak 
from 2002 to 2004.

Some area small businesses 
are fighting back, though. Most 
notably, famed chef  Thomas 
Keller of  Yountville’s French 
Laundry restaurant. Keller last 
month sued his insurer, Hart-
ford Fire Insurance Co., in an 
attempt to have the insurance 
company pay for his losses 
caused by the interruption of  
French Laundry and his other 
restaurants. He has been forced 
to furlough 300 employees. 

Keller’s attorney, John 
Houghtaling, noted how the 
coronavirus has particularly 
threatened the nation’s restau-
rant industry, which employs  
15.6 million people. “This entire 
sector is crippled by a nation-
wide public health shutdown 
impacting countless livelihoods. 
We need insurance companies 
to do the right thing and save 
millions of  jobs,” Houghtaling 
said in a statement.

Insurance coverage woes
The latest anguish over 

insurance coverage during a 
crisis is all too familiar for many 
Sonoma County residents. Many 
of  them who lost homes during 
the 2017 North Bay wildfires, 
have found their properties were 
underinsured and, therefore, 
have battled with insurers in 
some cases in order to rebuild 
their homes. 

“They (2017 fire victims) had 
a full coverage problem,” said 
Amy Bach of  United Policyhold-
ers, executive director of  United 
Policyholders, a San Francisco- 
based consumer advocacy 
group. “What they didn’t have is 
a base coverage problem that we 
have here.”

Only a third of  U.S. small 
business owners are estimated 
to have business interruption 

coverage, according to a sur-
vey by Nationwide Insurance. 
However, there is likely a fair 
number of  them in the North 
Bay because they bought the 
coverage after being harmed or 
wiped out by recent fires or oth-
er calamities. Bach said she is 
working with lawyers to inform 
small business operators about 
the issue and recently held a 
webinar with about 25 vintners 
with the Napa Valley Vintners 
trade group to explain the intri-
cacies of  business interruption 
insurance.  

The decision by a business 
owner to pursue legal action 
against a commercial insurer 
over this matter likely comes 
down to whether a business 
interruption policy includes a 
specific exclusion for virus- 
related losses. Typically, these 
commercial polices will have 
standard language stating that 
the suspension of  business 
operations must be caused by 
direct physical loss of  or damage 
to property — which is what 
insurers are saying isn’t present 
with the coronavirus pandemic. 
Attorneys tend to be reluctant to 
take a case for a business if  the 
interruption policy has such a 
virus exclusion, Bach said.

Most commercial insurers 
started including that exclusion 
in their business interruption 
policies after the luxury hotelier 
Mandarin Oriental Internation-
al Ltd. recovered $16 million in 
2003 for business interruption 
losses from its insurers to cover 
losses at Asian hotels during the 
SARS outbreak, Hartwig said.

“There is no ambiguity in the 
language at all. None,” he said 
of  typical business interruption 
insurance policies. 

Hartwig went on about  
pandemic-related business 
losses: “Insurers have never 
collected a premium for this 
type of  loss.”

Challenging virus exclusion
Still, there are attempts to 

challenge that stance. Keller 
is asking a Napa County judge 
to force Hartford to pay claims 
because he contends there is no 
virus exclusion in his com-
mercial insurance policy. His 

suit also notes Napa County’s 
Public Health Officer Dr. Karen 
Relucio’s order on March 18 to 
close nonessential businesses, 
in which she specifically states 
the directive was issued based 
on evidence of  physical dam-
age to property caused by the 
virus. In Sonoma County, Dr. 
Sundari Mase, the health officer, 
also mentioned in her order 
March 31 to extend the county 
shutdown through at least  
May 3 that “the virus physical-
ly is causing property loss or 
damage due to its proclivity to 
stay airborne and to attach to 
surfaces for prolonged periods 
of  time.”

Keller’s lawyer, Houghtaling, 
said such language gives his 
client an advantage. 

“To avoid payments for a 
civil authority shutdown, the 
insurance industry is pushing 
out deceptive propaganda that 
the virus does not cause a dan-
gerous condition to property,” 
he said. “This is a lie, it’s untrue 
factually and legally.” 

Recovering losses
Many local business owners 

interviewed for this story say 
they have not gotten their hopes 
up to recover any lost money 
through their business interrup-
tion coverage. 

Brad Bergum, the chief  
financial officer at the Epicenter 
Sports & Entertainment com-
plex in Santa Rosa, said “our 
insurance broker told us our 
policies do not cover business 
interruption relating to pandem-
ics, so that’s where we are at.” 

