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History of Cyclones in Bay of Bengal: Deadliest among
Them Killed 3,00,000
By Chris Dolce and Brian Donegan · 02 May 2019 · TWC India

As Tropical Cyclone Fani moves into northeastern India and Bangladesh this week, it's a
reminder of the tragic history of tropical cyclones in the Bay of Bengal, including one that
killed hundreds of thousands of people.

On Nov. 11, 1970, the Great Bhola Cyclone moved into East Pakistan, now known as
Bangladesh, and produced devastating storm-surge flooding. The maximum storm surge
was estimated at nearly 35 feet high, roaring over the flat, low-lying region and producing
massive destruction.

Warnings were issued by Pakistan's meteorological service, but not many people sought
shelter and others lacked a nearby shelter or had no way of reaching one, according to
NOAA's Hurricane Research Division.

The combination of storm surge and a lack of evacuation resulted in a massive death toll,
estimated to be 300,000 to 500,000 people. This makes it the deadliest known tropical
cyclone in history. Over 45 percent of the population of 167,000 in the city of Tazumuddin
was killed, according to the University of Rhode Island.

Sadly, this isn't the only tropical cyclone that has resulted in a large death toll in
Bangladesh. According to the Bangladesh Meteorological Department, 10 tropical cyclones
since 1876 have caused 5,000 or more deaths. Four of those cyclones killed 100,000 or
more. Most recently, Cyclone Gorky killed nearly 140,000 in 1991.

Bangladesh isn't the only country with a deadly history of tropical cyclones in the Bay of
Bengal.

The northeastern coast of India is prone to storm surge. This list from Weather
Underground shows that India has seen several tropical cyclones originating in the Bay of

17° Bogotá, Bogotá, Colombia

 Show me the weather in... city, postcode or place

https://weather.com/en-IN/india/news/news/2019-05-02-ipl-match-weather-mi-srh-wankhede-stadium-hyderabad-mumbai-humidity
https://weather.com/storms/hurricane/news/2019-04-28-tropical-cyclone-fani-india-bangladesh
https://noaahrd.wordpress.com/2015/11/13/45th-anniversary-of-the-bhola-cyclone/
https://noaahrd.wordpress.com/2015/11/13/45th-anniversary-of-the-bhola-cyclone/
https://wmo.asu.edu/content/world-highest-mortality-tropical-cyclone
http://www.hurricanescience.org/history/storms/1970s/greatbhola/
ftp://tidepool.nos.noaa.gov/pub/outgoing/hurricane/NRAP/Wallace/New_Product_Papers/Numerical%20Simulations%20in%20Bay%20of%20Bengal.pdf
http://icons.wxug.com/hurricane/2013/deadliestCyclones.png
https://www.wunderground.com/hurricane/deadlyworld.asp
https://weather.com/en-IN/weather/today/l/ddadd0fc07d7c107e41454da938225863d3c068669eca063192bcbe8651b6506
https://weather.com/en-IN/weather/today/l/ddadd0fc07d7c107e41454da938225863d3c068669eca063192bcbe8651b6506
https://weather.com/en-IN
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/


16/05/2019 History of Cyclones in Bay of Bengal: Deadliest among Them Killed 3,00,000 | The Weather Channel

https://weather.com/en-IN/india/news/news/2019-05-02-history-of-cyclones-in-bay-of-bengal-deadliest-cyclone-on-record-killed 2/4

Bengal that resulted in some extremely high death tolls.

The deadliest tropical cyclone to hit India in the last few decades was the 1999 Odisha
Cyclone, which struck northeastern India in the state of Odisha as a Category 4-equivalent
storm with 155-mph winds on Oct. 29, 1999.

That cyclone, which had been at Category 5-equivalent strength with 160-mph winds and
a 912-millibar central pressure shortly before landfall, pushed a storm surge of 26 feet (8
meters) onto the northeastern Indian coast. The storm stalled just inland, dumping
torrential rainfall on portions of India already saturated from the landfall of Category 4-
equivalent Tropical Cyclone 04B just 12 days earlier.

The 1999 Odisha Cyclone killed 9,658 people and caused $2.5 billion in damages (1999
dollars). It was India's most expensive and fourth-deadliest tropical cyclone in the past 100
years, according to Bob Henson, meteorologist and climate blogger at Weather
Underground.

Cyclone Nargis in 2008 devastated the southern delta region of Myanmar, southeast of
Bangladesh, with extreme storm-surge flooding. More than 130,000 people were killed.

For perspective, the deadliest hurricane in U.S. history was the 1900 Galveston hurricane,
which killed an estimated 8,000 people. Hurricane Katrina, the third-deadliest hurricane in
U.S. history, was directly responsible for 1,200 fatalities.

Several factors make the Bangladesh coast and portions of the Myanmar and India coasts
vulnerable to storm surge.

- These areas with the high death tolls are low in elevation and have high populations
because of agriculture in the region. This puts many people at risk if they do not follow
warnings to protect themselves or if sufficient shelter is not available.

- The northern end of the Bay of Bengal is shallow and narrow. This creates a funnel for the
huge surge from strong tropical cyclones moving north or northeastward into the low-
lying land areas.

- High astronomical tides significantly add to height of the surge if the cyclone is making
landfall during high tide. According the Bangladesh Meteorological Department, this was
the case in both the 1970 and 1991 cyclones.

- Areas along the coast have many small inlets that water is forced into by landfalling
tropical cyclones, which causes flooding of adjacent land areas.

Given the rise in sea levels expected with climate change, these locations' vulnerability to
flooding will likely only get worse. One tiny island involved in a dispute between India and
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Bangladesh disappeared in 2010 due to rising water, the Guardian reported. Another island
nearby was submerged by water in 1996, forcing residents to evacuate to the mainland.

The Weather Company’s primary journalistic mission is to report on breaking weather news, the
environment and the importance of science to our lives. This story does not necessarily represent the
position of our parent company, IBM.
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