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The latest insurance data show that
the risk of hitting a deer with your
car has not changed much from a

year ago. But the cost of repair-
ing your car, if you’re unlucky
enough to strike one, is on the
rise.
State Farm reports that the

chance of a driver hitting a deer
is one in 169 nationally, about the
same as in 2014. There is, howev-
er, significant regional variation.
Motorists should take special care
when driving through West Virgin-
ia, where the chance of hitting a
deer is one in 44 drivers. Odds are
also high in Montana, Iowa, Penn-
sylvania and South Dakota. Claims
for deer strikes rose more than 21
percent in Indiana and more than 13
percent in Iowa.

To compile its report, State Farm
makes projections for the industry
as a whole based on its own claims
records and uses data on state li-
censed-driver counts from the Fed-
eral Highway Administration. The
analysis is based on claims filed

from July 1, 2014, to June 30, 2015,
in all states and the District of Co-
lumbia.

Nearly 1.3 million claims were
filed industrywide, State Farm esti-
mates. The numbers include claims
from hitting elk and moose, as well
as deer.

If you hit a deer, the damage to
your car typically is covered un-
der the “comprehensive” portion
of your auto insurance policy, said
J. Robert Hunter, director of insur-
ance for the Consumer Federation
of America. That is the part of your
policy that covers fire, vandalism,
and storms — generally, damage
caused by anything other than a
collision with another car or an
object (like a utility pole). You will
usually have a deductible that you
pay before the insurance policy
pays out.

Comprehensive coverage, howev-
er, is often optional. If you have not
bought such coverage for your car,
you will probably pay for repairs
out of pocket.

The national cost per claim from
hitting a deer rose by 6 percent, to
more than $4,100 from about $3,900
in 2014, State Farm says.

Private equity and hedge fund firms
have bought more than 100,000 trou-
bled mortgages at a discount from
banks and federal housing agencies,
emerging as aggressive liquidators
for the remains of the mortgage cri-
sis that erupted nearly a decade ago.

As the housing market nationwide
recovers, this is a dark corner from
which banks have retreated. Federal
housing officials have welcomed the
new financial players as being more
nimble and creative than banks with
terms for delinquent borrowers.

But the firms are drawing fire.
Housing advocates and lawyers for
borrowers contend that the private
equity firms and hedge funds are
too quick to push homes into fore-
closure and are even less helpful
than the banks had been in negoti-
ating loan modifications with bor-
rowers. Lawmakers are question-
ing why federal agencies are selling
loans at a discount of as much as 30
percent to such firms.

One company has emerged as a
lightning rod, criticized by housing
advocates and lawyers for borrow-
ers, but admired by investors: Lone
Star Funds, a $60 billion private eq-
uity firm founded in 1995 by John

Grayken. In just a few years, Lone
Star’s mortgage servicing firm, Cal-
iber Home Loans, has grown from
a bit player to a major force in the
market for distressed mortgages.
An examination by The New York
Times of housing data and court
filings, and interviews with borrow-
ers, lawyers and housing advocates,
revealed a pattern of complaints
that Lone Star was quick to begin
foreclosure proceedings.

Take Charles and Pamela Hub-
bard of Sacramento. They briefly
lost their home when Lone Star’s
Caliber subsidiary dealt harshly
with their request for a loan modi-
fication. The couple said they had
submitted the application to reduce
their monthly mortgage payments
four days before a planned foreclo-
sure sale, but the Lone Star subsidi-
ary said the Hubbards had been late
in completing the application and
pushed ahead with the sale.

Within a month, the three-bed-
room house that the Hubbards had
lived in for two decades was auc-
tioned to another affiliate of Lone
Star with the right to resell it. The
foreclosure was rescinded only af-
ter the couple went to court.

Caliber declined to comment on
individual borrowers, but said that
in general it was “committed to pro-

viding the best possible service to
all borrowers, and identifying solu-
tions that allow troubled borrowers
to continue to pay their mortgages
and stay in their homes is our top
priority.” It said it had one of the
highest loan modification rates in
the industry.

A window into how Caliber and
Lone Star operate can be seen in
a rare look into one of Lone Star’s
biggest deals — a bundle of 17,000
distressed mortgages that had an
unpaid balance of $2.96 billion.

With money from public pension
funds, Lone Star bought those mort-
gages in the summer of 2014 at an
auction held by the Department of
Housing and Urban Development.
The loans were originally under-
written before the financial crisis
by banks like JPMorgan Chase and
Bank of America, with insurance
guarantees from the Federal Hous-
ing Administration.

