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On Wednesday, September 10th, 2014, PCI hosted a Congressional briefing, entitled "Natural Disasters: the Future of Prediction and the Impact on Recovery," which focused on the preparation for and recovery from natural disasters, including an assessment of our nation's climate prediction infrastructure.  The insurance industry has long played a vital role in helping communities recover in the aftermath of natural disasters.  A community's overall ability to recover in the aftermath of natural disasters is impacted by the accuracy of storm prediction and the extent of preparation.  During this event, we examined the intricate relationship between prediction and preparedness, and the vital role that the property casualty insurance industry plays in making communities whole again. 

The briefing kicked off with remarks from Senator David Vitter of Louisiana, who shared how he quickly became an expert on storm safety and preparedness - "Hurricane Katrina made landfall in Louisiana just five months after I took office." Since then, the senator has been working hard to improve building codes in an effort to help mitigate the risk of damage from hurricane force winds. Senator Vitter has also been a strong advocate of the continued improvement and reauthorization of the National Flood Insurance Program.  He was also responsible for the improvements made by the Army Corps of Engineers to the levees throughout the gulf coast region.

We were also joined by Congresswoman Colleen Hanabusa (HI-01), whose home state of Hawaii just experience a tropical storm last month.  She has been working on measures to encourage better preparedness and faster recovery on behalf of her constituents since a major hurricane hit Hawaii in 1982, and thus, has decades of experience in this space.  "When we speak about natural disasters, we often think about weather related catastrophes, but we can't forget about the damage caused by volcanoes and lava flow," Rep. Hanabusa reminded us, as she spoke about the unique natural disasters experienced by Hawaiians. She also reiterated the important role of consumer education and ensuring policyholders understand the particulars and exclusions of their insurance policies, and the impact that has on recovery. 

Moderated by Stephen Johnson, Senior Vice President of Claims for ASSURANT, a PCI member company, we then welcomed an esteemed panel of experts on natural disaster prediction, preparedness, and recovery: David Miller, Associate Administrator of the Federal Insurance and Mitigation Administration, FEMA, U.S. Department of Homeland Security; Martin J. Mullen, Senior Vice President and Chief Claims Officer, Cincinnati Insurance Company, a PCI member company; Debra Ballen, General Counsel and Senior Vice President of Public Policy at the Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety; and Doug Hilderbrand from NOAA Weather Ready Nation.

First, we heard from Doug Hilderbrand from NOAA who presented us with the conundrum that "many of the extreme weather events experienced in a country are well forecasted, yet the societal impacts are still large.  Why is that?"  While accurate prediction is critical to mitigating the risks associated with natural disasters, effective communication to the public is key in encouraging smart choices and preparedness.  Hilderbrand shared details about the new, more intuitive warning systems, that include easily navigable maps with specific location and timing information, that NOAA and the National Weather Service have been implementing to better communicate threats the to the public.  He also reminded us of the importance of socializing the public to an impending threat; "when people are given advance notice of the possibility of severe weather, they are more inclined to take action when threat becomes real."

Next, Debra Ballen of Institute for Business & Home Safety (IBHS) took the stage and began her presentation with a vivid video of a two homes, one built to standard code and another built with fortified upgrades, being tested against fierce hurricane strength winds, an example of the types of experiments held at the Institute.  The home built to code was destroyed almost immediately, while the home with fortified upgrades escaped with minimal damage.  Ballen spoke about the huge risk mitigating impact that small, inexpensive fixes can make when it comes to the durability of a home when faced with natural disasters. 

Following Ballen's presentation, David Miller shared with us that FEMA does more than just show up after a natural disaster has occurred.  They also painstakingly attempt to map communities based on risk to identify and draw lines between areas that are at higher risk and need stronger codes and permitting regulations, and those areas where risk is less likely. "Encouraging better quality building practices is difficult," Miller explained, "because it has to make 'dollars and sense' to an individual."  The lines drawn in the mapping process can result I additional permitting and building costs to build in high-risk areas.  Miller described this as being one of FEMA's biggest challenges - "The lines drawn and determinations made are always heavily debated." 

Lastly, we heard from one of our members, Martin Mullen of the Cincinnati Insurance Company, which is one of the top 25 property casualty insurers in the country.  Mullen represented the industry well when he explained that the industry approaches storm duty and tending to policyholders after a catastrophic event as a community rebuilding effort.  He shared in detail the steps taken by claims agents to address claims in the wake of a natural disaster in a timely manner, reminding us that insurance is about personal interaction and making people whole again. 

Stephen Johnson from ASSURANT wrapped up the discussion with information about how the industry is improving accessibility and communication with the use of new technology.  Many companies have begun employing the use of mobile applications, text messages, and electronic funds transfers to make communication with policyholders faster and more effective. 
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