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Tropical cyclones causing billions in losses 

dominate nat cat picture of 2019 

 

▪ Severe typhoons in Japan cause the year’s biggest losses 

▪ Hurricane Dorian, the strongest hurricane of the year, devastates the 

Bahamas – US mainland largely spared 

▪ Natural catastrophes cause overall losses of US$ 150bn, with insured losses 

of about US$ 52bn – In line with long-term average  

▪ Humanitarian tragedy caused by cyclones in Mozambique – Over 1,000 deaths – 

Better protection is urgently needed 

 

 

 

“The severe cyclones in 2019 have highlighted the importance of 
knowledge about changes in risk. Natural climate variations influence 
weather catastrophes from year to year. Longer-term climate change 
effects can already be felt and seen. Buildings and infrastructure must be 
made more resistant in order to reverse the increasing trend in losses. This 
will enable insurance to be more effective and support the remaining 
financial losses.” 

 Torsten Jeworrek, Member of the Board of Management 
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The 2019 natural catastrophe year at a glance 
820 natural catastrophes caused overall losses of US$ 150bn, which is broadly in line with the 

inflation-adjusted average of the past 30 years. A smaller portion of losses was insured compared 

with 2018: about US$ 52bn. This was due, among other things, to the high share of flood losses, 

which are often not insured to the same extent as wind damage in most industrial countries.  

 

The insured portion of overall losses, slightly above 35%, matches the average of the past ten years. 

This is evidence that large sections of the market remain uninsured, especially in emerging and 

developing countries.  

 

Globally, in 2019, about 9,000 people lost their lives in natural catastrophes compared with 15,000 

in 2018. This confirms the overall trend towards lower numbers of victims thanks to better 

prevention measures. On average over the past 30 years, about 52,000 people per year have lost 

their lives in natural catastrophes. 

 

Second year of record tropical cyclone losses in Japan  
As in 2018, Japan was again struck by very severe typhoons. Hagibis and Faxai were two equally 

severe tropical cyclones which hit the Tokyo area. While Faxai swept over Tokyo Bay with wind 

speeds of 170 km/h and made landfall in the city of Chiba, Hagibis struck further northwest, directly 

over the Yokohama-Tokyo conurbation.  

 

A special feature of Hagibis was extreme precipitation, even away from the centre of the storm. In 

places, as much as 1,000 millimetres of rain fell within two days (that is about 1,000 litres per square 

metre). In many municipalities, this represented 40% of the usual annual rainfall. Levees on many 

rivers were breached. Countless buildings were seriously damaged, and many industrial operations 

were flooded.  

 

The cyclones were the two costliest natural catastrophes of the year in terms of both overall losses 

and insured losses. According to preliminary estimates, overall losses from Hagibis totalled 

US$ 17bn, with insured losses of about US$ 10bn. Faxai caused estimated overall losses of about 

US$ 9bn, with insured losses of about US$ 7bn due to the greater share of more heavily insured storm 

losses. 

 

This year’s typhoon season was again, as in 2018, subject to the “El Niño Modoki” effect, a particular 

phase of natural climate oscillation, which causes variations in water temperatures in the tropical 

Pacific Ocean. Under these conditions, typhoons steer more frequently towards Japan. All in all, the 

typhoon season in the northwest Pacific was close to the long-term average in terms of the number 

of storms. 

 

Ernst Rauch, Chief Climate and Geoscientist at Munich Re, said: “The typhoon season shows that we 

must consider short-term natural climate variations as well as long-term trends due to climate 

https://www.munichre.com/en/risks/natural-disasters-losses-are-trending-upwards.html
https://www.munichre.com/en/risks/natural-disasters-losses-are-trending-upwards/hurricanes-typhoons-cyclones.html
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change. In particular, cyclones are becoming more frequently associated with extreme precipitation, 

as with Hagibis in Japan in 2019 and Hurricane Harvey in 2017 in the US. Recognising these changes 

can form the basis for further preventive measures to reduce losses.” 

 

Hurricane Dorian: Grazes the US, destruction in the Bahamas 
The strongest hurricane of the Atlantic season, Dorian, caused catastrophic damage in the Bahamas. 

The category 5 hurricane hit the Abaco Islands in the north of the island state on 1 September with 

wind speeds of about 290 km/h. From there, the storm moved to the neighbouring island of Grand 

Bahama and stalled there for one and a half days while maintaining extreme wind speeds. Buildings, 

infrastructure, yachts and ships were completely destroyed in many areas.  

 

Originally, it was feared that Dorian would also hit the southeast coast of the US, but a more 

northerly and easterly track largely spared the US mainland. Dorian caused overall losses of about 

US$ 5.6bn, with only a small portion of these losses affecting the US. Insured losses came to about 

US$ 4bn.  

 

The number of three major hurricanes (category 3–5) in the Atlantic in 2019 was close to the long-

term average (2.7). However, the number of named storms (18) significantly exceeded the average 

(12). Losses were relatively low, however, as the strongest storms remained over the ocean or 

missed the US mainland. Overall losses in the US during the 2019 hurricane season were US$ 3bn, of 

which US$ 2bn were insured.  

