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Key findings 
 

 Over 2 million people died from natural disasters between 1970 and 2014 in Asia and the 
Pacific, or 56.6 per cent of the fatalities globally. Earthquakes and tsunamis were the main 
cause of deaths, despite their relatively infrequent occurrences. 

 6 billion people from the region were affected by disasters over the same period, or 87.6 
per cent of people affected globally.  Floods and drought were not the deadliest disasters but 
affected the highest number of people at 5 billion.  

 While reports on natural disasters are generally on the rise, floods and storms showed a steep 
increase in number and were the most frequent events.  

 The average number of fatalities per event is decreasing.  The percentage of disasters 
killing more than 100 people has reduced since 1970.  

 Over US$ 1.15 trillion was lost from natural disasters during this 45 year period. Four 
types of disasters - earthquakes, tsunamis, floods and storms - were responsible for 91.8 per 
cent of the total economic losses.  

 Economic loss from natural disasters surged significantly in the region from $5 billion in 
the 1970s to around $75 billion in recent years, or 28 per cent of the global economic loss to 51 
per cent more recently.  

 In Asia-Pacific, economic losses increased by almost 15 times since 1970 while the region’s 
GDP only grew 5 times, suggesting that building resilience to disasters is likely a necessary 
condition for protecting region’s growth prospects.  

 LDCs and SIDS are highly exposed to disaster risk. Natural disasters often jeopardized hard 
earned development gains in the region, and at the national level, vulnerable people generally 
suffer more when a disaster strikes. 

 When comparing the average annual economic losses from disasters with their GDP, LDCs 
lost US$ 592 million per year on average, or 0.97 per cent of their GDP.  
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Introduction 
Asia and the Pacific is the most disaster-prone region in the world.  Geologically, the region is 

characterized by active tectonic plate movements in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, which have been the 

source of major earthquakes and tsunamis. The Indian and Pacific Oceans also regularly generate tropical 

cyclones and typhoons. The region is home to young mountain ranges which are especially prone to 

earthquakes, landslides, flash floods, avalanches and Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOFs).  

Geographically it is a region of physical diversity with islands, mountains, extensive coastlines, forests, 

deltaic plains and deserts. The weather and climate systems are driven primarily by monsoon variability 

and snow cover dynamics, which both contribute to the frequency and severity of floods and drought. 

Several major rivers flow through the region, often across several national borders, and a large portion of 

the population lives in the fertile valleys of these rivers.  

 

In the past decade alone, a person living in Asia-Pacific was twice as likely to be affected by a natural 

disaster as a person living in Africa, almost six times as likely as someone from Latin America and the 

Caribbean, and 30 times more likely to suffer from a disaster than someone living in North America or 

Europe (ESCAP: 2013).  News reports on natural disasters in the region has been ceaseless. 

 

Since 1970, the region has been hit by more than 5000 disasters causing more than two million fatalities 

and affecting the lives of more than six billion.1 The worst disaster in terms of loss of life occurred in 

1970, when Cyclone “Bhola” struck Bangladesh and caused a storm surge that killed 300,000 people and 

affected 3.6 million more. Around twenty years later when a more severe cyclone struck the same region 

in Bangladesh, 138,000 people died and 15 million people were affected, becoming the second largest 

storm with respect to fatalities, though notably less people died due primarily to disaster risk management 

efforts in the country. Cyclone “Nagis” killed a similar number of people in Myanmar in 2008. Storms 

and floods are annual events in some parts of the region. The Philippines is often devastated by typhoons, 

including the Super Typhoon “Haiyan” in November 2013 which killed over 6,000 people and displaced 

approximately 4 million people (NDRRMC: 2014).  

 

Earthquakes and tsunamis have wrought devastation over the period, with some of the worst events being 

the 1976 Great Tangshan Earthquake which killed almost 242,000 people in China, the 2004 Indian 

Ocean Tsunami that killed over 220,000, and, more recently, the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake that 

killed almost 20,000 people and affected the lives of around 369,000.   

 

There are many social, economic and environmental factors that determine the vulnerability, exposure 

and impact of a disaster on people or a country.  Over the past 45 years, the region’s population has 

almost doubled from 2.2 billion in 1970 to 4.3 billion in 2014. Cities have expanded with the migration of 

people from rural areas in search of livelihoods and opportunities, with 47.7 per cent of the population of 

                                                            
1 EM‐DAT   
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