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Taking a risk on the weather

Insurance has for centuries been used as a tool to manage the risk of
uncertain losses. This reduction in uncertainty is seen as an important
mechanism driving our economic systems: without insurance many
activities and processes would be too risky to undertake. Moreover, in
the event of a loss, those affected might struggle to recover. 

The success of the insurance mechanism depends on a proper
understanding of risks, a sound investment strategy and the continued
trust of customers. Climate change is expected to affect all three. For
some companies, the impact can already be felt, with many insurers
finding it difficult to analyse climate risks, particularly for their
investment portfolios. Surely a sector with such a rich expertise in risk
management  knows how to deal with our changing climate?

It is certainly engaging with the issues. In 2015, the UK’s Prudential
Regulation Authority (PRA) published the first climate change report
written by an insurance regulator, summarising the risks to the industry
under three climate change risk categories.

1. Physical risks.These include losses arising from extreme weather
events, with damage to houses, infrastructure, crops and other assets, as
well as business interruption and sovereign risks due to budgetary
shortfalls when a disaster strikes.

2. Transition risks. These arise from a move to a lower-carbon
economy, which may have an impact on those insurers that invest in
carbon-intensive assets.

3. Liability risks. These are linked to compensation requests from
parties that have suffered from climate change, or related to duty of care
through professional indemnity and company claims. 

The insurance industry has come a long way since the late 1970s
when a few experts working for global reinsurers started to warn that
growing greenhouse gas emissions could push up the costs of natural
disasters to unknown levels. 

What began as a highly specialised research topic has now become
an area of public engagement. Industry schemes include ClimateWise,
the Munich Climate Insurance Initiative and the UN’s Environment
Programme Finance Initiative’s insurance working group, as well as
activities from national trade bodies and industry associations,
such as the Geneva Association. For a sector often perceived as
conservative, with slow innovation and little public visibility, this is quite
an unusual journey. But it is hardly surprising, considering the scale of
the challenge. 

Is the sector prepared? 
The PRA report concludes that the UK’s insurance industry appears

fairly well placed to respond to current climate risks (PRA 2015),
primarily because of the sector’s experience with uncertainty, complex
risks and companies’ flexibility to review terms and conditions on an
annual basis. With annual policy renewal they can withdraw from the
market at quite short notice, which is why many underwriters seem fairly
relaxed about these risks. Withdrawl from investment exposure is
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potentially more problematic, but even there not impossible. However,
withdrawing insurance cover comes with a high reputational risk,
particularly in long established markets such as the UK, where flood
insurance provision has become a very public and politically charged
topic.  

While this gives the sector
a degree of flexibility, the
overall business model as
well as investment portfolios
are likely to come under more
pressure from climate change
unless companies, government and regulators do their homework and
plan ahead. Identifying and analysing the current and future impact of
climate change on insurers’ operations is not straightforward. Insurers
are struggling to anticipate the scale of climate change using existing
risk assessment models and techniques. Efforts to factor the increase of
loss events into insurance risk models have been hampered by the lack
of data and prevailing uncertainties around the degree to which climate
change is occurring, as well as the change in frequency and severity of
extreme events

In spite of these challenges, there has been a significant shift in the
way the sector calculates risk, at least on the underwriting side,
but it has taken a long time. Today, some companies seem better
prepared than others, judging from their technical capabilities,
involvement in risk modelling and discussions with the science
community and political decision-makers. Translating this risk
knowledge into investment decisions appears even more difficult and
will require new efforts by the industry and its partners.

But for the sector it is not enough to ensure its own resilience. What
also matters is if and how society can tackle the underlying problems of
rising emissions and growing disaster risks. Here the industry can play
several roles: fostering a better understanding of the underlying issues,
encouraging and incentivising behavioural change and supporting new
technologies and risk transfer needs. 

Challenges for UK insurers 
The London market is a hub for global insurance flows and is bound

to feel the impact of a changing climate across the world. The challenges
of climate change can already be seen in some areas –offering insights
into whether and how UK companies are responding to the challenges.

