Record Number of Billion-Dollar Disasters Struck the U.S. in 2020
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Jan. 8, 2021 – It was an extraordinary year for weather and climate events in the U.S.  The nation endured an unprecedented 22 billion-dollar disasters in 2020.  
A record number of named tropical storms formed in the Atlantic, with a record 12 making landfall.  The nation also had its most active wildfire year on record, due to very dry conditions in the West and unusually warm temperatures that gripped much of the country. 
Here’s a recap of the climate and extreme weather events across the U.S.in 2020, according to scientists at NOAA’s National Centers for Environmental Information.
Climate by the Numbers
Billion-Dollar Disasters in 2020
Last year, the U.S. experienced a record-smashing 22 weather and climate disasters that killed at least 262 people and injured scores more:
• 1 wildfire event (Western wildfires focused across California, Colorado, Oregon and Washington);
• 1 drought and heat wave event (summer/fall across Western and Central U.S.);
• 3 tornado outbreaks (including the Nashville tornado and Easter outbreak); 
• 7 tropical cyclones (Hanna, Isaias, Laura, Sally, Delta, Zeta and Eta); and
• 10 severe weather events (including the Midwest derecho and Texas hail storms) 
Damages from these disasters exceeded $1 billion each and totaled approximately $95 billion for all 22 events.
The 7 billion-dollar tropical cyclones were the most in one year since NOAA started keeping track of billion-dollar disasters in 1980.  The extremely active 2020 Atlantic hurricane season produced an unprecedented 30 named storms, with 12 making landfall in the continental U.S.  The combined cost of the 7 tropical systems was approximately $40.1 billion, more than 42% of the total U.S. billion-dollar disaster price tag in 2020. 
Last year was also the most active wildfire year on record across the West.  The 3 largest wildfires in Colorado history occurred during 2020, with California recording 5 of the 6 largest wildfires in its history.  Across the U.S., wildfires burned nearly 10.3 million acres during 2020, exceeding the 2000-2010 average by 51%.  This was the largest acreage consumed in the U.S. since at least 2000.
Since 1980, the U.S. has sustained 285 separate billion-dollar weather and climate disasters.  They have exceeded $1.875 trillion in total damages to date.
Full-Year 2020
The average temperature across the contiguous U.S. in 2020 was 54.4°F (2.4° above the 20th century average), making 2020 the 5th warmest year on record.  All 5 warmest years in the U.S. have occurred since 2012, according to NOAA scientists from NOAA’s National Centers for Environmental Information.
10 states across the Southwest, Southeast and East Coast had their 2nd-warmest year on record.  There were no areas of below-average annual temperatures observed across the Lower 48 states during 2020.  In Alaska, despite temperatures running 1.5°F above the long-term average, the state saw its coldest year since 2012.
Precipitation across the contiguous U.S. totaled 30.28 inches (0.34 of an inch above average), which placed 2020 in the middle 1/3 of the 126-year climate record. 
Nevada and Utah ranked driest on record, with Arizona and Colorado ranking 2nd driest.  On the flip side, North Carolina recorded its 2nd-wettest year, with Virginia seeing its 3rd wettest.
According to the U.S. Drought Monitor, 2020 ended with extreme and exceptional drought conditions enveloping about 22% of the contiguous U.S. — the largest expanse since August 2012.
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