 

Due to the lack of severe hurricanes, the US share of global natural catastrophe losses was lower 

than usual (31% of overall global losses compared with the long-term average of 35%). The US 

thunderstorm season brought slightly more tornadoes than the long-term average. A strong 

snowmelt followed by a series of thunderstorms in March and May triggered severe flooding in the 

Midwest and other areas along the Mississippi. Overall losses from these events were about 

US$ 24bn, with about US$ 14bn in insured losses. 

 

Wildfires: Slight easing in California, enormous fires in Australia  
After the record losses of previous years, the wildfire season in California was less severe. A wet 

winter ameliorated summer drought conditions as compared with recent summers. There were still 

many fires, but they burned a much smaller area than the five-year average. Several fires threatened 

cities and millions of people lost electricity for days, as power was shut down as a precaution. Overall 

losses were US$ 1.1bn, and about US$ 0.8bn were insured. Despite the lower losses in 2019, this 

does not change the sharply rising long-term trend for forest area burned and wildfire losses in the 

US.  

 

The bushfire season in Australia has already been very severe. High temperatures and dry air, in 

combination with a great deal of flammable fuel due to a lack of precipitation during the cooler 

season, led to a very early start to the bushfire season in September in Queensland, and since 

https://www.munichre.com/en/risks/natural-disasters-losses-are-trending-upwards/wildfires-as-the-climate-changes-so-do-the-risks.html
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affecting New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia, Western Australia and Tasmania. Extreme fires 

enveloped Sydney in smoke; schools and government offices were temporarily closed. The losses 

from the fires were substantial, although the flames did not reach Sydney itself. However, the 

bushfire season is expected to continue during the midsummer months of January and February. 

 

Individual events cannot be directly attributed to climate change. Recent studies have shown, 

nonetheless, that in the long term the environmental conditions for bushfires have become more 

favourable – especially in the south and east of Australia.   

 

Cyclone Idai: Humanitarian catastrophe in Mozambique 
The greatest humanitarian catastrophe of the year was Cyclone Idai, which hit Mozambique and 

neighbouring countries in March. More than 1,000 people died and hundreds of thousands lost 

everything they had. Idai struck the coastal port of Beira, Mozambique’s second-largest city (500,000 

inhabitants). With wind speeds of approximately 170 km/h, the storm wrecked a huge number of 

mostly simple structures. In addition, the flood wave and heavy precipitation caused widespread 

flooding stretching into the flat hinterlands, destroying crops. Overall losses came to US$ 2.3bn. 

Almost nothing was insured. The losses in Mozambique correspond to about a tenth of its GDP – an 

enormous impact on a very poor country. Mozambique was hit by another cyclone, Kenneth, just a 

few weeks later. 

 

These extreme consequences clearly show that, particularly in poor countries, human lives and hard-

won economic growth must be better protected. UN organisations, the World Bank, companies 

(including Munich Re) and other institutions founded the Insurance Development Forum (IDF) in 

2016, which supports insurance solutions for developing countries through the G7 “InsuResilience 

Global Partnership” initiative. 

 

Severe weather damage in Europe 
A combination of heatwaves and severe hailstorms were the greatest cause of losses in Europe. A 

long dry period led to crop losses in many countries. In the Munich area, a storm in June brought 

hailstones the size of golf balls, causing nearly €1bn (US$ 1bn) in losses, of which nearly three-

quarters was insured. Even more extreme hail damage was caused on the Adriatic in July. Hailstones 

as large as oranges pelted cars and roofs. Many people were injured. Overall losses from the 

summer storms in Europe were US$ 2.5bn (€2.2bn), with insured losses of about US$ 0.9bn (€0.8bn). 

 

Ernst Rauch commented: “Although hailstorms are localised, they can cause extreme damage and 

can even be life-threatening. Recent scientific studies have shown that we can expect hailstorms to 

increase in many regions as a consequence of climate change. It is also clear in this case: Measures 

such as better early-warning systems and more resistant building materials are important in order to 

mitigate against long-term increases in losses.” 

 

 

https://www.munichre.com/en/risks/climate-change-a-challenge-for-humanity.html
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Munich Re 
 
Munich Re is one of the world’s leading providers of reinsurance, primary insurance and insurance-related risk solutions. The group 
consists of the reinsurance and ERGO business segments, as well as the capital investment company MEAG. Munich Re is globally active 
and operates in all lines of the insurance business. Since it was founded in 1880, Munich Re has been known for its unrivalled risk-related 
expertise and its sound financial position. It offers customers financial protection when faced with exceptional levels of damage – from 
the 1906 San Francisco earthquake through to the 2017 Atlantic hurricane season and to the California wildfires in 2018. Munich Re 
possesses outstanding innovative strength, which enables it to also provide coverage for extraordinary risks such as rocket launches, 
renewable energies, cyberattacks, or pandemics. The company is playing a key role in driving forward the digital transformation of the 
insurance industry, and in doing so has further expanded its ability to assess risks and the range of services that it offers. Its tailor-made 
solutions and close proximity to its customers make Munich Re one of the world’s most sought-after risk partners for businesses, 
institutions, and private individuals. 

 

 

Disclaimer 
 
This media release contains forward-looking statements that are based on current assumptions and forecasts of the management of 
Munich Re. Known and unknown risks, uncertainties and other factors could lead to material differences between the forward-looking 
statements given here and the actual development, in particular the results, financial situation and performance of our Company. The 
Company assumes no liability to update these forward-looking statements or to make them conform to future events or developments. 
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