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The important role of (re)insurance in the speed of physical and economic recovery after a major disaster, especially 
when there is little to no coverage due to unavailability, insufficient capacity or lack of take up (predominantly 
because of economic reasons), has not really been studied in detail. The (re)insurance industry tends to focus on the 
potential for future events and events in the immediate past. However, there is a need for a deeper understanding 
of the aftermath of disasters over a longer time frame, as well as an understanding of the impact that insurance 
penetration has on the pace of economic recovery. 

Working with Cambridge Centre for Risk Studies at the University of Cambridge Judge Business School (CCRS) we 
have been examining more than 100 catastrophes across the world over a three-year timeline to compare and contrast 
outcomes and establish conclusions and recommendations. A consolidated report will be released later in 2020 but 
the case studies (this one covers 2013 Typhoon Haiyan) produced by CCRS were so interesting and of such quality 
we thought it would be beneficial to share these as they became available. In the future we intend to make available 
publicly all of the detailed work from all of the case studies in an open source database whilst also establishing a 
template to study and collect data from future catastrophes in a more structured way.

Our aim is for this work to be used as a tool by policymakers and governments worldwide when evaluating disaster 
preparedness and seeking to fully understand, from the lessons learned by others, the impact of displacement of 
populations; increasing personal debt levels; change in economic mix of industry; political upheaval and overall time 
to recover, among other things. Intuitively, we know the speed and scale of protection the (re)insurance industry 
provides dramatically reduces the recovery time for communities which have suffered through extreme catastrophes. 
However, we believe that it is imperative that this be demonstrated in more detail with evidence and placed in front of 
the right people to effect change – particularly governments. 

We also want to explain the marginal increased cost in relation to the value of rebuilding with resilience – what we call 
“building back better” – over and above the cost of replacement. The (re)insurance industry needs to provide extra 
limit and contractual stipulations for “building back better” to minimize the impact of future disasters. In addition to 
this, we want to demonstrate the importance of "building better before", that is encouraging our partners, including 
governments, through funding with NGOs, banks and other bodies to retrofit properties and strengthen vulnerabilities 
to avoid losses in the first place. This should result in savings on future insurance costs which would more than 
finance the initial upfront investment.

We are starting to see good progress in terms of the increased role of governments in closing the gap between 
economic loss and insured loss – since we started these papers we have seen the FEMA program in the US placed in 
the market for the first time; Flood Re in the UK become fully operational and the California Wildfire Fund established 
by the State of California and managed by the California Earthquake Authority (CEA), at least initially. The current 
pandemic is another unfortunate example of the difference between economic risk and insurance coverage with 
many businesses not prepared and not covered for what is a foreseeable peril. The enormous exposure made clear in 
the COVID-19 pandemic is far greater than the (re)insurance industry’s capital base and future coverage can only be 
provided with governmental assistance. AXA XL Reinsurance are formulating ideas for possible future structures based 
on our work understanding Government Pools in 2018 and will be sharing this work in due course.

There are discussions happening in numerous countries within the industry about working with government to 
provide some form of pandemic coverage. This work together with the more recent schemes where governments are 
de-risking are encouraging and signs of the partnerships being built up between governments and the industry. We 
will continue to support these initiatives with reinsurance and by sharing our findings from studies such as these.
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The views, findings and opinions in this case study are those of the researchers at CCRS and not necessarily those of AXA XL. Notwithstanding this, we are proud to be associated with this 
project and are sure that by gaining a greater level of understanding, we will ultimately develop more catastrophe reinsurance solutions and, more importantly, show the world the true 
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Lifestyle and AXA XL Risk Consulting.
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Section 1: Event Context

In 2013, Typhoon Haiyan devastated the Philippines to be counted among 
the most severe tropical storms to be experienced by the nation in recorded 
history, impacting the central Eastern Visayas region including the provincial 
capital of Tacloban. There were 7,354 fatalities, 4.1 million people were 
displaced, over 16 million people were affected, and the economic loss 
totalled around US$13 billion, although the long-term macroeconomic impact 
was negligible. This case study examines the impacts of the typhoon in the 
Philippines – a lower-middle income developing economy with relatively low 
non-life insurance penetration – and the subsequent socioeconomic recovery. 
The study focuses on Tacloban and the wider Eastern Visayas region, which 
were the worst affected regions. The Philippines ranks amongst the most 
natural catastrophe-prone countries and suffers regular high-magnitude events 
which demand concerted efforts to address the risk.

