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effects of poverty as well as its root causes. 
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Executive summary 

Covid-19 may have dominated the news agenda in 2020, but for 

many people the ongoing climate crisis compounded that into an 

even bigger danger to their lives and livelihoods.  Be they fires in 

Australia and the United States, floods in China, India and Japan or 

storms in Europe and the Americas, almost every part of the globe 

was touched by climate-related disasters in 2020, with catastrophic 

results for millions of people. 

 

This report examines the ten most financially devasting events, each 

of which racked up losses of more than a billion dollars. Most of 

these estimates are based on insured losses so the true figure is 

likely to be much higher. The report also highlights five additional 

events, which while having lower financial losses were just as 

damaging, such as floods in South Sudan and Pakistan which killed 

more than 500 people and devastated livelihoods.  

 

Although emissions dipped in 2020 due to Covid-19 restrictions, this 

has proved little more than a blip, and is projected to reduce global 

heating by only 0.01ÁC by 2050. The UN óEmissions Gapô report 

published in November showed that the world is heading for global 

temperature rise of 3°C, which would bring mass extinctions and 

leave swathes of the planet uninhabitable. For example, an 

estimated 275 million people would be at risk in areas flooded by 

sea-level rise.  

 

In the companion óProduction Gapô report, also published last month, 

the UN Environment Programme said that to reach the Paris 

Agreement target of keeping global warming to 1.5°C the world 

needs to reduce fossil fuel production by 6% a year between 2020 

and 2030. It warns that currently countries are planning an annual 

increase of 2%. 

 

However, 2021 offers a major opportunity to get the world on track 

through a global green and rights-based recovery, where 

Governments use their post-Covid stimulus packages to rebuild 

economies on green jobs and social protection, and accelerate the 

zero-carbon transition. 2021 will also see the COP26 UN climate 

summit taking place in Glasgow, where countries must bring 

updated pledges to tackle climate change and support vulnerable 

communities on the front line of the crisis. 

 

Most expensive, chronologically: 

1. Australia bushfires (Australia, $5 billion) 

2. Locust swarms (East Africa, $8.5 billion) 

3. Windstorms Ciara and Alex (Europe, $5.9 billion) 

4. Cyclone Amphan (India, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, $13 billion) 
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5. Atlantic Hurricane season (US, Central America, $40 billion) 

6. China floods (China, $32 billion) 

7. India floods (India, $10 billion) 

8. Kyushu floods (Japan, $5 billion) 

9. Pakistan floods (Pakistan, $1.5 billion) 

10. US West Coast fires (US, $20 billion) 

 

Other major disasters: 

11. Siberian heatwave (Russia) 

12. South Sudan floods (South Sudan)  

13. South American fires (Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, Paraguay) 

14. Typhoons Goni and Vamco (Philippines) 

15. Vietnam floods (Vietnam) 

 

Most expensive, month by month: 

Date Location Impact Estimated cost 

($US billion) 

People 

killed 

Number of 

people 

displaced 

(where 

available) 

January Australia Bushfires 5 34 65K1 

January-June East Africa Locust 

swarms 

8.5   

February & October Europe Windstorms 5.9 30  

May Bay of Bengal Cyclone 

Amphan 

13 128 4.9m2 

May-November US, Central 

America, 

Caribbean 

Hurricanes 41 400+ 200K+3 

June-October China Floods 32 278 3.7m4 

June-October India Floods 10 2,067 4m5 
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July Japan Floods 8.5 82 3.6m 

advised to 

evacuate6 

July-September Pakistan Floods 1.5 410 68K7 

July-November West coast US Fires 20 42 500K 

under 

evacuation 

order8 

 

 

Other major disasters 

Date Location Impact 

January-June Siberia Heatwave 

July-September South Sudan Floods 

August-November South America Fires 

October-November Philippines Typhoons 

October-November Vietnam Floods 
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1. Australia: Bushfires 

 

 

Starting in late 2019, and affecting more than 18 million hectares,9 

the Australian bushfires made headlines around the world. The fires 

destroyed thousands of buildings, killed more than a billion wild 

animals10 and caused at least 34 deaths.11 The smoke from the fires 

travelled long distances and affected millions of people, covering the 

skies of cities like Sydney, Melbourne and Canberra. The cost of 

smoke-related health issues alone has been estimated at $1.4 

billion12 and insured losses were estimated at $3.6 billion13, although 

other estimates have put the total costs as high as AUS$100 billion 

(US$70 billion).14 

 

Extreme drought and high temperatures brought about by climate 

change contributed to the severity of the fires. A study15 by the World 

Weather Attribution group estimated that global warming increased 

the risk of the fires by at least 30% - and this may be a conservative 

estimate.16 

 