Flood insurance
This line of insurance is often regarded as the most technically

challenging because of a lack of accurate exposure assessment and
difficulty in estimating the probability of event occurrence and the
potential losses faced (Botzen and van den Bergh, 2009). In 2009, the
Association of British Insurers (ABI) estimated that there could be
significant increases in UK flood losses and premiums during this

Insurers are struggling
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of initiatives such as the R!SE Initiative and the industry’s pledge at the
UN Climate Summit in New York in 2014 to increase its climate-smart
investments . 

Engagement in new insurance markets
Insurers are under significant pressure to find growth markets in the

face of stagnating and, in some cases, declining lines of business in
established areas. Some companies focus on emerging markets and low-
income countries that show significant under-insurance or no insurance
at all. But insurance faces barriers in many developing countries, such
as lack of financial infrastructure or inexperience with insurance
products. The data needed to underwrite climate risk are also often not
readily available, and there is no commercial case for private companies
to develop such models on their own. This has led to an increased focus
on public-private partnerships such as the Caribbean Catastrophe Risk
Insurance Facility, the African Risk Capacity and the Pacific Catastrophe
Risk Assessment and Financing Initiative, as well as micro-insurance
and agricultural insurance. 

In spite of all those schemes, there is limited evidence about if and
how climate change has been accounted for when assessing current and
future risks and calculating premiums. Making insurance through these
schemes accessible and affordable already requires public sector
support, usually through international donors and multilateral
development banks. While private insurers have the ability to adjust
pricing and underwriting on a yearly basis, walking away from these
often high-profile pilot projects can harm a company’s reputation. 

What next for the industry? 
The insurance industry has a considerable stake in greenhouse gas

mitigation and adaptation. The exact scale of the influence of climate
change on the sector will depend on uncertain factors, such as the
physical changes in risk, the response of governments and regulators,
the behaviour of insurers and those insured and the strength of global
climate change policies. While many are outside the control of the
industry, others are at least partly dependent on how the industry itself
responds to the challenges of climate change (Ranger and Surminski,
2013). Raising awareness of risks, informing the debate with risk
analysis, supporting and encouraging adaptation and mitigation
policies, and anticipating changing underwriting risk levels and risk
management practices are important for a forward-looking strategy.

The PRA also highlights the need to internalise climate risks within
insurers’ own business decisions, noting the importance of appropriate
governance of climate change risks, including discussion at emerging
risk committees and the merits of in-house environment committees.

There are clearly opportunities for the industry. A rise in demand for
insurance, the need for new products and tools and climate risk
management services are a few of the potential growth areas that insurers
might see. But unless the root causes of climate change and our growing
vulnerability and exposure are tackled – for example through a clear
commitment to reducing emissions, flood defence investment, better
business continuity efforts and stricter building codes – the insurance
industry could stumble. Insurance risk transfer is only designed to
address liquidity needs in the immediate aftermath of disasters and to
help fund the recovery process. Effective disaster prevention is clearly
needed if compensation is to be accessible and affordable. This is not
something that the sector alone can do, but it is something that the sector
needs to drive – both on the underwriting and the investment side.

century without strong efforts by the government and other stakeholders
to reduce flood risk. In response, the industry has focused on improving
the underlying risk data and its modelling capacity. Often this is by
working with public authorities, as in the engagement of the ABI with
the Environment Agency to improve the quality of flood maps in the UK
(ABI, 2008). An improved understanding of flood risk is important but

what use is it if the risks
continue to rise and insurance
becomes unaffordable? 

A new “Flood Re”
reinsurance scheme, designed
to secure affordable cover for
those at high risk, is due to start

operating this spring. [See pg 48 of this magazine.] Offering low
premiums, the pool relies on a levy paid by all insurance customers. It
has a proposed lifetime of 25 years but it is unclear if and how future risk
trends, including climate change, have been taken into account when
designing it. 

New research (Surminski S and Eldridge J, 2015) shows that
growing flood risks (with climate change, land use, urbanisation and
population increases all playing a part) will make it difficult for schemes
such as Flood Re to keep flood insurance premiums low. Flood Re is
designed as a temporary measure, a tool to “buy time”, but in its current
form the scheme will not help to address the underlying causes of
flooding problems. This matters because if such schemes only transfer
risk, they can generate moral hazard. 