Following the 2013 event, the recovery process has demanded significant 
time and resources and elements of the process continue to the present day. 
The sheer scale of the event presented an unprecedented challenge to public 
organisations responsible for recovery, and therefore there was a reliance on 
external aid. Global interest in the event invited a huge external response and 
aid operation.

Nevertheless, recovery was largely viewed as successful in terms of speed and 
quality. In the aftermath of the event, progress on rehousing displaced people 
was slow and seven years later the housing stock is yet to fully recover and 
those displaced have not returned home. In contrast, the economy recovered 
relatively quickly, and industry, agriculture, and the service sector returned 
to nearly full production within three to four years. All sectors, apart from 
housing, returned to similar states of safety and amenity as before the event 
in terms. Two-thirds (68%) of experts surveyed thought there had been an 
improvement in the resilience of housing, although housing had not fully 
recovered at the time of the survey. 92% of respondents thought insurance 
speeded recovery, with 12% suggesting that homes and business with coverage 
recovered more than one year faster. In localised regions, notably Tacloban, 
there was a significant drive to build back better, through relocation away from 
hazard areas and resilient design of infrastructure. The disaster demonstrated 
the importance of stability and continuity of livelihoods and income in creating 
resilience, and success was seen where survivors were provided with cash 
rather than kind. Insurance penetration is very low in the Philippines and only 
7% of the total economic loss was insured. 

A significant disaster renders those affected indebted, so they have little 
financial resilience against further disasters, and ex-post borrowing is more 
costly than ex-ante premium. This event, and other severe typhoons and 
other natural disasters that have occurred since, therefore emphasise the 
opportunity for an increased role of insurance. 
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Event Overview
In 2013, the Philippines was hit by multiple catastrophes within 
a month. Typhoon Haiyan (known locally in the Philippines as 
Yolanda) devastated the Eastern Visayas region of the central 
Philippines, including the provincial capital of Tacloban. It first 
made landfall on 8th November 2013 in Eastern Samar, hitting 
the eastern municipality of Guiuan at 4:40 a.m. (local time) while 
most citizens were asleep. Subsequently, Haiyan progressed 
westward to its main landfall south of Tolosa, Leyte Island (at 
07:00 a.m.), and made four subsequent landfalls as it crossed 
the central Philippines (Figure 1). Considered one of the most 
powerful tropical cyclones in recorded history, Haiyan sustained 
maximum winds of up to 315 km/hr, making it a ‘Super Typhoon’ 
and equivalent to a Category 5 Atlantic hurricane on the Saffir-
Simpson scale.1  Observed wind speeds and central pressures 
were among the most extreme recorded for any tropical cyclone 
worldwide. Typhoon Haiyan left a trail of destruction across 
Southeast Asia and China, affecting over 44 million people and 
causing 7,846 fatalities.2 In the Philippines there were 7,354 
fatalities, 4.1 million people were displaced, over 16 million 
people were affected and the total economic loss reached  
US$13 billion. The private sector bore about 90% of this loss.3 
Three weeks prior to Haiyan’s occurrence, on 15th October 2013, 
the central Visayas regions of the Philippines was devastated by 
the magnitude 7.2 Bohol earthquake. Its impacts were highest in 
Bohol and in Cebu. 230 people were killed, and over 3.2 million 
people were affected.2 73,000 structures were damaged or 
destroyed, and the economic loss totalled US$51 million.4  

Typhoon Haiyan was among the most severe natural catastrophes 
experienced by the Philippines in recorded history (Figure 2). 
Tacloban City, the ‘epicentre’ of destruction, suffered 3,000 
fatalities, representing a significant proportion of the total death 
toll.5

Figure 1: Trajectory of Typhoon Haiyan 8th November 2013 
and inset map of region

1	 Lagmay et al. 2015
2	 Guha-Sapir, Below, and Hoyois 2018
3	 DSWD et al. 2014
4	 NDRRMC 2013
5	 DSWD et al. 2014
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Figure 2: Philippines deaths (top); and damage (bottom),  
due to natural disasters (Guha-Sapir et al. 2018).
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6	 World Bank 2018
7	 Transparency International 2017
8	 City Gov. of Tacloban 2018
9	 UNU-EHS 2016
10	 UNISDR 2015
11	 Milman 2015

Overview
The results of the recovery survey indicate that the impacts were 
severe or very severe across all sectors (permanent housing, 
economy, employment, population, infrastructure, and non-
domestic buildings), with housing suffering, on average, the worst 
damage and some areas experiencing total destruction (Figure 3).

