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Haiyan over the Philippines 

The Philippines is no stranger to 
natural disasters

Top five natural disasters, 2004–12 Date
Number 
killed

Typhoon Bopha Dec 2012 1,901

Typhoon Winnie Nov 2004 1,619

Typhoon Washi Dec 2011 1,439

Typhoon Durian Nov 2006 1,399

Leyte landslide Feb 2006 1,126
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Typhoons are not unusual in the 
Philippines, so how different was 
Typhoon Haiyan? 

Super-typhoon Haiyan was a record breaker, as it 
slammed into the Philippines with the force of a 
category 5 Atlantic hurricane. It made landfall on 

7 November with 250 km h–1 (160 mph) sustained wind 
speeds, a 5 m storm surge and ferocious destructive 
power. Up to 290 mm of rainfall fell in 12 hours in 
some areas. It may have been the most powerful 
tropical cyclone ever to make landfall. As Haiyan 
barrelled across the Philippines it affected upwards of 
11 million people, may have killed as many as 4,000 
and made tens of thousands homeless. 

Not the first time
But who remembers Typhoon Bopha, a 280 km h–1 
(175 mph) super-typhoon that struck the Philippine 
island of Mindanao in 2012? Bopha took the lives 
of nearly 2,000 people and caused over $1 billion in 

damages. The truth is that each year, between five and 
ten tropical cyclones make landfall in the Philippines. An 
annual cost equivalent to 1–2% of GDP is not unusual.

If you consider a slightly wider geographical area 
Haiyan looks less monstrous: Cyclone Nargis, which 
devastated the Irrawaddy delta region of Burma 
(Myanmar) in 2008 took the lives of 130,000 people 
along its $10 billion path of devastation. 

Delayed response?
As with some other recent disasters, notably the 
2010 Haiti earthquake, the perception of tragedy is 
heightened by a delayed rescue and aid response. While 
the world’s media quickly arrived in levelled Tacloban, 
the aid lagged behind. Pledges of aid came quickly, but 
getting tents and boots on the ground has proved harder. 
This partly reflects the isolated nature of the Philippines 
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sea levels put low-lying areas (like Tacloban) more at 
risk from cyclone storm surges when an event does 
happen. The recently published IPCC AR5 report on 
climate change states that: ‘Projections for the twenty-
first century indicate that it is likely that the global 
frequency of tropical cyclones will either decrease 
or remain essentially unchanged, concurrent with a 
likely increase in both global mean tropical cyclone 
maximum wind speed and rain rates.’

In other words tropical cyclones might get stronger, 
but not greater in number. Perhaps Typhoon Haiyan is 
one of these rare, but bigger, storms?

Activities
1 Research which countries gave the most aid to 

the Philippines, and why China’s contribution 
so far has been criticised. 

2 Use Google images to search for aerial views 
of Tacloban after Haiyan, and compare these 
to aerial views of Aceh in Indonesia after the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. 

3 You can use the online EM-Dat database 
(www.emdat.be/) to explore how disaster 
prone the Philippines is as a nation by using 
the ‘Country profile’ search tool. 

Weblinks to follow up
You can explore the IPCC’s recent AR5 report on 
climate change here www.tinyurl.com/nh26na7.  
It is a long, technical document but worth a look. 

Trends in hurricanes, and the question of a link to 
global warming, are explored by NOAA here:  
www.tinyurl.com/yzacav2 

archipelago, the degree of destruction to infrastructure 
and the fact that many of the local governance buildings 
(and officials) fell victim to the storm. 

Typhoon terminology
Q  What’s the difference between a typhoon, a 

hurricane and a tropical cyclone?
A  Nothing. They are just regional names for the 

same weather system. The most ‘generic term’ 
is ‘tropical cyclone’. Weak systems are often 
called tropical storms or tropical depressions. 
More powerful weather systems are called 
hurricanes in the north Atlantic and northeast 
Pacific, typhoons in the western Pacific and 
cyclones in the Indian Ocean.

Global warming?
As is often the case after a major weather hazard 
(think of the Australian wildfires back in October), 
some commentators quickly made the link to global 
warming. This included the prime minister, David 
Cameron, who said ‘I’ll leave the scientists to speak 
for themselves about the link between severe weather 
events and climate change. The evidence seems to me 
to be growing.’ 

The link between global warming and the magnitude 
and frequency of tropical storms has been debated 
for years, and there is still no firm conclusion. Rising 
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Tell us what 
you think

A woman outside her makeshift shack in 
Guiuan following the typhoon
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