Moral hazard can arise at government level, where the existence of
an insurance scheme may lower the urgency to prevent and reduce risks,
or at the insured level, where the purchase of insurance may lead to a
false sense of security. In theory, risk-based pricing should help prevent
moral hazard and promote risk reduction behaviour, but evidence about
how this works in practice is limited. Other stakeholders may be needed
to reflect on how to reduce risk, such as property developers, home-
builders and mortgage providers (Surminski, 2014). 

Another subject that could become a challenge is access to flood
insurance for SMEs. One survey, by the Federation of Small Businesses
in 2014, shows that this is already a problem for SMEs that have
previously been flooded and there is concern that this number 
could rise.  

Investment
The UK insurance industry is the largest in Europe and the third

biggest in the world, managing investments of £1.9tn, according to the
ABI. Investment decisions by insurers usually do not consider the
climate risk knowledge gained on the underwriting side. The PRA notes
that physical risks arising from climate change are likely to be
particularly relevant to the investment portfolios and policyholders of life
insurance companies. But a recent publication from the University of
Cambridge (CISL, 2015) warns that financial markets may be affected
well before the significant physical effects of climate change are felt,
for example through the “stranding” of fossil fuel assets and
technological changes. 

As highlighted by the PRA report, there is a significant disconnect in
the industry in this regard. It regularly happens that the investment arm
of an insurer provides funds for property or infrastructure projects that
a prudent underwriter would deem as too risky for disaster cover. This
has been recognised by several companies, and is the subject of a range

CLIMATE CHANGE

Flood Re is designed
to secure affordable
cover for those at risk
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Fuelling the energy debate
Diana Kool discusses the potential impact of climate change on the global economy and
financial markets, focusing on energy sources and the growth of renewable forms

The recent floods in the UK have concentrated minds on the climate
change debate but the issues go beyond local politics. Whether or not
individual policy makers believe that climate change is taking place
– and that the world economy needs to adapt – the recent adoption of
the 17 sustainable development goals (SDG) and the agreement
reached at the UN Climate Change Conference (COP21) in Paris at
the end of last year signal a potential step-change in global climate
policy. They also signal changes in the global economy. 

The SDGs propose targets for all countries equally, which include
tackling climate change, gender inequality and human rights
violations. In the past, developing countries were considered
primarily as passive recipients of world aid. That has changed. One
reason for this is that developing countries have gained much
influence in the negotiations during the past decade. They took centre
stage during the Paris climate talks, advocating stronger
commitments to carbon emission reductions. 

Far from being passive, many developing countries are already
actively pursuing a low-carbon economy or have set out
commitments to do so in their “intended nationally determined
contributions (INDCs)” submitted before the Paris negotiations.
INDCs are what a country, given its domestic circumstances, aims to
do to combat climate change and limit future risks. 

The thesis used to be that fossil fuels were the only path to
alleviating poverty and boosting economic growth in the “global
south”. Now it is being argued that their use would simply increase
climate volatility, thereby deepening vulnerability to poverty.

Widespread energy access and energy security are vital for
development. The World Energy Outlook 2015 estimates that 1.2bn
people worldwide are without access to electricity, of whom 700m
are in Africa, and that more than 2.7bn people rely on burning
biomass for cooking,
which causes harmful
indoor air pollution.
Those in developing
countries who do have
electricity are often
subject to an unreliable
supply and volatile
prices. The International Energy Agency (IEA) suggests  that between
250 kWh and 500 kWh a year should be sufficient for a newly
connected household. 

According to World Bank data, countries with an income per
capita higher than $10,000 have an annual electricity consumption
of 3,880 kWh and more. Were developing countries to reach that
consumption figure a year per person, global electricity
production would have to climb 60 per cent. Were they to get to
one half of the US level, which was 13,240 kWh in 2011, global
electricity production would rise 130 per cent. With such a
potential surge in energy consumption, how that energy will be
generated, and financed, is a significant topic of debate. The
biggest question on everyone’s mind is whether or not COP21
will really mark the end of the fossil fuel era.

Developing countries
now have more
influence in climate talks
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