Physical Impacts
Storm surge is a relatively unusual phenomenon in the 
Philippines, which is predominantly surrounded by deep ocean; 
but extreme winds, combined with the shallow waters of San 
Pedro Bay, stimulated a  storm surge up to seven metres high that 
was channelled into Tacloban City and the surrounding coast, 
where damage and casualties were therefore more severe.12 
Intense rainfall was recorded between 6th and 9th November, 
which increased flood water levels and contributed to structural 
damage due to hydrostatic pressures and non-structural damage 
due to water ingress.13 Haiyan subsequently tracked northwest 
across the South China Sea, affecting Taiwan, China, and Vietnam. 
Table 1 outlines the damage in the Philippines by region.
 

Socioeconomic Context
The Philippines is defined as a lower-middle income developing 
nation, with a population of almost 105 million in 2017, and 
a rapidly developing ‘Tiger Cub’ economy transitioning from 
predominantly agriculture to services and manufacturing. The 
economic growth rate of at 7.6% was strong in the first half of 
2013 prior to the disaster.6 However, major disparities in income 
and growth exist between the country’s different regions and 
socioeconomic classes, and approximately 26% of the overall 
population lies below the poverty line. The Philippines is 
governed by a highly centralised unitary government centred in 
Manila and ranks high on corruption – 94th of 177 countries.7 The 
Eastern Visayas, with a total population of over 4.4 million (2015 
census), was the most severely impacted region in the Philippines. 
Tacloban City, its capital, has a population of about 240,000 and 
is among the fastest developing cities in the Philippines and was 
the first in the region to become a ‘Highly Urbanised City’, allowing 
greater governmental autonomy. Tacloban is a major tourism 
hub and gateway to Eastern Visayas, with the largest airport in 
the region, receiving 472,300 tourist arrivals in 2015.8 It is also the 
regional centre for business, finance, and education.

Risk Landscape
The World Bank Risk Index (2016) ranks the Philippines as the 
third most natural disaster risk-prone country in the world.9 The 
Philippine archipelago is highly exposed to a variety of natural 
hazards, including typhoons, earthquakes, tsunamis, floods, 
landslides, and volcanoes. Average annual losses represent 14% 
of the Philippines annual capital investment, and nearly 69% 
of annual social expenditure.10 Of these hazards, in the past 
century, typhoons have affected and killed the most people and 
caused the highest economic losses (12% of the country’s capital 
investment). On average, it experiences 20 typhoons per year, 
typically between July to October.11 This puts the Philippines’ 
proportion of capital investment at risk to tropical cyclones 
amongst the largest globally. 

12	 Soria et al. 2016
13	 Jagnarine-Azan 2014

Research Approach
The Cambridge Centre for Risk Studies conducted 
extensive research into the impacts of tropical storms and 
the characteristics of storm recovery. This case study is 
informed by secondary literature sources and supported by 
two surveys. The first, an observation study and workshop 
surveys of business recovery, focusing on tourism in the 
islands of Bohol, Cebu, and Bantayan conducted in July 
2016, nearly three years after Typhoon Haiyan.  The second 
was an on-line and telephone survey in mid-2018, nearly 
five years after the disaster, aimed at sampling opinion on 
different aspects of recovery, including its speed and quality, 
in specified sectors of society. The survey participants were 
people working and/or living in the affected region during 
and following Typhoon Haiyan, or whose work concerned 
recovery after the disaster. 30 participants were surveyed, 
including humanitarian and NGO workers, disaster managers, 
recovery experts (for example in the fields of shelter or 
health), academics, and journalists. The following sectors 
were surveyed: housing, economy, employment, population, 
infrastructure and non-domestic buildings.

