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SMD graph for Met Office tile 161 plotting 
the correlation between the SMD for a surge 
year (2003) and the current year in soils with 
medium water capacity. 
 

Contributions Welcome 

We welcome articles and comments from 
readers. If you have a contribution, please 
Email us at: clayresearchgroup@gmail.com 

District and Sector Risk 
 
Huntingdonshire is situated in Cambridgeshire. It has 
an area of 912.5km2 and a population of around 
181,000. 
 
It is the subject of the ‘Risk by District’ series in this 

month’s edition. Its geology comprises drift deposits 

of Peat and Till overlying a solid geology of Oxford 

and Kellaways beds  – see Page 7. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The risk maps are built from a data sample covering 
four claim years, including one surge and three 
‘normal’ years. 
 

SMD and Claim Cost 

 
The graph, left, suggests that we may see more 
claims this year than in 2003, a surge year. The 
moisture deficit for grass reached the maximum in 
both years. For trees, the 2026 deficit commenced 
much earlier and exceeded those of 2003 by quite a 
margin.  The ABI report average claim cost of £20k in 
the second quarter of 2026 - an increase of £2k 
compared with 2025 figures. It will be interesting to 
see if SMD values do help predict claim numbers and 
if not, is it simply the case the number of trees posing 
a risk has reduced? 
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What does the summer hold?        ChatGPT 
 
Question to ChatGPT 
 
What are the chances of the current climate delivering a surge in domestic subsidence claims? 
 
Response: 
 
The short answer is: the probability is relatively high, particularly if the UK experiences another 
prolonged period of hot, dry weather through late summer. The conditions that drive domestic 
subsidence claims are already in place, and several industry indicators are pointing in the same 
direction. 
 
The main reasons are: 
 

• Soil moisture deficits are elevated. Consecutive warm, dry seasons leave shrink-swell clay 
soils increasingly vulnerable. If rainfall remains below normal, the ground beneath 
foundations can continue to contract.  

• 2025 established a very high baseline. Following the UK's warmest spring and hottest 
summer on record, UK insurers paid around £307 million in domestic subsidence claims 
during 2025—the highest annual total recorded.  

• Ground conditions carry over between years. Unlike flood risk, subsidence isn't reset by the 
calendar. Clay soils can remain moisture-deficient, meaning a second dry summer can 
produce a disproportionately large increase in movement. This is why some claims specialists 
have discussed the possibility of a "double surge."  
 

From an insurance perspective, I'd roughly frame the outlook as: 
 

Climate Scenario Likelihood of elevated claims 

Wet remainder of summer Low to moderate 

Mixed weather with intermittent rain Moderate 

Continued hot, dry conditions through 
August/September 

High 

Extended drought with multiple heatwaves 
Very high, potentially approaching or 
exceeding recent record years 

 
 

… continued 

 

 



 

  The Clay Research Group 

 

 
 

       Issue 255 – August 2026 – Page 3 

  

 

There are also structural reasons why claims may continue to rise even if weather isn't quite 

as extreme: 

 

• The British Geological Survey has identified millions of UK homes on shrink-swell clay 

that become increasingly susceptible under a warming climate, particularly across 

London, the South East and parts of eastern England.  

 

• Average subsidence claim costs have also been increasing, with ABI data showing 

higher average payouts in 2026 than the previous year, reflecting rising repair costs as 

well as claim severity.  
 

For insurers 

 

If you're asking from a claims or underwriting perspective, the leading indicators I'd monitor 

are: 

 

• Soil Moisture Deficit (SMD)  

• Consecutive dry weeks rather than rainfall totals alone  

• Maximum daily temperatures and heatwave duration  

• Geographic concentration on shrink-swell clay (London, Kent, Essex, Hertfordshire, 

Buckinghamshire, parts of the Midlands)  

• Early notifications involving cracking, sticking doors/windows and tree-related 

movement  

 

These indicators typically begin deteriorating weeks before the peak in reported claims, as 

policyholders often don't notice damage until late summer or autumn.  

Overall, based on the current climatic conditions and the available industry data, I'd assess 

the chance of a meaningful surge in UK domestic subsidence claims as above average, with 

the magnitude depending largely on whether the remainder of the summer stays unusually 

hot and dry. Another record year isn't inevitable, but it's a credible scenario if soil moisture 

continues to decline. 
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Largest ever El Niño? 
 
An article in the journal Nature lists predictions of an increase in the influence of El Niño with 

forecasters predicting that, when combined with effects of global warming, it could push global 

temperatures in 2027 to new heights, possibly raising global average temperatures as high as 

1.7 °C above the pre-industrial average 

 

Climate scientist Zeke Hausfather suggests the El Niño could beat past records by a “truly mind-

blowing margin”. Current values are apparently the highest in the last 150 years. 

 

“In its latest advisory, the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) gave a 

four in five chance of a “very strong” event developing by the end of the year, with near certainty 

that El Niño conditions will persist until at least April 2027.” 

 

 

 

Met Office Anomaly Maps for June 2026 

 
Anomaly maps from the Met Office web site for the month of June 2026 comparing data with 
the 1991 – 2020 average reproduced below. The absence of rainfall in many parts of the 
country, high temperatures and sunshine duration suggest high claim numbers and a significant 
increase in claim costs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Met Office report “England and Wales have provisionally, recorded their driest July on 

record, with Southern England seeing its driest month ever recorded, in a series dating back to 

1836.” They predict that the 5th heatwave for the year is on its way. 
 
