I'm renting a car.  Do I need the rental insurance?

By Sarah M. Brown, CIC
This is a very tricky question. Most agents would recommend you purchase it for protection and peace of mind while on vacation or business.  Doing so could save you from a lot of inconvenience, lost time and money.  However, there are times when even if you purchase the coverage, you won't be covered!

Rental car contracts will emphasize that what they offer is NOT insurance.  They are not regulated, can exclude just about anything they want, and the contract is very one-sided.  Always take the time to carefully read coverages, exclusions and restrictions. 

Most personal auto policies (PAP) provide coverage for any vehicle you rent. So why buy more coverage? Your PAP will pay only the depreciated amount for a rented car.  The rental agency will obligate you to reimburse them for the “full value” (i.e. cost new) of the vehicle.  That could be substantial!  
You will also be responsible for the rental company's loss of income on the damaged vehicle.  Your PAP has little-to-no coverage for these charges.  Without purchasing the rental insurance, the rental agreement may require immediate reimbursement for damages, which it typically charges to your credit card. 

Rental agreements often make the renter responsible for any loss in value beyond normal wear and tear, regardless of the cause.  In order for a PAP to respond, you must insure at least one vehicle for both comprehensive and collision.  If not, your policy will not respond to rental car damage and loss-of-use claims.

WATCH OUT. “Prohibited Uses of the Vehicle” will void coverage even if you purchased it! The following are among the uses that could void your coverage:

    Other drivers not named, authorized, in the rental agreement

    Use by a driver “under the influence of intoxicants, drugs or any other substances known to impair driving ability.”  This is a direct quote from a rental company.  Notice it doesn't say “legally intoxicated.”  “Under the influence” means one alcoholic beverage, as well as certain medications for sinus problems, colds, flues, etc.  

    Damages caused by violations of any traffic law

    Going to Mexico is excluded.  Some companies even prohibit going to certain states!

Take precautions before you take delivery: 

    Thoroughly inspect the car for damage to the interior and exterior. Get their acknowledgment of such damage in writing before leaving the premises. 

    Take a camera and photograph existing damage or damage that may occur while using the vehicle.

    Take proof of insurance with you on your trip.

When deciding to purchase the rental agency's coverage, consider this: By signing the agreement to rent a car, you agree to be legally bound by all the language in the contract.  That means if anything happens to the rented car, whether it’s your fault (speeding) or not (hail), you are totally responsible.

There is more to consider when deciding to purchase rental insurance. Contact your agent for additional details, or email info@keller-brown for a full report.