Section 2: Disaster Impacts

Housing

Economy

Employment

Population

Infrastructure

Non-domestic

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

moderate
severe
very severe
total destruction

Figure 3: Severity of impacts produced by Typhoon Haiyan  
(Cambridge CRS survey 2018)

Table 1: Damage by Region  
(figure from Bravo et al. 2014)

Region Damage and Loss 
(USD B)

$ GRDP

IV-A Calabarzon 3.2 0

IV-B Mimaropa 114.4 2.5

V Bicol 45.5 0.8

VI Western Visayas 750.2 7.3

VII Central Visayas 261.7 1.7

VIII Eastern Visayas 1098.9 17.4

XIII Caraga 18.7 0.7

Philippines 2292.6 0.9
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Section 3: Disaster Management and Resourcing

Disaster Management 
The Philippine government issued typhoon warnings a week 
before Haiyan’s landfall, and the extent and height of storm 
surges were predicted two days in advance.18 Each barangay 
(local government) had its own disaster management plan and 
some were better prepared than others; Tacloban had inadequate 
contingency plans.19 There was a mixed response to warnings 
and many people did not evacuate immediately because of 
concerns about the safety of family members, belief that staying 
at home would be safer and uncertainty about the typhoon’s 
magnitude.20 People relied on the experience of previous events, 
but none had experienced an event of this extreme magnitude 
before.21 Storm surge is rare in the Philippines and although 
warnings were issued, they were not well understood, and people 
did not appreciate the severity of anticipated flooding. Even 
government officials were unaware of the risk and remained in the 
beach houses despite the evacuation orders given by their own 
local government.22 Furthermore, previous experience of life in 
evacuation areas had been worse than remaining in their coastal 
homes. Nevertheless, approximately 800,000 were evacuated to 
designated centres. 

In July 2014, eight months after the event, the Philippines 
transitioned from relief to recovery.23 Hit hardest, the Eastern 
Visayas experienced the greatest recovery challenges. But the 
scale of damage was not the only determining factor; larger 
populations, such as Tacloban City, could mobilise more resources 
in terms of expertise and finance to aid recovery. 

Despite the importance of livelihoods, agencies focused on 
shelter.24 More than four million people were displaced in the 
Philippines, and of these only about 100,000 were housed in 
provided shelters while the vast majority were accommodated 
by host families or in makeshift shelters.25 Despite the disaster 
risk, the vast majority of those displaced returned to where they 
had lived, even if their homes had been completely destroyed, 
because they had little choice but to return to where their 
livelihoods were located. 

Authority
The Philippines’ political system, with an emphasis on patronage, 
regionalism, and a lack of a strong central government, intensifies 
partisan infighting that hampers disaster management, and 
entrenched political families holding authority has eroded trust 
in the state and its officials.26 Therefore, when local officials asked 
people to evacuate, few believed the warnings, or feared the 
government would use it as a way to relocate them by force.

Financing
It was estimated that over US$8 billion would be needed to 
recover the economy and financial aid was provided by the 
Philippines government, international organisations, foreign 
governments, and NGOs, and to a lesser extent, insurance.27 A 
far larger proportion of total aid came from international donors 
and through NGOs. Remittances are the lifeline in everyday life 
in the Philippines and in the immediate aftermath of Typhoon 
Haiyan remittances grew by US$600 million.28 However, finance 
was not uniformly distributed and NGOs penalised households 
that had previously received aid regardless of the timing and 
amount. Families in illegal settlements, often the worst impacted 
by Haiyan, were the least able to recover, as insecure land tenure 
prevented them from accessing state support and the disaster 
exacerbated existing inequalities.29 The Philippines’ Department 
of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD) emergency cash 
assistance programme targeted 500,000 of the most vulnerable 
households in the affected area and each family received an extra 
US$30 per month.30 Families affected by the disaster were to be 
compensated US$226 for each dead relative, and half this amount 
for those injured.31 Public employment programmes provided 
cash for clean-up work for those that lost their livelihoods. 

