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20523 

Location: 24-Parganas and Midnapore Districts of West Bengal State 

No. Dead: 200 

No. Affected: About 1,000,000 people; 20,000 left homeless 

Damage: 150,000 dwellings destroyed or damaged; 4,000-10, 000 head 
of cattle and other livestock lost; extensive crop damage; 
thousands of hectares of cultivable land affected by salin
i ty; widespread damage to communications 

The Disaster 

A tropical cyclone originating in the Bay of Bengal swept across the east 
coast of India and the southwest coast of Bangladesh on December 10-11, 
1981, Accompanied by storm surges in low-lying areas and with winds 
estimated at 90 knots at land fall , the cyclone was unusually severe for 
the time of year in that region. The Indian states of Orissa and West 
Bengal were seriously affected, with the latter sustaining the greatest 
loss of life and property damage, The Bangladesh Disaster Alert Ground 
System (HRPT), an early warning system sponsored by A.I.D. 's Office of 
U.S. Foreign Disaster Assistance, was credited with keeping casualties to 
a minimum in that country. Storm warnings were issued frequently, alert
ing populations at risk well in advance of the cyclone's arrival. 

Storm damage was moderate to severe in six blocks of West Bengal's South 
24-Parganas District and in two blocks of the adjacent Midnapore 
District. Approximately 1,200 km of coastal embankments were damaged; 
breaches occurred in 2,200 separate locations. Salt water inundation 
affected thousands of hectares of cultivable land as well as drinking 
water supplies . The toll in human lives mounted to 200 in the affected 
area, while another 20,000 persons were left homeless as some 150,000 
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dwellings were destroyed or damaged by flooding and high winds. Agricul
tural lasses were extensive: over 80,000 hectares of paddy were damaged 
according to preliminary estimates; between 4,000 and 10,000 head of 
cattle and other livestock perished, Damage to communications was 
extensive. 

Action Taken by the Government of India (GOI), the Government of West 
Bengal (GOWB), and Non-governmental Organizations 

The GOWB began a relief operation immediately in a 15,000 sq. km area in 
South 24-Parganas District, using launches and barges to rescue over 
45,000 people from flooded areas. Tent camps and kitchens were assembled 
on high ground . Arrangements were made to send potable water to areas 
where water supplies had been contaminated. The state government 
established a relief cell under the Directorate of Health to distribute 
emergency aid. Using a grant in state funds of approximately $164,300, 
the GOWB distributed 27,000 tarpaulins, 25,000 saris, 43,000 dhotis, 
10,000 blankets, and 130,000 pieces of children's clothing in the two 
weeks following the cyclone. The Health Department sent a team of 40 
medical officers and 159 paramedics to aid health personnel in the 
affected area. Health officials also conducted an epidemiological 
assessment and began a preventive cholera vaccination campaign with a 
target group of 1.5 million persans. 

With a state grant of over $109,000, the GOWB Department of Irrigation 
repaired approximately 1,500 tubewells and sank another 200 . Repair work 
on coastal embankments was begun. The GOWB requested that the central 
government send a disaster assessment team and also appealed to the GOI 
for an advance in Five-Year-Plan assistance in order that rehabilitation 
efforts could proceed. 

The GOI's All-India Hygiene and Public Health Institute (HPHI) sent a team 
to help assess the likelihood of a cholera outbreak in the affected area. 
The Indian Army Eastern Com.mand sent six medical units to assist the GOWB 
in carrying out its vaccination campaign. The GOI donated 3.3 million 
halazone tablets to the GOWB for water purification and arranged for the 
delivery of one million doses of cholera vaccine. 

Several local vountary organizations played an active role in relief 
operations. The Ramakrishna Mission, Bharat Seva Sangh, and the West 
Bengal chapter of the India Red Cross (IRC) assisted over 20,000 of the 
most seriously affected victims. The IRC, working through four relief 
centers in 24-Parganas District and four in Contai subdivision of 
Midnapore District, had distributed the following items as of 
December 29: 2,850 kg of milk powder, 1,590 tins of baby food, 677 
blankets, 400 kg of bleaching powder, 1,500 pieces of PVC pipe for 
tubewells, 189 bottles of rehydration solution, and assorted articles of 
clothing. The IRC was also expected to distribute the halazone tablets 
donated by the GOI. 
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Assistance Provided by the United States Government (USG) 

Determining on December 31 that the disaster in West Bengal 
was of a magnitude to warrant USG assistance, U.S. Ambassador 
Harry G. Barnes, Jr., exercised his disaster assistance 
authority and obligated funds in the amount of $25,000. The 
U.S. donation was presented to the India Red Cross for the 
local relief effort. 

USG assistance in providing cholera vaccine, as initially 
requested by the GOWB, was deemed unnecessary by the 
USAID Mission when the preliminary cholera assessment 
showed no evidence of an epidemic. Dr. Roger Glass, a 
U.S. Centers for Disease Control officer on assignment in 
Dacca, was available to help with the assessment had the 
situation proved serious enough to require his services. 

U.S. Consulate (Calcutta) and Mission representatives met 
with GOWB health officials to discuss possible USG assis
tance in procuring water purification tablets and the 
loan of water purification equipment. This assistance 
was not required, however. The GOI donated the necessary 
halazone tablets, and the available water puri- fication 
units were not suitable for use with saline water. 

Assistance Provided by U.S. Voluntary Agencies 

CARE - diverted available PL 480 Title II stocks for 
emergency use, value not reported. 

Catholic Relief Services (CRS) - diverted ·available PL 
480 Title II stocks for emergency use, value not reported. 

Lutheran World Service - provided unspecified assistance 
through local voluntary organizations. 

Assistance Provided by the International Community 

Voluntary Agencies 

German Agricultural Service - provided unspecified assis
tance through local voluntary organizations. 

Oxfam - provided unspecified assistance through local 
voluntary organizations. 
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TOTAL· $25,000 




