Tiburon attorney Kathleen Defever made a career ‘adjustment’ and is
now taking on the insurance industry on behalf of fire victims

By Judith M. Wilson

he notion of becoming an

attorney never crossed
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Kathleen Defever’s mind when
growing up in the countryside
near Lansing, Michigan—
much less, pursuing a career

as a public insurance adjuster, representing
policyholders in negotiating claims with insurance
companies.

Little did she know, decades later it would prove
a "hot” legal career path in fire-heavy Northern
California.
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—Kathleen Defever

changed, as companies began to write policies differently,
and the number of people with disability policies decreased.
Meanwhile, property claims were increasing—she describes
it as a natural progression according to the market—and
she had an opportunity to expand her skills and get another
perspective on insurance by working as a public insurance
adjuster for the Greenspan Company, which was looking
for people with a background in law. The fields overlapped,
and "They hired me to be an adjuster, and | went out and
handled claims for two years,” she says. She found that her
law degree was useful, and the work was exciting, but also
tragic. "Being out in the field after a wildfire and hearing
the stories is moving,” she says. "I wish that on no one.”

Defever found that helping people get their insurance
claims settled and seeing them rebuild was satisfying,
but the process was complicated. She decided that a
degree specifically in insurance law would be helpful,
and she earned a master's degree from the University of
Connecticut in Hartford, completing coursework through
videoconferencing and two in-person visits a year,
eventually graduating in 2010

The area she served as an adjuster stretched from Santa
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Cruz to Redding, but she mostly
worked in the Bay Area. The 2017
Tubbs Fire took place during her
tenure, but she didn't work on those
claims, because she was still in training
and was assigned to smaller fires. Still,
she had clients who'd lost people,
pets and heirlooms in fires, and so
rather than simply looking at a site to
evaluate the property loss, empathy
and caring for a client’s emotions
were part of the job as well. The work
required substantial energy—mental
and emotional as well as physical—
and the sites she visited were often
dangerous. She had to wear a mask
for protection from asbestos, ash and
toxic materials, which were often in
the air, because moving things around
disturbs those substances. Firefighter
boots were also part of her protective
gear to prevent injury if she stepped
on nails. She recalls going to one
house, where half the downstairs and
half the upstairs had burned. "We
needed to go upstairs, but we didn't
know if it was safe” she says. “You
have to make some big judgment
calls. It's an exciting job, but also very
demanding.”

Her experiences as an adjuster also
gave her insight into the importance
of getting help after a loss. Claims are
complex, she says, and if you don't
start on the right foot, you won’t have
a good outcome. "You have to be very
exact and have a deep knowledge of
what your rights are, or you'll lose
at least 20% of your coverage” she
explains. Property owners also need
to be able to answer questions. Did
an inspector come? What's your policy
coverage? Will personal property be
replaced? In addition, knowledge of
different categories of coverage is
essential if you are to reconstruct
your life, whether the loss is a3 home
or a business. She points out that
many businesses that closed during
the COVID-19 pandemic were unable
to claim their loss of income because
their claims weren’t handled well and
their policies tended to be vague.
“You have to know how to present
yourself to know how to present
your claim,” she says. "Please ask for
help. Do not try to handle your claim
on your own.” She explains that the
process is confusing, putting people
at risk of losing up to 50% if they
file a claim themselves, and they
could inadvertently do something
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that makes a claim more difficult to resolve successfully.
“You must handle a claim carefully from the beginning. You
won't recover later,” she says. She can look at properties
that wildfires destroyed in Sonoma County and tell who had
help and who didn’t. The most impressive rebuilds are those
whose owners hired professionals, because they got larger
settlements

Public insurance adjusters are licensed, and the field is
relatively new. They became prominent after insurance
companies changed, and making money became the primary
motivator, she says. "It's a good industry that really helps
people” says Defever, but insurance companies often try
to discredit them, because they lose so much money when
people hire them "They have to pay 30% more to people
who get help, and that adds up to millions of dollars,” she
says, so they'll try to dissuade a client from seeking outside
assistance. She also found it disturbing when California
Insurance Commissioner Ricardo Lara issued a warning
about public insurance adjusters this past January after the
catastrophic wildfires in Southern California, suggesting
their intentions might be less than honorable. “Try to
settle your claim directly with your insurance company
before hiring a public adjuster or an attorney” Lara said in
an information guide titled "Don’t Get Scammed After a
Disaster.”

“To scare people away from getting the help that they
need is really upsetting,” Defever says.

A place to call home
San Francisco and the North Bay beckoned to Defever
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because it's a place where so many
new ideas are born. “*For me, it's
always about learning and discovering
new things,” she says. When she first
arrived, she visited a friend who lived
in Marin County, and the more she
saw, the more attractive the area
became. Much of the appeal was its
proximity to a world-class city, while
also providing habitat for animals. She
grew up on a farm and missed nature
and the tranquility of rural life when
she lived in Chicago. But in Marin, she
could have both a big-city experience
and the natural environment and
slower pace that comes with open
space and small-town life. At first, she
lived at Larkspur Landing and took the
ferry to her job in the city. In 2010, she
moved to Tiburon, where she now lives
with her partner Richard Grossman,
two cats and a parrot in a hillside home
overlooking 5an Francisco Bay. Fog
obscured the view on her first visit,
and "I had no idea you could see San
Francisco,” she says.

She is now the principal attorney
at Defever Law, a sole proprietorship
in Tiburon, specializing in insurance
law and acting as an advocate for
policyholders.

For the past couple of years, she's
also spent time in Belgium, where she
is working on a PhD in insurance law
at the University of Ghent. "There
are no PhDs in insurance laws in the
United States. You're hard-pressed
to find an insurance course in a law
school in the US." she says, pointing
out that insurance gets more attention
as a discipline in Europe. Insurance is
a huge industry in this country, but
it's an overlooked field in American
law, so she views becoming an expert
in insurance law as a professional
opportunity and a chance to learn
something new. She already advises
law firms, and adding to her repertoire
will allow her to create a new sub-
specialty and offer further expertise.
The deeper knowledge she is acquiring
will help her to write amicus briefs,
and she'd like to serve as an expert
witness and believes that having
schooling and education that nobody
else in the country has will allow her
to accomplish that goal. "I'm creating
a new niche in the insurance field,” she
says.

Her free time is fleeting, but she
devotes much of it to giving back
to her community. She's served as
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Kathleen Defever is president of the Rotary Cub of Tiburon-Belvedere, where she and like-minded
Rotarians can 'work together to make the world a better place”

a member of the Tiburon Planning
Commission since 2018 (and even

ran unsuccessfully for town council

in 2020) and believes the work is
important, because town meetings are
opportunities for any local resident to
be heard on any issue.

“I love listening, learning from
townspeople and then analyzing the
issue before me and crafting the best
solution that we can,” she says. She
acknowledges that the results aren’t
always perfect, but she likes putting
together something that has the

potential to bring happiness and make
the world better. She's also president
of the Rotary Club of Tiburon-
Belvedere, and finds that with Rotary,
she's with like-minded people, whether
it's here or abroad. "We work together
to make the world a better place. That
is the best thing you can do in this life.
It was instilled in me by my family.
Never take your fortune in life for
granted.

“It's your responsibility to give back
to your fellow humans”
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