Social impacts
Over 20,000 people evacuated Tacloban City. The storm surge 
hazard hadn’t been envisaged by evacuation plans,  so tragically, 
many people died in evacuation centres that were flooded or 
did not withstand the storm.14 An International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM) survey (2014) survey in 10 of the most affected 
towns in Eastern Samar and Samar showed that only 53 of the 634 
pre-Haiyan evacuation centres identified by the government could 
be used in the event of another typhoon. As in many disasters, 
there was a gender dimension to Haiyan and many men chose to 
remain at home to protect belongings and were drowned.15 Areas 
less affected reported that their populations more than doubled 
after the typhoon with the influx of refugees. 

Economic Impacts
Damage, loss and the cost of reconstruction by sector are detailed 
in Table 2. The total economic damage and loss amounted to 
nearly US$13 billion.

Table 2: Damage, loss and reconstruction cost by sector  
(NEDA, 2013)

Damage Loss Total  % Recovery %
Agriculture 709 698 1,407 11% 423 5%

Industry, Services 906 1,722 2,628 20% 1,604 20%

Housing 6,885 485 7,370 57% 4,150 51%

Education 491 50 542 4% 688 8%

Health 71 55 126 1% 156 2%

Local Government 91 7 97 1% 97 1%

Social protection 417 5%

Transport 141 1 142 1% 169 2%

Roads, bridges etc 96 7 104 1% 117 1%

Electricity 155 197 352 3% 225 3%

Water and sanitation 68 105 173 1% 130 2%

Total (US$m) 9,613 3,327 12,941 100% 8,177 100%

The storm did not directly impact Manila, where much of the 
Philippines' economic wealth is located. The worst hit Eastern 
Visayas region accounted for about 2% of GDP, where agriculture, 
particularly sugarcane and rice production, is the major industry, 
while manufacturing and services – including mining, fishing, and 
tourism – also contribute significantly to the economy, and were 
each damaged and disrupted by the Typhoon. The estimated 
total loss to the main industries in the region was US$324 million, 
only 0.2% of national GDP. Many of the affected islands, including 
Bohol, Cebu, and Bantayan, are popular tourist destinations, 
and in the aftermath of Haiyan, hundreds of tourists were left 
stranded for days.16 This provoked international media attention, 
frightening away tourists and triggering mass cancellations, 
impacting the industry not only within the Central Visayas, 
but across the country.17 Other impacts included widespread 
environmental degradation, oil and sewage leakage into 
ecosystems, destruction of 33 million coconut trees, destruction of 
3-4% of sugarcane, damage to roads which provide links between 
farms and markets, and devastation to fishing communities who 
lost boats and equipment. The national economic growth rate 
marginally slowed in the months after Haiyan, but subsequent 
strong growth demonstrated that, as is the case for other major 
disasters, Haiyan had a negligible macroeconomic impact. Among 
the regions, VIII, VI, and VII were the hardest hit, with Eastern 
Visayas bearing the highest damage and loss, representing 17.4% 
of the expected 2013 Gross Regional Domestic Product (GRDP).

14	 Walch 2018
15	 Faure Walker and Alexander 2014

18	 Lagmay et al. 2015
19	 Walch 2018
20	 Soria et al. 2016; Leelawat et al. 2014
21	 Dalisay and De Guzman 2016
22	 Walch 2018
23	 Torregoza 2016
24	 Sherwood et al. 2015
25	 IFRC 2015; DSWD 2014

26	 Bankoff 2003
27	 NEDA 2013
28	 Curato 2018
29	 Curato 2018
30	 DSWD 2014
31	 Swiderek and Wipf 2015

16	 GFDRR 2014
17	 Khazai, Mahdavian, and Platt 2018
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Section 4: Recovery and Resilience

Overview
Recovery is defined as a return to normality and an attempt to 
bring the post-disaster situation to some level of acceptable 
performance.  However, a post-disaster ‘normal’ may not be 
a return to the same status as before the event, especially if 
safety and amenity can be improved to enhance resilience and 
achieve a new normal. Recovery from disaster can therefore 
be viewed as a process of resilience building, whereby the 
capacity of a community to spring back after the initial shock of 
a disaster is increased. Although there is a strong imperative to 
recover quickly and get people back home and business back 
in operation, a balance must be achieved between speed and 
enhanced resilience. Our survey of experts was performed in mid-
2018, nearly five years after Typhoon Haiyan, and so provides an 
indication of the overall speed and characteristics of recovery.