 

 

https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/analysis_monitoring/lanina/enso_evolution-status-fcsts-web.pdf
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Subsidence Risk Analysis – Huntingdonshire 
 

 
Huntingdonshire has an area of 912.5km2 and a population of around 181,000. 
 

Sector and housing distribution across the 

district (left, using full postcode as a proxy) 

helps to clarify the significance of the risk 

maps on the following pages. Are there 

simply more claims in a sector because 

there are more houses?  

 

Using a frequency calculation (number of 

claims divided by private housing 

population) the relative risk across the 

borough at postcode sector level is 

revealed, rather than a ‘claim count’ value. 

 

 

 
 

 

In terms of risk, Huntingdonshire is rated 290th 

out of 413 districts in the UK from the sample 

analysed and is around 0.619x the risk of the UK 

average, or 0.16 on a normalised 0 - 1 scale. 

 

From the sample we hold, sectors are rated for 

the risk of domestic subsidence compared with 

the UK average – see map, right. This map plots 

the average risk including the 

 

 

.  

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Distribution of postcode sectors and housing 

stock using full postcode as a proxy. Each 

sector covers around 3,000 houses on average 

across the UK and full postcodes include 

around 15 – 20 houses on average, although 

there are large variations. 

Sector risk compared to UK average from the 

sample analysed.  

 



 

  The Clay Research Group 

 

 
 

       Issue 255 – August 2026 – Page 6 

Huntingdonshire - Properties by Style and Ownership 
 

Below, the general distribution of properties by style of construction, distinguishing between 

terraced, semi-detached and detached. Unfortunately, the more useful data – property age - is 

missing at sector level.  

 

Risk increases with age of property and the model can be further refined if this information is 

provided by the homeowner at the time of taking out the policy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Distribution by ownership is shown below. The maps suggest a fairly even spread in style and 

variable ownership ownership across the district.  
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Subsidence Risk Analysis – Huntingdonshire 
 
Below, extracts from the British Geological Survey low resolution 1:625,000 scale geological maps 

showing the solid and drift series. View at: 

 

http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain/home.html 

 
See page 10 for a seasonal analysis of the sample which reveals that, at district level, from the 

sample held, there was around a 76% probability of a claim being valid in the summer and, of the 

valid claims, there is a 85% probability that the damage will have been caused by clay shrinkage.  

 

In the winter, the likelihood of a claim being valid is around 31%, and of the valid claims, around 

87% were attributable to an escape of water. 

 

The geology comprises drift deposits of Peat and Till overlying a solid geology of Oxford Beds and 

Kellaways beds .  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Extracts from the 1:625,000 series British Geological Survey maps. 

Working at postcode sector level and referring to the 1:50,000 series 

delivers far greater benefit when assessing risk.    

http://mapapps.bgs.ac.uk/geologyofbritain/home.html
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Liability by Geology and Season  
 

Below, the average PI by postcode sector (left) derived from site investigations where 
undertaken and interpolated to develop the CRG 250m grid (right). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zero values for PI in some sectors may reflect the absence of site investigation data - not 
necessarily the absence of shrinkable clay. A single claim in an area with low population can 
raise the risk as a result of using frequency estimates.  
 
The maps below show the seasonal difference from the sample used. Combining the risk maps 
by season and reviewing the table on page 10 is perhaps the most useful way of assessing the 
potential liability, likely cause and geology using the values listed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A high frequency risk can be the product of just a few claims in an area with a low housing 
density of course and claim count should be used to identify such anomalies.  
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District Risk.  EoW and Council Tree Risk. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Below, left, mapping the frequency of escape of water claims reflecting the nature of the 

underlying soil. 

 

As we would expect, the 1:50,000 scale BGS map provides a more detailed picture. The CRG 

1:250 grid reflects claims experience. 

 

Below right, map plotting claims where damage has been attributable to vegetation in the 

ownership of the local authority from a sample of around 2,858 UK claims.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 

 



 

  The Clay Research Group 

 

 
 

       Issue 255 – August 2026 – Page 10 

  

Huntingdonshire - Frequencies & Probabilities 
 

Below, mapping the risk of subsidence by ownership. Claims frequency that includes 

council and housing association properties delivers a misleading value of risk as they self-

insure.  The following show the normalised risk, taking account of the private housing 

population – that is, the rating compared with the average value for each category. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

To reiterate, a reversal of rates for valid-v-declined by season is a characteristic of the 

underlying geology. For clay soils, the probability of a claim being declined in the summer is 

usually low, and in the winter, it is high.  

 

In this case, the values reflect the presence and influence of the underlying geology with non-

shrinkable soils accounting for a higher proportion of Escape of Water claims throughout the 

year. 
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Aggregate Subsidence Claim Spend by Postcode Sector and 
Household in Normal & Surge Years 

 
The maps below show the aggregated claim cost from the sample per postcode sector for both 

normal (top) and surge (bottom) years. The figures will vary by the insurer’s exposure, claim 

sample and distribution of course.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The images to the left in both examples (above and below) represent gross sector spend and 

those to the right, sector spend averaged across private housing population to derive a notional 

premium per house for the subsidence peril.  

 

In this case, the absence of any distinct difference between surge and normal years reflects the 

geology. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