Australia's climate targets are ñinsufficientò to meet the Paris 

Agreement, according to Climate Action Tracker.17 Its energy sector 

still relies heavily on coal, with 60% of the countryôs electricity18 

coming from coal-fired power stations. It is also the worldôs biggest 

exporter of coal and gas.19 Coal is the fuel that contributes the most 

to global warming and gas, while cleaner, is no friend to the 

climate.20 

 

Flame heights reached 70m in 

places during the Australian 

bushfires 

http://thoughtleadership.aon.com/documents/20201111_analytics-if-october-global-recap.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-020-00610-5
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-020-00610-5
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2. East Africa: Locust swarms 

 

 

Following an unusual rainy season at the end 2019, many countries 

in East Africa such as Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Somalia and 

Uganda, experienced a locust invasion during the first months of 

2020.  

 

The locust swarms attacked vast areas of the region, destroying 

crops, trees and pastures, and threatening food security. According 

to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), this was the 

worst outbreak in 25 years for the Horn of Africa and in 70 years for 

Kenya.21 The World Bank estimates that losses could amount to $8.5 

billion due to crop losses and other ñeconomic, human, and 

environmental impactsò.22 

 

Climate change and extreme weather events were relevant factors 

behind the outbreak. Locusts thrive in wet conditions23, and 

outbreaks often follow floods and cyclones, which were very frequent 

in East Africa during 2019.24 The Horn of Africa was hit by eight 

cyclones25 and Mozambique by two.26 These events were linked to 

changes in the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD), an ocean circulation 

pattern that affects the climate in the region. The positive phase of 

the IOD in 2019 was the strongest for six decades, and was 

responsible for the extreme rains experienced in East Africa.27 

Scientists predict that, as the planet warms, these strong positive 

phases of the IOD will become more common, bringing more 

flooding, cyclones and pests, to already vulnerable and food 

insecure regions.28 

Kiaruni, Kenya. A man 
shows two desert 
locust, part of a swarm 
which destroyed the 
crop in his village.  
Photo: Nicole 
Macheroux-Denault 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-50602971
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Africa is the continent that has contributed the least to global 

warming, but also the most vulnerable to the impacts of climate 

change.29 

 

3. Europe: Windstorms Ciara and Alex 

 

 

This year, Europe was hit by several windstorms (or extratropical 

cyclones). The two with the highest costs were Ciara and Alex, 

whose combined damage amounts to more than $5.9 billion. These 

are just the latest examples in a trend of extreme weather events 

which are now occurring regularly in Europe. 

 

Windstorm Ciara hit the United Kingdom and Ireland in early 

February and continued moving eastwards over the following weeks. 

It caused 14 fatalities in eight countries and had an estimated cost of 

$2.7 billion.30 

 

In October, floods caused by windstorm Alex in Southeast France 

and Northwest Italy killed 16 people and destroyed infrastructure 

valued at $3.2 billion.31 The Italian region of Piedmont experienced 

its highest rainfall since 1958, with one station recording 630mm of 

rain in 24 hours.32 

 

Extratropical cyclones will become more common and damaging in 

Europe as temperatures rise due to global warming.33 Storm-related 

Renault car destroyed during Storm 
Alex in the town of Breil-Sur-Roya, 
France. Photo: Sibuet Benjamin 

http://thoughtleadership.aon.com/documents/20201111_analytics-if-october-global-recap.pdf
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losses are expected to increase over the next few years in several 

European countries.34 

 

The EUôs climate targets are still ñinsufficientò to meet the Paris 

Agreement, according to Climate Action Tracker.35 Despite a 

substantial decrease in emissions in the last decades,36 Europe is 

responsible for more than one in five human-caused greenhouse 

gases in the atmosphere,37 but plans an óat leastô 55% cut by 2030 

on 1990 levels. The UK has been historically one of the biggest 

emitters of the continent, having released more than 75 billion metric 

tons of CO2 since 175038 ï nearly 5% of total cumulative emissions.39 

The country has recently announced that it will cut its greenhouse 

gas emissions to at least 68% by 2030, compared to 1990 levels, 

and to become net zero by 2050.40 

 

4. Bay of Bengal: Cyclone Amphan  

 

 

Cyclone Amphan was one of the strongest storms on record in the 

Bay of Bengal, with sustained wind speeds of 270 km/h.41 It was also 

the costliest tropical cyclone of the year, with losses amounting to 

more than $13 billion.42 At least 128 people were killed by the 

cyclone, which caused great damage in cities in India, Bangladesh, 

Sri Lanka and Bhutan.43 

 

A man surveys the damage caused 
by Cyclone Amphan in Deshbandhu 
Park, Kolkata, India. Photo:  
Indrajit Das 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Post_Cyclone_Amphan_situation_of_Deshbandhu_park_in_Kolkata_17.jpg



