Speed of Recovery
More than two million people remained in temporary 
accommodation 6-8 months after the disaster and promises 
of permanent structures were slow to materialise. Access to 
education, healthcare, transport, markets, and income, as well as 
unclear tenure and property arrangements, impeded the return 
of displaced people.32 One and a half years later, hundreds of 
thousands of families had returned to and were working to rebuild 
homes and re-establish livelihoods, all of the tent cities had been 
closed and nearly half of the residents in temporary ‘bunkhouses’ 
had returned to their communities or received support to move 
elsewhere.33 Plans to relocate families from areas that remain 
highly exposed to future disasters were made and implemented. 
Our survey was performed in mid-2018, nearly five years after 
Typhoon Haiyan, and so provides an indication of the overall 
speed and quality of recovery. Table 3 and Figure 4 show the 
speed of recovery as estimated by the on-line survey of experts. 
Progress on rehousing displaced families the slowest of all 
recovery indicators assessed in the survey. It took 4-5 years to 
rehouse most displaced families and until now, 7 years after the 
disaster, for housing to fully recover. In contrast, the economy 
recovered more quickly and industry, agriculture and the service 
sector returned to nearly full production within 3-4 years. The 
total population of the affected region recovered the fastest, with 
an average respondents’ estimate of 30 months, as new people 
migrated into the area from other parts of the Philippines. 

34	 Citrinot 2017
35	 Swiderek and Wipf 2015

Tourism, both national and international, is an important part of 
the local economy. Recovery of the tourist sector was quicker than 
expected and although, a year after the event, many international 
tourists remained hesitant to visit the affected region, national 
tourist numbers increased by one-third in 2014. Figure 5 shows 
a relatively constant 8% increase in international tourist arrivals 
in the Philippines from 1996-2015, and the 2013 disasters appear 
to have resulted in only a minor dip in this trend, indicating 
that non-affected destinations in the Philippines absorbed the 
temporary disruption to tourism in the Visayas region. In 2015-
2016, more than a million tourists visited the Eastern Visayas 
provinces (Leyte, Southern Leyte, Samar, Eastern Samar, Northern 
Samar, and Biliran), contributing approximately US$182m to the 
regional economy. However, during this period, tourism remained 
largely dependent on local travellers. Subsequently, an increased 
demand from international travellers has seen strong tourism 
growth rates.34 
 

Figure 5: International tourist arrivals in the Philippines 
from 1996 to 2015, showing a relatively constant 8% increase 
(FFCCCII 2014; Khazai et al. 2018)

Khazai et al. (2018) carried out a survey to compare the state of 
recovery on Bohol, Cebu, and Bantayan islands – each popular 
tourist destinations – 2.5 months after the event. Their focus was 
on tourism, and a group of 40 chosen ‘expert’ sector stakeholders 
participated. The study found that recovery progressed at 
different rates, dependent on the severity of damage and 
population of the islands. Across the three destinations studied 
tourist destinations, recovery efforts concentrated on reinstating 
services, including shopping centres, telecommunications, and 
banking facilities, for foreign and local tourists and business. 
Within 2.5 months, all three destinations were welcoming tourists 
from across the Philippines, many of whom were visiting to show 
support for the affected region. International arrivals recovered 
at a slower rate. Physical recovery, despite heavy damages, was 
also relatively speedy and debris clearance took about six months. 
But telecommunications services were still limited, and regular 
brownouts were being scheduled on Saturdays to preserve power 
6-7 months after the event.35 

32	 DSWD et al. 2014
33	 Sherwood et al. 2015

Table 3: Speed of recovery (months to recover ≥90%)

Sector Months to recover 
≥90%

Housing 84

Economy 39

Employment 33

Population 30

Infrastructure 47

Non-domestic buildings 41

 

Figure 4: Speed of Recovery
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by one-third in 2014.