HenHouse Brewing Co. of  
Santa Rosa also faces the same 
denial of  coverage, co-owner 
Collin McDonnell said. “The 
people aren’t shutting their busi-
nesses down, the Gov. Newsom 
order shut us down,” he said 
with frustration.

Others are more hopeful, 
especially those businesses with 
more legal resources. Vintage 
Wine Estates of  Santa Rosa 
has a “pretty good legal inter-
pretation that this cannot get 
excluded,” said Pat Roney, the 
company’s CEO.

The donnybrook has caught 
the eyes of  state and federal 

elected leaders. As of  March 30, 
lawmakers in five states have 
drafted legislation to compel 
insurers to provide coverage 
for companies that had busi-
ness interruption insurance in 
force before the coronavirus 
pandemic struck. Last week 
U.S. Reps. Mike Thompson and 
Jared Huffman, along with 
31 other California colleagues, 
wrote to California Insurance 
Commissioner Ricardo Lara and 
asked him to use his authority 
to ensure commercial insurance 
companies comply with their 
business interruption policies 
regarding claims related to loss-
es from the coronavirus. “The 
coronavirus poses significant 
challenges to many small busi-
nesses and we are urging you 
to exercise all authority to have 
insurance companies comply 
with their business interrup-
tion insurance to cover losses 
caused by a California statewide 
business shutdown ordered to 
prevent the spread of  coronavi-
rus,” the lawmakers wrote.

To better inform policymak-
ers, Lara on March 26 asked 
commercial insurers operating 
in California to submit data to 
his office showing how they are 
handling virus-related claims 
from businesses under their 
business interruption policies. 

Lara can order an insurance 
company to cover business 
losses caused by COVID-19, if  
the specific policy includes such 
coverage and the loss is not oth-
erwise excluded, the insurance 
commissioner’s spokesman 
said. 

In a statement, Lara said his 
department is working with in-
surers and business owners “to 
find creative solutions during 
this unprecedented crisis to 
make sure our businesses 
survive.”

Insurance industry troubles
Against this political back-

drop, the insurance industry 
has made another argument: 
its financial viability would be 
at risk if  insurers were forced 
to pay coronavirus-related 
business claims. In tandem, 
the insurers are making the 
argument the federal govern-

ment already has stepped in to 
provide some relief  small busi-
nesses are seeking, specifically 
the stimulus package passed last 
week by Congress that included 
$350 billion for small businesses 
that pledged to keep employees 
on the payroll. 

“The federal government has 
more policy tools and levers that 
it can adjust and it can use in 
a very targeted manner,” said 
Hartwig, university professor 
and commercial insurance 
expert.

The American Property 
Casualty Insurance Association 
has conducted a preliminary 
estimate that business interrup-
tion claims only for U.S. small 
businesses with 100 or fewer 
employees could fall between  
$220 billion to $383 billion per 
month related to the pandemic. 
The current surplus for the 
overall U.S. property casualty 
insurance industry stands at 
$812 billion.

“Any attempt to retroactively 
collect for nonexisting cover-
ages for such an extraordinary 
catastrophe like the COVID-19 
would absolutely put into ques-
tion the industry’s vitality and 
potentially solvency,” said Sean 
Kevelighan, CEO of  the Insur-
ance Information Institute.

That answer is cold comfort to 
Guerneville hair salon opera-
tor Fisher, who uses his email 
signoff as a “dog dad of  three 
rescues and a guy just trying to 
make a living.” 

His livelihood is now in jeopar-
dy since he can’t do home visits 
to cut hair. And even if  he sold 
gift cards or vouchers for future 
service, Fisher said he likely 
would be digging himself  into a 
financial hole he could not climb 
out of  when he eventually re-
opens. He is set to pursue a legal 
claim against his insurer, Hiscox.

“I’m not letting go,” he said. 
“We went to bed thinking we 
were covered, and we were 
great, and we were golden be-
cause our insurance companies 
sold us these policies.”

You can reach Staff Writer Bill 
Swindell at 707-521-5223 or bill.
swindell@pressdemocrat.com. 
On Twitter @BillSwindell. 
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“We need insurance companies to do the right thing and save millions of jobs.”
JOHN HOUGHTALING, attorney for chef and restaurateur Thomas Keller of the French Laundry

Former Town of Windsor Mayor/Councilmember Mark Millan
to Serve on California WateReuse Association Board of Directors

Windsor, CA – Mr. Mark Millan has been elected to serve on the
Board of Directors of the WateReuse Association, California section.
The WateReuse Association is a national organization advancing the
acceptance and use of recycled water. Members of the California section
voted to appoint Mr. Millan to this important policy-making position.