HUD rules barred Lone Star from
foreclosing on most of the mortgag-
es until early March. But since then,
the firm has picked up the pace of
foreclosures. As of the end of August,
Lone Star and Caliber had foreclosed
on at least 1,500 of those mortgages
— or 9 percent of the pool, according
to an analysis of the home addresses
performed by RealtyTrac. Many of
the foreclosed homes are clustered

in Florida, Ohio, New Jersey, Califor-
nia and Texas.

A majority of the homes fore-
closed on by Caliber have been
bought back by another Lone Star
affiliate at either a trustee or sher-
iff’s auction. The private equity firm
is looking to resell the homes.

Private equity’s push into the dis-
tressed mortgage market has pro-
duced some benefits. Thousands of
homes that were abandoned by bor-
rowers are now back on the market.
Still, housing advocates argue that

federal housing agencies should
make it easier for nonprofit orga-
nizations to have a better chance
to compete for troubled mortgages,
believing that these groups would
work harder to avoid foreclosures.

Federal housing officials reject
much of the criticism, noting that
many of the borrowers have not
made a mortgage payment in three
years. The private buyers, officials
say, often represent borrowers’ last
hope of striking a deal that can keep
them in their homes.

BORROWING
MATTHEW GOLDSTEIN

JASON HENRY FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

BACK HOME Charles and Pamela Hubbard of Sacramento briefly lost their house
when a private equity firm’s subsidiary refused to modify their loan.
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how diesel owners
could be compensated.
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¶ Will filing a claim after hitting
a deer raise my premium?
Since deer accident claims are
generally filed under your pol-
icy’s comprehensive coverage,
where there is usually no fault
assigned, they are less like-
ly to result in a rate increase,
said Loretta Worters, a spokes-
woman for the Insurance Infor-
mation Institute, an industry
group.

But for a deer accident to be
considered a comprehensive
claim, the car must have phys-
ical contact with the animal. If
you swerve to avoid the deer
and hit a tree or another car, that
would probably be filed under
your policy’s collision coverage,
which could affect your rates,
she said. Some states may allow
the option of filing a deer acci-
dent as a collision claim.

¶ Am I more likely to hit a deer
at certain times of the year?
Deer are more likely to be on the

move late in the year because of
breeding season, according to
wildlife officials, so the risk of
hitting one increases in the fall.
Deer accidents typically begin
rising in October, peak in No-
vember and begin dropping off
after December, according to the
Insurance Institute for Highway
Safety. Deer are also most like-
ly to be mobile during the hours
around dawn and dusk.

¶ Are there any aids to help driv-
ers avoid hitting deer?
Most deer strikes cause damage
to the front of the car, according
to the highway safety institute,
and some auto manufacturers
are said to be refining colli-
sion-warning systems to help
alert drivers to deer. For now,
though, “No current front crash
prevention system that we know
of is calibrated to recognize deer
or other animals,” Russ Rader, a
spokesman for the safety insti-
tute, said in an email.

More Foreclosures, Now by Hedge Funds

Ways VW Might Atone

Martin Winterkorn, former chief
executive of Volkswagen, promised
that the German carmaker would
do “everything that must be done”
to restore trust in it.

How might Volkswagen define
“everything”? It isn’t an easy ques-
tion to answer, given that no one can
be sure what will happen to resale
values even after Volkswagen fixes
the affected cars. Moreover, it isn’t
clear how best to compensate peo-
ple who chose these cars because
they wanted their driving to be gen-
tler on the planet.

Volkswagen isn’t saying much
yet, so let’s consider the possibili-
ties, from most generous to least.

The company could simply buy
back all the vehicles where the fix on
the emissions test was in. U.S. PIRG,
the federation of state public inter-
est research groups, has announced
a campaign to pressure Volkswagen
to write checks to owners for what-
ever price they paid for the vehicles.

Why not just ask for whatever
the cars were worth on the day be-
fore news of the scandal broke? Ed
Mierzwinski, consumer program
director at U.S. PIRG, said that the
drivers deserve more.

“In that case, the consumer is
getting the value of the car but not
being compensated for the harm,”
he said. “They tried to buy a green,
high-performance car and ended up
being unwitting participants in a
conspiracy to pollute the earth.”

Steve Wilhite, who worked for
Volkswagen for much of the 1990s
and was in charge of marketing in
the United States when he depart-
ed, said a reasonable buyback offer
would be the cars’ value right before
the company confessed.