10  11  Philippines 2013: Typhoon Haiyan AXA XL / Reinsurance

One and a half years after Haiyan, the government had identified 
some 205,128 (temporary and permanent) households in need 
of relocation away from hazardous areas, and this process took 
3-4 years to complete.37 Relocation programs have pushed 
coastal residents out of urban centres and forced them to 
relocate to the northern part of Tacloban City, far from downtown 
livelihood opportunities.38 To comply with the state’s ban, many 
survivors remained living in tents instead of sturdier transitional 
shelter.39 Communities, however, were not involved in decision-
making and, as a result, access to livelihoods was insufficiently 
considered, and members of relocated families returned to 
their former homes to make a living from the sea.40 Those within 
the no-build zones seemed to have little idea about where 
they should relocate and flimsy structures reappeared in the 
coastal areas.41 By framing Typhoon Haiyan as a climate disaster, 
international NGOs tailored their response to abide by the state’s 
decision to prohibit the rebuilding of informal settlements in 
hazardous areas and this has caused further marginalisation of 
vulnerable communities and exposed them to risk. 

NGOs, such as the Philippine and International Red Cross, 
contributed by teaching simple construction techniques to build 
more resilient homes, and thousands of community volunteers 
helped to communicate disaster risk mitigation and adaption 
strategies.42 There was a need for further training programs to 
ensure that rebuilt houses would be less vulnerable to future 
natural disasters. But these efforts to build back better were 
limited by the scale of the disaster, as beneficiaries of these 
projects represented only a fraction of those affected and more 
isolated communities were left to rebuild with whatever resources 
they could find.

Quality of Recovery 
Asked about the quality of recovery, about half the experts 
thought that all sectors apart from housing had remained the 
same in terms of safety and amenity. In housing over two-thirds 
(68%) thought there had been an improvement, although as was 
mentioned earlier, housing had not fully recovered at the time 
of the survey five years after the disaster. In the other sectors, 
apart from population where there may have been doubts about 
the 'quality' of migrants, 44-58% thought that there had been 
improvement. However, a significant minority thought the quality 
of recovered housing (16%) and infrastructure (17%) was worse or 
much worse (Figure 6).  
 

The Philippines government promoted the relocation of affected 
populations away from coastal areas – in Tacloban, to permanent 
houses on safer ground in the north of the City. In Tacloban and 
the surrounding coastline, a no-build zone was established within 
40 metres of the shoreline. Tacloban City began the recovery 
progress promptly, simultaneously reviewing its development 
plans for a resilient and sustainable future. Planning exercises 
were conducted with the participation of business stakeholders, 
grassroots and barangay representatives, consultants, and 
academics, through partnership with USAID, UN-Habitat, and 
JICA. The flagship project is the new township of ‘Tacloban 
North’ in areas to the north of the city with the lowest natural 
hazard risk.36 Two years after Haiyan, Tacloban City experienced a 
renewed boom, with strong economic growth and tourism.

36	 City Gov. of Tacloban 2018

Figure 6: Quality of Recovery by Sector
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Section 5: Discussion

Considerations for the Insurance Sector
On the role of insurance, 92% of respondents indicated that 
insurance accelerated recovery speed, with 12% suggesting that 
homes and business with coverage recovered more than one 
year faster. However, insurance penetration is very low in the 
Philippines. Of the US$12 billion economic loss, only (7%) was 
insured. Property and life insurance is very rare in the Philippines, 
with premiums of just US$1.2 billion in 2012, and there was a 
lack of awareness of insurance options. On a per capita basis, this 
works out at just US$13, compared with US$1,224 in the US.43  At 
the time of the disaster the Philippines lacked a national pool to 
cover natural catastrophes. In 2017, the Government, with support 
of the World Bank and the UK government’s Department for 
International Development (DFID), launched a new catastrophe 
risk insurance programme for International Development, 
providing US$206 typhoon cover. The Philippines has the highest 
micro insurance penetration in Asia and Oceania, with nearly 20 
million properties and lives covered in 2014. This includes credit, 
life, accident, calamity, and funeral insurance. Life and non-life 
providers are associated with intermediary brokers, cooperatives, 
NGOs, and rural banks. By July 2014, eight months after the event, 
over 111,000 micro insurance claims, 90% of which were calamity 
claims, had been paid, amounting to US$12 million with a flat 
benefit of US$90 - 226. 

