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Low natural catastrophe losses in the first half of 
2012 – Loss statistics dominated by US events 

  

Natural catastrophe losses were relatively moderate in the first half of 2012. 
Overall global losses up to the end of June were in the order of US$ 26bn, 
of which approximately US$ 12bn was insured. The loss statistics were 
dominated by weather-related natural catastrophes in the United States. 
 
The statistics for the first six months to the end of June were dominated by 
extreme weather event losses in the USA. Some 85% of worldwide insured 
losses and 61% of overall losses were incurred in America, predominantly in the 
USA – compared with 65% and 40% respectively since 1980. Insured losses in 
the USA totalled nearly US$ 10bn in the first half-year, thunderstorm activity 
accounting for almost all of these losses (US$ 8.8bn). 
 
This year's tornado season began earlier than usual in the USA. At the start of 
the spring, in particular, there were tornado outbreaks from the Midwest right 
down to the South, some of which caused losses in the billion dollar range. The 
most severe single event was a squall line that crossed several states between 
the 2nd and 4th of March. In and around Ohio and the Tennessee River alone, 
some 170 tornadoes were counted, and a number of small communities were 
almost completely destroyed. Approximately 180,000 homes were damaged. 
Overall losses totalled US$ 4bn, of which US$ 2.3bn was insured. More than 40 
people were killed. 
 
Peter Höppe, Head of Munich Re’s Geo Risks Research unit, noted: “Overall, 
most of the severe thunderstorm-related outbreaks with tornadoes affect a 
limited area, and may cause serious damage locally but are not individually 
comparable in scale to events like severe hurricanes. However, due to the 
number of events, the aggregate annual loss amounts can attain the level of a 
severe hurricane landfall, as seen last year.” 
 
The factor that triggered the large number of tornadoes in the spring was 
probably the warm winter experienced in some parts of the USA and the 
ongoing activity of the La Niña climate phenomenon. As part of this natural 
climate oscillation, atmospheric disturbances with very cold air from the 
northwest repeatedly move across the central states of the USA and meet up 
with warm, humid air in more southerly and easterly regions. These conditions 
increase the likelihood of extreme storms. While the number of tornadoes in the 
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first few months was close to the record level of 2008, tornado activity weakened 
from April, as the La Niña phenomenon gradually tapered off. 
 
“One fact that stands out from the statistics is the increase in the number of 
tornadoes registered as time goes on, but this is mainly due to better 
documentation. However, overall in the USA over the past four decades, we can 
see a rise in losses from convective events, i.e. severe weather events with 
windstorm, tornadoes, hail, lightning and torrential rain, even when the figures 
are adjusted to take into account factors like increasing concentrations of values 
and inflation. One possible explanation could be changes in meteorological 
conditions, and particularly increased atmospheric moisture content, also due in 
part to climate change”, Höppe continued. 
 
Given the high loss potential of windstorm and severe weather in the USA, 
Höppe noted the need, particularly in exposed regions, to reduce the 
vulnerability of buildings and infrastructure. “Consequently, since 1998, our US 
subsidiary, Munich Re America, has supported the Insurance Institute for 
Business & Home Safety (IBHS), which is playing a key role in improving 
building standards with its wind tunnel at Chester County, South Carolina, used 
to test the windstorm- and fire-resistant properties of buildings”, said Carl Hedde, 
Head of Risk Accumulation at Munich Re America and Chairman of the Board of 
IBHS.  
 
The IBHS is also doing research on wildfires and into ways of preventing homes 
from burning in order to reduce vulnerability, given the background of rising 
wildfire activity over time. The research shows that it is often the plants 
surrounding a building or grass and moss in the guttering that start burning first 
when a wildfire with strong winds and flying sparks is approaching – setting fire 
to the whole house after a short period of time.  
 
In the first half of the year, the very warm winter and lack of precipitation early on 
led to severe droughts in central and southwestern parts of the USA. In June, 
two wildfires in Colorado caused a record insured loss from this peril of around 
US$ 500m. In New Mexico, the “Whitewater-Baldy” fire set 278,000 acres ablaze 
and became the largest wildfire in the state’s history, while the insurance impact 
remained minimal. 
 
Worldwide losses up to the end of June were well below the six-month average 
of recent years. Overall losses for the first six months were US$ 26bn, compared 
with a ten-year average of US$ 75.6bn for the corresponding period. Insured 
losses for the first six months of 2012 amounted to US$ 12bn, compared with a 
ten-year average of US$ 19.2bn. Although some 3,500 deaths due to natural 
catastrophes are to be deplored this year to date, this is well below the average 
for the last ten years (53,000). 
 
There were, in all, some 450 natural hazard loss events in the first six months of 
2012, which is slightly above the six-month average (395). However, at mid-year, 
there had been no major catastrophes like those of 2011. Thus, the previous 
year had been marked by the enormous losses from the earthquake in Japan 
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and a number of quakes in New Zealand. Overall losses for the first half of 2011 
had already amounted to US$ 302bn and insured losses to just under US$ 82bn. 
 
“Losses in the first half of 2012 were comparatively low. It is in line with 
expectations that extreme years and more moderate years balance each other 
out in the course of time”, commented Torsten Jeworrek, Munich Re Board 
member responsible for global reinsurance. “The role of insurers is to set 
premiums appropriate to the risks in the long term, taking into account all such 
fluctuations. In this respect, insurers can also do something towards mitigating 
the loss burdens by providing comprehensive information and offering specific 
prevention incentives for reducing the vulnerability of buildings and infrastructure 
to damage.” 
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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 2011, the Group – which pursues an integrated business model 
consisting of insurance and reinsurance – achieved a profit of €0.71bn on premium income of 
around €50bn. It operates in all lines of insurance, with around 47,000 employees throughout the 
world. With premium income of around €27bn 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. Its primary insurance operations are concentrated mainly in the 
ERGO Insurance Group, one of the major insurance groups in Germany and Europe. ERGO is 
represented in over 30 countries worldwide and offers a comprehensive range of insurances, 
provision products and services. In 2011, ERGO posted premium income of €20bn. 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 €202bn 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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