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Mitigating the Risks of Global Climate Change
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Last month I had an opportunity to listen
to the principal exponents of the global
climate change debate as they presented
their views at a seminar in Coral Gables.
Beyond Business — Global Climatic Change,
was presented by Employers Reinsurance
Corporation, the second largest reinsurer
in the United States and one of the largest
reinsurance groups in the world. For
those not familiar with reinsurers, they
insure the insurance industry. The largest
reinsurers, such as Munich Re and Swiss
Re, are based in Europe.

Faced with catastrophic property losses
from hurricanes in the 1990s (eg. Andrew,
$15 billion) the insurance industry is
more than a little spooked by the recent
trend in severe and frequent hurricanes in
addition to other climate-driven disasters
elsewhere such as floods, hail, and torna-
does. And they’ve taken action.

Noting that they make multimillion
dollar decisions every day based on far
less certainty than global warming, they
have now organized themselves into
a powerful group. Just a few months
ago ERC became the first US member
of the United Nations Environmental
Programme/Insurance Industry Initiative
(UNEP/1II) joining 60 other insurance and
reinsurance companies from 23 countries

in a pledge “to take concrete actions to

help mitigate the risk of potential climate
changes”.

Educational seminars are part of the
agenda and this one was ERC’s kickoff for
a series of six climate-related conferences
to take place this year. With a $4 trillion
property exposure to hurricanes in the
US, of which $2 trillion is in Florida alone,
Coral Gables was therefore as good a
place as any to ask the question: “Is global
warming contributing to the frequency
and severity of hurricanes?”

There was no conclusive evidence pre-
sented linking hurricane trends to global
warming, but the ocean temperature link
is indisputable. Interestingly, there is
no argument that carbon-fuel emissions
are contributing greenhouse gases. Some
suggest that increased greenhouse gas
emissions may even be beneficial. For
others, it’s a question of how catastrophic
global warming will be.

The worldwide scientific consensus is
that within a few years we won’t have a
long list of questions anymore because
everyone will notice the results — we’ll be
seeing warmer temperatures, icecaps melt-
ing, sea levels rising, greater frequency of
drought, and so on.

Dr. Jeremy Leggett, the keynote
speaker, directs The Solar Century, a non-
profit company “dedicated to accelerating
the growth of solar markets as a route
to abating enhanced greenhouse risk.” He

also convenes the Oxford Solar Investment
Summit, a forum for insurance companies,
banks and pension funds to seek proactive
risk abatement and loss reduction through
solar energy projects.

His stunning opening graphic was a
night image of Earth taken from space in
which our atmosphere looks like a thin
protective film, not the robust medium
you might expect that provides our planet
with all life. Soberingly, Leggett says our
atmosphere contained less than 600 billion
tonnes of carbon during the millennia in
which human civilization developed, but
we’re now on track, within a century, to
put the thousands of billions of tonnes of
carbon contained in Earth-bound fossil
fuels, into the atmosphere.

Dr. Leggett and the reinsurance indus-
try are determined this will not happen.e
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