In the aftermath of the storm, the National Regulatory Insurance 
Commission developed a plan for the speedy processing of 
insurance claims. This included the establishment of a Claims 
Action Centre (CAC) in Tacloban to serve as a one-stop shop for 
Haiyan victims; the assembly of a master list of policyholders 
in the affected area and enforcement of a premium payment 
moratorium of 90 days. To expedite claims processing, insurers 
used satellite images and crisis mapping for claims validation. 
Due to the shortage of goods and necessities, including food and 
water, if the policyholder or beneficiary agreed, payment was 
made in the form of goods. Critically, 27% of claims were paid 
within four weeks of the typhoon, and 60% within four months. 
As a result, micro insurance did make a difference in recovery, 
especially where other assistance was lacking. Generally, 50% 
went toward repairing homes and 50% into re-establishing 
livelihoods, although for many, their livelihood took priority over 
fixing the home.

Predictably, all respondents thought that aid was crucial to 
recovery. Asked whether sufficient funding (from all sources) was 
provided for recovery, over three-quarters (79%) of respondents 
thought that funding was adequate or more than sufficient. 
Funding came primarily from external governments and NGO 
donors, particularly the UK, EU, and US. And 37% of respondents 
said that funding was provided quickly (within a month or 
few months after the event), and a further 30% gave a neutral 
response, indicating that, in general, remittances were timely to 
facilitate recovery. 

Survey participants were asked if anything went particularly well 
or badly, and if they thought there were there any lessons learnt. 
In terms of successes, there was an overwhelming immediate 
response from within affected communities and from the private 
sector, as well as assistance from adjacent cities and provinces. 
In the short term, disaster responders and national NGOs played 
an important role in the response and recovery effort, and in 
the longer term, Filipinos visited the area in a show of support, 
stimulating the tourist economy. 

Build back better initiatives, as previously discussed, were seen 
as a success. In contrast, the government’s role in recovery was 
criticised – corruption, politics, poor decision-making, and unwise 
funding were cited as failures, and the government response was 
seen as slow. Only 23% of respondents thought that the state 
responded well, while 13% thought it responded badly and 63% 
were neutral. A lack of coordination between government and 
NGOs, led to a duplication of effort, which hindered recovery. 
Disaster tourism, promoted by international media exposure, a 
visit by the Pope, and huge marketing efforts, positively affected 
the economy. However, as is often the case after large-magnitude 
disasters, the Typhoon also brought about an influx of NGOs, 
described by some Filipinos as ‘a flood’, which was sometimes 
unhelpful.

43	 Insurance Information Institute 2013
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Section 6: Key Findings

While expectations for rapid recovery and rehabilitation were 
high, recovery from a disaster of the magnitude of Typhoon 
Haiyan was a tremendous challenge and 4-5 years for a return 
to near normal is typical of disasters of the scale of Haiyan. 
Our survey results suggest full recovery may take until 2020.  
A four-year time frame was estimated by the government’s 
‘Reconstruction Assistance on Yolanda (RAY): Build-Back-Better’ 
for recovery and reconstruction considering the disruption to 
economic functions, supply chains and logistics, and limited 
human capacity to manage disaster recovery. Further factors were 
the time needed for adequate and detailed planning, matching 
the flow of funding with viable recovery projects, and establishing 
the capacity to implement such projects. 

Our survey was performed in mid-2018, nearly five years after 
Typhoon Haiyan, and so provides an indication of the overall 
speed and quality of recovery. Progress on rehousing displaced 
families was slow and it has taken until now, 7 years after the 
disaster, for housing to fully recover. In contrast, the economy 
recovered more quickly, and the industrial, agricultural, and 
service sectors resumed to nearly full productivity within 3-4 
years. 

All sectors, apart from housing, remained the same in terms of 
safety and amenity. In housing over two-thirds (68%) thought 
there had been an improvement, although housing had not fully 
recovered at the time of the survey 5 years after the disaster. In the 
other sectors 44-58% thought that there had been improvement. 
However, a significant minority thought the quality of recovered 
housing (16%) and infrastructure (17%) was worse or much worse.  
On the role of insurance, 92% of experts thought that insurance 
had speeded recovery, with 12% suggesting that homes and 
business with coverage recovered more than one year faster. 
However, it is important to note that insurance penetration is very 
low in the Philippines. Of the total economic loss, only 7% was 
insured. 
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