As we move through the hurricane season, questions about insurance claims inevitably rise. One recurring issue
that often causes headaches after a storm isn't just the storm damage itself — it's the pre-existing debris and yard
junk left behind before the winds even start blowing. Can that old clutter impact your post-storm cleanup checklist
insurance claim? Absolutely. Let's unpack this with facts, local context, and timing insights, cutting through the

vague "be prepared” advice you usually see.

Quiet Season Complacency: A Risk You Can’t Afford

Many homeowners fall into a pattern: if it's early in the season or if the NOAA seasonal outlook calls for a “quiet”
hurricane season, they ease up on yard cleanup. That's a mistake. Even in less active seasons, an individual storm
can cause severe damage — and pre-existing yard junk can turn a straightforward damage claim into a

complicated fight.

Here's why: Insurance adjusters reviewing your claim need to separate what damage happened because of the
storm from the damage or issues that already existed beforehand. If your yard looks like a storage unit for old
furniture, fallen branches, and broken fencing before the storm, this pre-existing debris immediately raises red

flags.

What Can Become a Projectile?

When walking your yard, | always ask myself.: What can become a projectile? That lawn chair, that stack of
firewood, the broken branch tangled in the bushes — all of these can be picked up by high winds and thrown
around, causing extra damage to your house, car, or neighboring property. If it was already in your yard before

the storm and you didn't secure or clear it, your insurer might argue the damage was avoidable or pre-existing.

The Limits of NOAA Seasonal Outlooks for Claims Planning

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) issues seasonal hurricane outlooks, predicting the
number of expected storms, hurricanes, and major hurricanes for the upcoming months. While these outlooks are

valuable for broad planning, they have significant limitations when it comes to individual insurance claims.

* Seasonal outlooks do not predict specific storm tracks: A “quiet” season does not guarantee your home

won't be hit.

* Severity differs greatly per event: One major hurricane can cause as much damage as an entire active

season combined.

* Claims depend on what actually happens on your property: Regardless of outlook, if damage occurs and

complications arise from pre-existing yard junk, your claim can be affected.

Relying on NOAA's seasonal predictions to justify delay in yard cleanup or ignoring debris management is a

gamble with your insurance settlement’s integrity.

Understanding Peak Season Timing and Cleanup Challenges

Peak hurricane season runs from mid-August through October, a period when storms are more frequent and tend
to be stronger. During this time, municipalities in many Florida counties often enforce curbside collection
suspensions once a hurricane watch is issued to keep crews focused on emergency response and debris from the

actual storm event.
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This suspension period means any yard junk left outside before the watch may remain there longer, complicating
evidence of pre-existing debris versus storm-created debris after the event. Homeowners need to factor this

timing into their cleanup schedules.

Monthly Checklist for Yard Cleanup

Month Key Yard Prep Actions Notes June

® Trim dead branches and trees
® (Clear gutters and drains

® Begin regular yard debris removal
Start early to avoid last-minute rush and debris buildup July

® Secure or move vulnerable yard items indoors
* Make sure fence sections are intact and not loose

® Watch for any signs of growing debris piles
Prepare for mid-season storms; keep yard clear August - October (Peak)

® Remove all non-fixed items from yard
e Stay alert to NOAA outlooks and local watches

® Understand municipal curbside suspension policies during watches

Peak time — no procrastination allowed

Yard Debris and Damage Claim Complications

Insurance adjusters are trained to look for causes and damages that are storm-related versus those likely due to

negligence or pre-existing conditions. Pre-existing debris can threaten your claim in several ways:

1. Proof of Damage Origin: Adjusters may question whether roof damage was caused by storm debris or by

already weakened roofing from unattended tree branches.

2. Inflated Damage Claims Suspicion: Debris left before the storm might be mistaken for storm-generated

debris, prompting more scrutiny.

3. Policy Exclusions: Negligence clauses in many policies exclude damage worsened by failure to maintain the

property (including clearing yard junk).
When adjusters come onsite, be ready to answer questions about:

* When the debris was last moved or cleaned
¢ Whether items were secured before the storm

® Your timeline of storm preparation activities

Being transparent and having photo documentation before and after the storm is invaluable here.



Best Practices for Avoiding Insurance Claim Headaches

Regular Yard Maintenance: Don't wait until a storm is imminent. Keep the yard as free from loose objects as

possible.

Document Everything: Photos, videos, and dates of cleanup efforts protect you if questions arise.

Know Your Municipality’s Watch & Warning Policies: Understand when curbside collection suspensions
kick in so you can plan debris removal before those periods.

Secure Items That Can’t Be Moved: Anchor patio furniture, trash bins, grills, and similar items to prevent
them from becoming projectiles.

Communicate with Your Insurance Provider: Ask about coverage specifics related to pre-existing debris

and property maintenance.



Conclusion: Don’t Let Pre-existing Yard Junk Derail Your Insurance
Claim

Hurricane season is unpredictable. NOAA's outlooks help but are no reason to take chances with your property
maintenance. Yard junk and debris left pre-storm can complicate and delay your insurance claim, potentially

leading to denial or reduced settlements because of questions around negligence and pre-existing conditions.

Stay proactive. Keep your yard clear, document your prep, and know your local municipal policies around debris
collection in hurricane watches. When the storm hits, you want the focus on storm damage — not on the junk

that was there all along.

Remember, insurance claims are all about timing and clarity. The better your storm prep and yard management,

the less you'll worry about adjuster questions and damage claim complications later.



