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Abstract

Over the last four decades, losses from natural disasters have increased dramatically both for economies and the insurance industry. Consequently, loss prevention measures are becoming increasingly important as a means of minimizing the loss burden from such events. A continuation of this worrisome trend is more than likely as its driving factors, such as the growth in the world's population, settling in high-risk zones, urbanization, and increased vulnerability of modern societies and technologies, are heading in the same direction. 

At the same time, methods of forecast, prediction, early warning and alert have become more sophisticated, more viable and more reliable, at least for some types of hazard. They can significantly contribute to loss reduction and risk prevention. Therefore insurers have been observing the developments very closely and already started to embed some applications in their strategies either as part of customer service or as a means of preparing themselves immediately before or during catastrophic events. The customer-related usage of early warning ranges from weather-alert systems to recommendations concerning structural protection measures, and from general information on risks to specific training programs. Sending loss adjusters to the probably affected areas, e.g. during the approach of a hurricane, and accounting for a possible El-Nino-event in underwriting are examples of making use of early warning to their own advantage.

However, even accurate forecasts and prediction are not helpful if they are not well received by the proper addressees. Therefore, warnings must be communicated to the right people, concisely, in due time and comprehensibly. This is especially true for all kinds of extreme meteorological events such as tropical storms, gales, tempests, tornadoes, hailstorms, floods and debris flows. The cooperation of scientific institutions, authorities, the insurance sector and the media is of vital importance to reach the population effectively and reduce the danger to life and property. There have been promising developments in the recent past, but there is also still a lot of scope for optimization in all components - in particular in the telecommunication area. These opportunities must be identified and implemented in order to make the current knowledge and the technical possibilities accessible everywhere on earth, and improve the chances of people to reduce their risk of becoming victims of a devastating disaster. The insurance industry should - it its own interest - play a forceful role in these efforts. In some ways, by its loss experience, this industry itself is a global early warning system.
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