RECORD RECONSTRUCTION
PERSONAL RESIDENCE & OTHER REAL PROPERTY

To prove a loss, records may have to be reconstructed.  This is not always an easy task.  The following are some tips that may help.  Remember that you will need the same information for tax purposes, insurance reimbursements, and for FEMA and SBA aid.  The more accurate the estimated loss is, the more loan, grant, and insurance money will be available.

TAX RECORDS:  As soon as possible, file Form 4506 with the IRS to request copies of the previous four years’ income tax returns.  Write “Katrina” in RED letters across the top of the form and the IRS will expedite the request for copies.  Normally, in a Federal disaster area, the fees for copies will be waived.  Check the IRS website (www.irs.gov) for more information.

PHOTOGRAPHS:  Before you begin your cleanup, take pictures of the house, your personal property, and any other areas that will help establish the extent of the damage.

HUD STATEMENTS:  Contact the Title Company, realtor, or bank that handled your home sale (when they are back in business).  Request copies of your purchase escrow; refinance paperwork, and appraisals to establish the cost basis of the house.

ASSESSOR’S OFFICE:  If all else fails, request a copy of the property tax statement from the year you purchased your home.  Ask what the assessor’s valuation percentage was at that time.  This is not the best way to value a house, but in a pinch, it will be better than nothing.

APPRISAL OR REAL ESTATE COMPANIES:  If no other records exist, pay an appraiser to go through the historic multiple listing libraries for your neighborhood and give you an estimate of value.  
CURRENT VALUE APPRAISAL:  By law, you need an appraisal of what the property was worth the day before and the day after the disaster.  This is not the same as the cost basis.  If insurance does not cover the entire loss, this is needed for tax purposes.  If an appraiser cannot get to your home before reconstruction begins, the pictures of the damage will be crucial to determine the tax loss.

INHERITED PROPERTY:  Check court records for probate value to establish cost basis.  If a trust or estate existed, talk to the attorney who handled it for a copy.
IMPROVEMENTS:  Make a list of improvements you put into the house.  When possible, get a copy of the invoices from contractors. If the builder has no records due to the storm, a statement that the work was performed and estimates of the cost will constitute evidence if needed.  If an equity loan or home improvement loan was taken out, request a copy of the HUD statement showing the amount used to improve the home.

STATEMENTS FROM FRIENDS AND RELATIVES:  Check with friends and relatives to see if they have pictures of the inside and outside of the house taken before the storm.  If damage was severe, have friends and relatives write statements about the condition of the house, what it looked like, and lists of any property they can recall from the home.

VEHICLES

KELLY’S BLUE BOOK OR OTHER VEHICLE VALUE SERVICE:  The cost and fair market value of vehicles can be researched using Kelly’s or some other valuation service.  Most are available online.

CONTRACT:  Call the dealer and request a copy of the purchase contract.
NEWSPAPER ADS:  If all else fails, use the library’s newspaper files and find ads for your vehicle for the period in which you bought it.

DOCUMENT EXPENSES FOR REPAIRING THE VEHICLE: Take pictures and keep repair receipts to document loss.

PERSONAL PROPERTY
This is the most difficult area to reconstruct due to the number of items that may have been lost.  One of the best memory techniques is to draw a floor plan of the house and draw pictures of each wall.  Then fill them in.  You do not have to be an artist.  This is strictly for memory reconstruction.

KITCHEN DRAWERS, CLOSETS, SHELVES, GARAGE, BASEMENT, AND ATTIC:  Check thrift stores to jog your memory for items you may have forgotten. 

CATALOGS:  Use catalogs (most are now online) to remember household items.  
WANT ADS:  Use the local want ads and advertisers to list comparable items (for current value of what was lost).

BOOKS:  If a large number of books were lost, go to a used book store, measure the shelves, and count the books.  Check both paperbacks and hardcover books. Find an average cost per shelf.  Use this to estimate the loss of books in your home.
FRIENDS AND FAMILY:  Have anyone who is helping with the cleanup write down any destroyed or damaged articles being thrown out.  This will help with your inventory.  Also ask friends and family to make lists of items they remember from the house (art work, books, furniture, etc.
