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Review Force Majeure Clauses Before Storms Hit
By Adam Schramek and Tom McCormack
(March 1, 2021, 2:51 PM EST)
A blast of arctic air across much of the U.S. resulted in below-freezing
temperatures, equipment failures and widespread loss of power last month, as
electricity generators struggled to meet demand. Most of the power losses were in
Texas, which is home to a large swath of petrochemical production facilities,
among many other major energy and industrial operations.
Multiple manufacturers and producers shut down or lost operations as a result of
the winter storm, leading to supply chain disruptions. As temperatures rise and
businesses focus on the aftermath of the storm, now is the time to consider
whether or not performance has been excused by force majeure clauses.
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Providing Timely Notice of Force Majeure
There is no standard force majeure clause — or even a universally accepted
definition of force majeure. Rather, force majeure is primarily a creature of
contract, and must be based on a specific contractual provision agreed to by
parties.
While the theory of force majeure has been historically linked to impossibility of
performance, the scope and application of a force majeure clause depends on the
terms of the contract at issue.[1] Each force majeure clause is subject to individual
negotiation, and different industries have different typical terms.
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A business believing the storms may have affected its business operations should pay close attention to
the notification requirements in its force majeure clauses. Indeed, a clause could require notice of an
event of force majeure within a defined period — such as "within seven days of an event of force
majeure" — or may only require notice "as soon as practicable."
Companies should carefully review their clauses across all contracts, and attempt to strictly comply with
them. Some courts will deny a force majeure defense if notice was not given as required by the
contract.[2] Others may still allow it, concluding that notice is not a condition precedent, and may be
immaterial.[3]

Assessing Whether Effects of Weather Were Avoidable
Force majeure clauses typically state that if performance of an obligation becomes "impossible by
reason of" specifically listed events of force majeure, then performance is relieved. These clauses
construe force majeure narrowly, and typically will only excuse nonperformance by a party if the cause
is specifically identified.[4]
However, adverse weather has been considered a force majeure event under a broadly worded
clause.[5] The listed events can vary widely from contract to contract, and from industry to industry.[6]
Clauses often specifically list storms and acts of God as qualifying events.
Sometimes, storms are only encompassed within an act of God reference. Because it is often an
undefined term, some courts have incorporated a causal requirement into the definition. For example,
some jurisdictions have opinions suggesting that acts of God may be limited to matters solely caused by
forces of nature.[7]
A definition of "act of God" that incorporates sole causation is consistent with the act of God defense
available in tort claims. For example, the Texas Pattern Jury Charges define an act of God as:
An occurrence is caused by an act of God if it is caused directly and exclusively by the violence of nature,
without human intervention or cause, and could not have been prevented by reasonable foresight or
care.[8]
Accordingly, an impacted business may argue that it was not the winter storm that precluded
performance, but its counterparty's own negligence in failing to take reasonable steps to prepare for the
storm and minimize its impact to its operations.[9]
As courts note, a party cannot rely on an excusing event if it could have taken reasonable steps to
prevent it.[10] Indeed, some force majeure clauses expressly incorporate an avoidability requirement as
a carveout to the force majeure clause.
For example, one such clause discussed in Gulf Oil Corp. v. Federal Energy Regulatory Commission,
decided by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit in 1983, stated: "[Force majeure] shall not
mean or include any cause which by the exercise of due diligence the party claiming force majeure is
able to overcome."[11]
When avoidability is an issue, the Seventh Circuit found, a party "must show that it tried to overcome
the results ... by doing everything within its control to prevent or to minimize the event's occurrence and
its effects."[12]
In McDevitt & Street Co. v. Marriott Corp., decided by the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of
Virginia in 1989, a contractor's claim for extension of time was denied because he failed to take actions
that could have prevented the weather damage.[13] As the court explained:
[W]hile [the contractor] does not control the weather, [the owner] has pointed to specific
precautionary measures [the contractor] could have taken to minimize the adverse effects of
precipitation. In some instances, these preventive or mitigating measures were contractually
required. Yet [the contractor] chose not to take these actions. This failure to prevent or mitigate
the effects undercuts its claim for excusable delay.[14]

In other words, while the weather was outside the control of the contractor, its effects on performance
were not. While the mitigation requirement was in the contract in McDevitt & Street Co., courts have
applied the concept of unavoidability even when there was no contractual requirement to take any
particular precaution.[15]
Notably, while last month's winter storm was described by Texas Gov. Greg Abbott as a once-in-acentury event "unprecedented in Texas history," a party seeking to avoid a force majeure provision may
argue that at least some of the effects of the storm were preventable, had proper precautions been
taken.
In February 2011, a winter storm triggered a deep freeze in Texas that caused coal and natural gas
power plants to fail, generated price spikes that reached $3,000 per megawatt-hour, resulted in
gridwide rolling blackouts and led several energy companies to declare force majeure for weatherrelated reasons.
An August 2011 report prepared by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and the North American
Electric Reliability Corp. recommended that operators take steps to weatherize their power generation
facilities.[16] Among the key findings of the report was that:
Many generators failed to adequately apply and institutionalize knowledge and recommendations
from previous severe winter weather events, especially as to winterization of generation and plant
auxiliary equipment.
In addition, in January 2014, freezing winter weather in Texas forced several coal and natural gas units
offline due to extreme cold, and resulted in rolling blackouts. Thus, a counterparty in an energy
transaction may argue that the recent storm and its effects could have been guarded against, had these
recommendations been followed.
Determining Whether Foreseeability Is Required
Force majeure analysis is also impacted by the issue of foreseeability. Courts are split on whether an
event must be unforeseeable in order to qualify as a force majeure.
Some courts have required this additional showing regardless of whether the event was defined in the
contract.[17] However, other courts leave in place the allocation of risk negotiated by the parties
regardless of whether an event is foreseeable.[18]
That said, even when foreseeability is required, courts often recognize that the issue is the frequency of
occurrence of the event. As the Court of Appeals For The First District of Texas explained it in 2018, in
TEC Olmos LLC v. ConocoPhillips Co.:
The specified events involve natural or man-made disasters (fires, floods, storms, act of God),
governmental actions (governmental authority and war), and labor disputes. These events, while
perhaps foreseeable, occur with such irregularity that planning for them and allocating the risks
associated with such would be difficult absent a force majeure clause.[19]
Other courts recognize the principle that even where the general nature of an event is foreseeable, the
scope or severity of the event may not be.[20] Thus, even if purchasers assert that a major storm was
foreseeable, suppliers may counter that the severity of the storm and the extent of damages were not.

Final Thoughts
Companies should act now to assess their contracts and issue notices of force majeure as appropriate.
The biggest dispute to the application of a force majeure provision is likely to be whether the delay or
nonperformance was avoidable, had the invoking party done more to prepare for the storm and prevent
its impact on operations.
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