Kelley Blue Book estimated that
Volkswagen would need about $7.3
billion to buy back all 482,000 of the
tainted vehicles in the United States
at the price one private party would
pay another for the cars. Coinci-
dentally, that is the same amount
the company first set aside to deal
with the scandal. It has since said
the cost will be more. The problem
is not limited to the United States,
with about 11 million vehicles in-

volved in all.
Mr. Wilhite suggests extending

owners’ warranties for two years
with unlimited mileage and giving
current diesel owners who buy a
new Volkswagen someday a non-
trivial amount of money to put to-
ward the new purchase.

While there is a precedent for
buybacks — the Transportation
Department forced Fiat Chrysler
to buy back Jeeps recently — Jack
R. Nerad of Kelley Blue Book says
he doesn’t think it’s likely that Volk-
swagen will volunteer to do so. The
cost is enormous, and there may
be plenty of people willing to take

their chances on a repaired vehicle.
Mr. Nerad suggested that Volkswa-
gen’s most likely action would be to
offer to fix the cars and write much
smaller checks to the owners.

Even if it’s a partial check, the
measurable damage per customer
is well into the thousands of dollars.
People paid a premium for diesel
vehicles. Now, there may be a per-
formance loss once the fix is made,
and resale values are not likely to
be as high as they otherwise would
have been.

Many who bought the diesel autos
were trying to do their part for the
environment. How do you compen-
sate somebody for that?

Edgar Dworsky, who runs Con-
sumerworld.org, suggested that
Volkswagen ought to produce
enough clean cars to make up for
the damage that its supposedly
earth-friendly cars were causing.

But if Volkswagen did go with
lowball cash offers to car owners,
there’s another add-on offer for
it to consider. Organizations like
JustGive.org let companies buy
gift cards that they can give out for
charitable uses.

Now that Volkswagen has put
people in the position of polluting
far more than they intended, it
could give each of them $1,000 on
a gift card and let them redeem it
for donations to any environmental
charity of their choice. That much
money could go a long way toward
lobbying efforts to enact the kinds
of rules that would scare carmakers
from ever pulling a stunt like this
again.

Rising Cost of Repairs
After Hitting a Deer

Guardrails Can Minimize Bad Decisions We Repeatedly Make

A few years ago, a friend who is a
well-known journalist had a conver-
sation with a well-known academic
about cognitive biases — a mistake
we make because of a hole in our
thinking.

It’s a sort of mental blind spot; a
lot of the time we don’t even know
we’re doing it. My friend wanted to
know if being aware of a bias could
be enough to change behavior.

“No,” answered Mr. Academic.
“As I’ve said before, my only hope is
that by reading my studies and my
books, people will know what to call
the mistake after they’ve made it.”

I’ve heard this sentiment ex-

pressed before by people who study
how humans behave with money. It
makes the situation seem hopeless,
because we have these natural hu-
man tendencies to do things that
will cause us problems. But knowing
what they are called, and even iden-
tifying our tendency toward particu-
lar biases or mistakes, does help.

It allows us to put in place what I
like to think of as guardrails — life-
style hacks or little changes we can
make to minimize the effect of the
mistakes we tend to make.

Let me give you an example.
When my mom comes to our house,
she often forgets something when
she leaves. Recently, she brought
in a few groceries to stash in our
fridge while she stayed for dinner. I
watched her take a few steps, and I

could tell she was thinking
about something.

She knew that if she
didn’t do something to re-
mind herself, she would
leave the groceries in the
fridge. So she went back to
the fridge and set her car
keys next to her groceries.
“Now I won’t forget my gro-
ceries because I can’t leave
without my keys,” she said.

I love this hack for a cou-
ple of reasons. First, my
mom noticed a tendency
she had to forget things.
Second, she put a simple guardrail
in place to avoid making the mis-
take. No matter where she goes, if
my mom keeps her keys with what-
ever she needs when she leaves,

she will be less likely to forget
something.

Chances are we will make plenty
of money mistakes because of our
own particular cognitive biases. But

that doesn’t mean we can’t
take steps to avoid making
the same mistake again
once we notice the bias and
set up guardrails to contain
the damage. If you aren’t
sure what cognitive biases
you struggle with, ask your
spouse or partner. Trust me
— they know our biases.

Once we know our bias-
es, we can put guardrails in
place, like waiting 72 hours
before buying something
that we think we have to
have right now, or learning

to do only one thing during scary
markets. Whatever the hack, it’s a
better option than just hoping we
won’t make the same mistake again.
We all know how that will turn out.
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