Mr. Millan has played a leadership role in water recycling and
reuse in the state and the nation for over twenty years. He was national
chair of the WateReuse Association’s Public Outreach and Education
Committee for seven years during which he received two presidential
awards (2007, 2011). He also received two awards from the United
States Department of Agriculture for his service in encouraging and
promoting the national use of recycled water.

“Water recycling and reuse continues to play an important role in
securing a sustainable water future for our state, and for the country”
said Mr. Millan. “It’s an honor to serve on the state’s WateReuse Board
and to advocate for both near-term and long-term initiatives and
policies that will promote greater water reuse to supplement our water
supplies throughout California.”

Water reuse is the use of treated wastewater for beneficial
purposes, which increases a community’s available water supply and
makes it more reliable, especially in times of drought. At different
levels of treatment, recycled water can be used instead of precious
drinking water for a range of purposes, from irrigation, toilet flushing,
and industrial uses, to groundwater recharge and surface reservoir
enhancement. Recycled water is a sustainable, reliable, drought-proof
water supply for the future of California and the US.
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Summit State Bank Contributions Reach $2 Million
to Sonoma County Nonprofits

Santa Rosa, CA – (April 2, 2020) – This month Summit State
Bank (NASDAQ: SSBI) contributed $309,866, to 182 of its nonprofit
customers through its Nonprofit Partner Program. Since its inception in
2009, the Bank has contributed more than $2 million to Sonoma County
Nonprofits through the program.

Summit’s Nonprofit Partner Program provides an annual cash
contribution to its nonprofit customers. This contribution is above and
beyond normal community giving, sponsorships and volunteering that
Summit provides during the year.

“We are very proud of the relationships we have built with our
Nonprofit Partners and are pleased to contribute based on the size of
the relationship. We believe it is important to give back to the local
community we serve and reinvest our dollars for the betterment of our
community. Our tagline says it all, ‘Building a better Sonoma County,
that’s our business,’ ” said Jim Brush, President and CEO.

Some of the recipients include Corazon Healdsburg, Giant Steps,
Pepperwood Foundation, St Vincent de Paul, North Bay Fire, Inc. to
mention a few. About Summit State Bank

Summit State Bank, a local community bank, has total assets of
$696 million and total equity of $67 million at December 31, 2019.
Headquartered in Sonoma County, the Bank specializes in providing
exceptional customer service and customized financial solutions to
aid in the success of local small businesses and nonprofits throughout
Sonoma County.

Summit State Bank is committed to embracing the diverse
backgrounds, cultures and talents of its employees to create high
performance and support the evolving needs of its customers and
community it serves. At the center of diversity is inclusion, collaboration
and a shared vision for delivering superior service and results for
shareholders. Presently, 75% of management are women and minorities
with 60% represented on the Executive Management Team. Through the
engagement of its team, Summit State Bank has received many esteemed
awards including: Best Business Bank, Corporate Philanthropy Award
and Best Places to Work in the North Bay. Summit State Bank’s stock is
traded on the Nasdaq Global Market under the symbol SSBI. Further
information can be found at www.summitstatebank.com.

Mark Millan is the founder of Data Instincts, a professional
consultancy specializing in public outreach for implementing recycled
water projects (purple pipe and potable reuse). He has coordinated
public outreach for dozens of recycled water projects throughout the
United States and has advised on reuse internationally.

Mr. Millan co-authored the Water Research Foundation’s
DevelopingModel Communication Plans for Advancing Awareness and
Fostering Acceptance of Direct Potable Reuse. He was a contributing
writer to the World Health Organization’s Guidelines for Potable Reuse
published in 2017.

Locally, Mr. Millan has been involved in multiple recycled water
projects including in Windsor, Santa Rosa, Rohnert Park, and Petaluma.
He also participated in the development of the region’s innovative
Geysers Recharge Project, and worked on many water reuse and other
related projects in Napa and Marin counties.

The WateReuse Association is a national organization with the
mission “to advance the beneficial and efficient use of water resources
through education, sound science, and technology,” and is well known to
water and environmental agencies and governmental entities throughout
the world. WateReuse is the only trade association that focuses solely on
advancing laws, policy and funding to increase water reuse. Members
represent more than 200 communities and 60 million utility customers
around the country.

For more information on the WateReuse Association please visit:
www.watereuse.org
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