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An unlucky year: Weather disasters spike in 2011

Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, National Climatic Data Center, National Hurricane Center, news reports, MCT Photo Service
Graphic: Kate Nieland, Chicago Tribune

As of Jan. 19, three events were still 
being analyzed and may reach the 
$1 billion mark

Hurricane Katrina helps make 
this year the costliest in 
modern weather history: 

$160 billion for the year and 
$143.9 billion for Katrina

Flooding on the 
Mississippi kills 48 
people

$32.8 billion

Blizzards dump 1-4 
feet of snow over 
Appalachians, 
Mid-Atlantic and 
Northeast. Severe 
flooding follows

$4.3 billion

Severe fire is often found in 
tandem with drought years; in this 
fire season, 7 million acres burn in 
the Western states

$2.6 billion

Hurricane Andrew is the 
second-costliest hurricane 
after Katrina

$43.3 billion

A severe freeze in the central and 
southern San Joaquin Valley in 
California causes the loss of citrus, 
avocado trees and other crops

$3.7 billion

Heat wave and drought in the 
central and eastern U.S. 
causes severe losses in 
agriculture and related 
industries

$77.2 billion

Heat waves and droughts can often be the 
most costly disasters over time because 
of their impact on farming; this one in 1980 
cost $60.2 billion in damage

El Nino brings storms and 
flooding, especially in the 
western and southern states

$2.5 billion

2008 is the previous 
record number 
of billion-dollar 
disasters at nine

Disasters with at least $1 billion in damage

Cost per natural disaster in 2011
The total cost for the 2011 events is $55 billion — nowhere near the $160 billion price tag in 2005 
($143.9 billion is attributed to Hurricane Katrina); though the cost was relatively low, 669 people died in these 2011 
weather disasters; weather-related deaths totaled more than 1,000 for the year

$1.8 Winter 
storm leaves 
1-2 feet of snow 
in the upper 
Midwest
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$10.2
Tornadoes hit 
several metro 
areas in the 
South

$9.1 
Tornadoes kill 
177, including 
161 in Joplin, 
Mo.

$10 Spring 
through fall 
drought

$4 Mississippi
River flooding

$1 Tropical
Storm Lee

$1 
Spring-fall 
wildfires

$2.2
59 tornadoes

In billions

$2.8 46 
tornadoes

$2.1 177 
tornadoes

$1.3 81 
tornadoes

$2  Midwest 
flooding

$7.3 Hurricane 
Irene

$1 Storms, 
tornadoes
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Tornadoes in 2011
Half of the year’s billion-dollar events were tornadoes, and with six at the 
EF5 level, NOAA calls it a record year. “Some years you’ll have a whole 
string of events and other years it can be relatively quiet,” Carbin said.

10 years

How often an event like the 
Joplin, Mo., tornado happens
(A single tornado wipes out a town)

30 years

How often an event like the
string of Southern tornadoes in
April happens
(Round after round of tornadoes
hitting many populated areas)

States affected by at least one billion-dollar tornado event

Estimates
Tornadoes 850+
Damage $28.7 billion
Fatalities 551

Joplin, Mo.
With 161 deaths, a 
tornado here in May was 
the deadliest single 
tornado strike in the U.S. 
since modern 
record-keeping began

Drought and fire in 2011
From spring to fall, heat and a lack of precipitation caused 
drought and wildfires in the South. By the end of July, 84 
percent of the Southern plains had moderate to exceptional 
drought.

Storms, flood in 2011
Persistent rainfall (nearly 300 percent of normal 
precipitation amounts in the Ohio Valley) paired with 
melting snow caused historical flooding along the 
Mississippi, Missouri and Souris rivers. Seven states 
saw a record wet year.
“It does appear that we’re seeing a greater number 
of precipitation events where the amount of rain or 
snow is much higher,” Carbin said. “That makes 
sense with a warming climate because the 
atmosphere can hold more water vapor.”

Hurricanes
in 2011
It was rain, not wind speed, that 
caused damage last year from 
Hurricane Irene and Tropical Storm 
Lee. The Northeast saw extensive 
flood damage.
The U.S. dodged several tropical 
storms and hurricanes that passed 
east of the coast. 
Wilma in October 2005 was the last 
major hurricane (Category 3 or 
greater) to strike the U.S. The 
National Hurricane Center says this 
is one of the longest stretches on 
record without a Category 3 
hurricane making landfall.

Acres burned

States with above-normal precipitation in 2011

Single-fire record Single-fire record

Ariz. N.M.
Texas

500,000

$1.8
billion

150,000

In order of occurance, all damage estimates in 2011 dollars

Chicago saw some of this increased precipitation in 
2011 during a Groundhog Day blizzard — the first 
billion-dollar event of the year.

NONE

NONE

NONE

NONE

2012 Outlook A La Nina pattern will continue through spring and rob precipitation from the southern half of the country; 
areas badly affected in 2011 will likely see more drought this year

2012 Outlook Though conditions can always change, severe weather activity usually ramps up in March 
and peaks in severity between April and May, then fades during the summer months

2012 Outlook A warmer climate could facilitate a gradual increase in the number of extreme precipitation events and 
the flooding that results from them.

2012 Outlook Though it’s too early to determine the conditions that will influence the 2012 season, there has been a 
recent upswing in tropical storm and hurricane activity since 1995 attributed to natural changes in the sea surface 
temperature; scientists say increased activity is likely for several more years

2011 was an above-average season for tropical storms with 19 named storms 
— tied with 2010, 1995 and 1887 as the third busiest season on record; the 
number of hurricanes (six) and major hurricanes (two) was closer to average

NOAA acknowledges that the 
data it uses to monitor weather 

and economic data has improved 
over time and could influence the 
number of billion-dollar weather 

disasters

3 million +

Unprecedented tornadoes, fires, storms, hurricanes and floods contributed to a record 14 weather and climate disasters in the United States in 2011 that caused $1 billion or more in damage. 
That reflects a spike in natural disasters and also the geography of where they occurred, whether in populated areas or costly farmland. “There were just an inordinate number of extremely hazardous and 
deadly, destructive weather events,” said Greg Carbin, a warning coordination meteorologist for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Will 2012 be another record-breaker? 
Carbin says that’s hard to predict. “Let’s hope that’s an anomaly.”


