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50th anniversary of storm surge in Hamburg: 
Subsequent flood controls prevent billions in 
losses 

  

Following the severe storm surge 50 years ago, massive investment in 
flood controls have saved the city of Hamburg and its inhabitants losses in 
the two-digit billion range. This is the result obtained from calculations 
undertaken by Munich Re on the anniversary of the natural catastrophe. 
 
For hours on end on the night of 16 and 17 February 1962, a severe winter 
storm drove the waters of the North Sea against the German coast and into the 
mouth of the River Elbe. When this storm surge was combined with the normal 
high tide during the night, the waters rose to up to 5.7 metres above sea level in 
Hamburg. This proved too much for the still insufficiently upgraded dykes, which 
were breached in over 60 places. In Hamburg alone, 318 people died in the 
storm surge, which caused losses equivalent to €1.6bn at today’s values. 
 
Former German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt, then Minister of the Interior in the 
Hamburg senate, recalls: “I flew over the flooded area in a helicopter to gain a 
first-hand impression of the situation. Thousands had sought refuge on roofs 
and would have drowned or frozen to death if we had not acted immediately. 
About one fifth of the city was under water. We knew that nothing like this must 
ever happen again. And so Hamburg invested huge amounts in flood controls in 
the years and decades that followed.” 
 
The storm surge prompted a complete restructuring of the coastal defences. The 
flood protection line was rectified in places and dykes were entirely rebuilt or 
reinforced using the latest civil engineering technology and raised to a height of 
at least eight metres above sea level in the Hamburg area. In the decades 
following the storm surge, Hamburg invested some €2.2bn at today’s values in 
flood controls. 
 
According to a scenario simulation performed by Munich Re, these measures 
have saved Hamburg losses in the region of €17.5bn. This figure is arrived at, 
given certain assumptions, by applying the losses incurred in 1962, taking 
account of inflation and the increase in values, to the years 1976, 1994, 1995 
and 1999. In those four years, Hamburg was hit by storm surges where the 
water levels were much higher than in 1962, so that floods would have been 
expected had the protective measures taken since not been implemented. In the 
event, however, the metropolitan area sustained no significant losses in any of 
the four storm surges, although losses were incurred in the port area in 1976. 
After deducting the construction costs, for Hamburg this amounts to a net 
positive effect from the flood control measures of some €15bn since 1962. 
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Prof. Peter Höppe, Head of Munich Re’s Geo Risks Research unit, noted: 
“Hamburg is a good illustration of the importance of natural disaster prevention.” 
He added, however, that effective prevention was only possible in countries that 
could afford such measures, and were situated in temperate regions, whereas 
measures like those taken in Hamburg were regrettably unrealistic for most 
developing countries.” Höppe: “In order at least to prevent the worst in such 
cases, there will be a continued need for concerted action involving those 
affected and the industrialised countries.” He commented that the insurance 
industry would also play its part, for instance, through the efforts of the Munich 
Climate Insurance Initiative, launched by Munich Re. 
 
 
Note for journalists: Munich Re has compiled a press dossier, which can 
be accessed at www.munichre.com and gives a wealth of information on 
storm surges and prevention. 
 
 
 
 
Note for the editorial staff: 
For further questions please contact 
 
Media Relations Munich, Gerd Henghuber 
Tel.: +49 (89) 3891-9896 
 
Media Relations Asia, Nikola Kemper 
Tel.: +852 2536 6936 
 
Media Relations USA, Terese Rosenthal 
Tel.: +1 (609) 243-4339 
 
Munich Re stands for exceptional solution-based expertise, consistent risk management, 
financial stability and client proximity. Munich Re creates value for clients, shareholders and staff 
alike. In the financial year 2010, the Group – which pursues an integrated business model 
consisting of insurance and reinsurance – achieved a profit of €2.4bn on premium income of 
around €46bn. It operates in all lines of insurance, with around 47,000 employees throughout the 
world. With premium income of around €24bn from reinsurance alone, it is one of the world’s 
leading reinsurers. Especially when clients require solutions for complex risks, Munich Re is a 
much sought-after risk carrier. Our primary insurance operations are concentrated mainly in the 
ERGO Insurance Group. With premium income of over €20bn, ERGO is one of the largest 
insurance groups in Europe and Germany. It is the market leader in Europe in health and legal 
protection insurance. More than 40 million clients in over 30 countries place their trust in the 
services and security it provides. In international healthcare business, Munich Re pools its 
insurance and reinsurance operations, as well as related services, under the Munich Health 
brand. Munich Re’s global investments amounting to €193bn are managed by MEAG, which also 
makes its competence available to private and institutional investors outside the Group. 
 
Disclaimer 
This press 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 conform them to future events or developments. 
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