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Early warning systems can save lives when cyclones strike

After a Category 3 storm ripped through Myanmar’s Irrawaddy delta region on Saturday, the United Nations secretariat of the International Strategy for Disaster Reduction stressed the importance of having life-saving early warning systems and preparedness programmes in place when cyclones strike.

According to Myanmar state television, Cyclone Nargis has killed at least 15,000 people across the country, and has made hundreds of thousands of people homeless - destroying houses and causing widespread destruction.

“Many cyclone-prone countries, such as Cuba, Japan, and Bangladesh, have implemented efficient early warning systems that have reduced the death toll caused by cyclones” says Salvano Briceño, Director of the UN/ISDR secretariat. “When there are comprehensive early warning systems in place, starting from meteorological technology all the way through to preparedness and contingency plans, people can be effectively warned and have time to evacuate to safer places.”

Bangladesh has a 48-hour early warning system in place that allows people to evacuate to safe cyclone shelters hours before any cyclone makes landfall. This has drastically reduced their death tolls from cyclones - from 300,000 deaths from Cyclone Bhola in 1970, to 3000 last November during Cyclone Sidr.
  “These measures are proven lifesavers,” says Briceño.

In another example, China has implemented sophisticated systems to identify vulnerable buildings which cannot withstand the wind when cyclones strike. In Wenling city in coastal Zhejiang province, people living in the most vulnerable buildings are individually warned by SMS or by local authorities, and relocated in safer places before a cyclone strikes. 

Myanmar’s previous significant storm in the last ten years killed 236 people in May 2004.
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