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The 1970 Bhola Cyclone and Its Lasting Legacy
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One of the worst disasters ever recorded would hit Bangladesh, then known as East Pakistan, with incredible
winds speeding above 50 m/s. The 1970 Bhola Cyclone formed over the Bay of Bengal, where it would intensify
into a powerful tropical storm by the morning of 11 November 1970. Due to its low-lying shore, East Pakistan
was particularly vulnerable, with coastal towns and cities such as Patuakhali and Chittagong being the worst off.
The storm would make landfall upon villagers sleeping by the coastline in the middle of the night on 12
November, and it lead to widespread drowning under the tidal waves and the tragic loss of hundreds of
thousands of civilians, marking its place as the deadliest tropical cyclone in human history.

Map tracking the path of the Bhola Cyclone from 7–13 November 1970.

Map by Nilfanion. Click here to view Wikimedia source

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Public Domain Mark 1.0 License .

While the region around what is now Bangladesh has had a dire history of recurrent storm surges, the mass
devastation brought by the Bhola Cyclone would have long-term political ramifications, as analyzed by historians
such as Sravani Biswas and Patrick Daly. Their study demonstrates that poor disaster management by the
Pakistani government fueled existing desires for autonomy, worsening relations between the two states and
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propelling a full-scale movement for independence.  After the 1947 partition of India, a newly founded Pakistan
gained control of what would become East Pakistan in 1956, despite their being geographically separated by
India. Ruled by a Western Pakistani military junta known as the Martial Law Administration (MLA), East
Pakistan suffered systematic neglect and exploitation. This escalated following the Bhola Cyclone as the
legitimacy of the MLA was questioned amid mass public scrutiny of the organization’s lack of disaster
preparedness and its failures in responding. Fundamental flaws in Pakistan’s preexisting Flood Action Plan
(FAP), such as misallocating disaster funds and early warnings not reaching coastal residents, worsened the
already massive death toll.

Aerial image of the aftermath of the Bhola Cyclone on the coastal town of Patuakhali.

Unknown photographer, November 1970.
Click here to view Wikimedia source

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Public Domain Mark 1.0 License .

The MLA’s response became derided as lax and incompetent due to a seeming lack of urgent coordination in
relief efforts. This is supported by analyzing reports by the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID), indicating that most aid was not from the Pakistani government but from USAID and other
international organizations. Stagnant crisis management and ineffective communication regarding resource
allocation, such as boats, hindered Pakistan’s cooperation with international relief operations during the early
aftermath of the disaster. Tensions were also aggravated by the East Pakistani Government’s disaster messaging,
with officials like Governor Syed Mohammad Ahsan attempting to minimize the scope of the disaster by initially
claiming a death toll as low as 16,000, starkly contrasting later estimates by US officials of upwards of 300,000 or
more.
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Satellite imagery of the Bhola Cyclone approaching East Pakistan on 12 November 1970.

IDCS imagery from NASA’s Nimbus 4 Satellite. Click here to view source .

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Public Domain Mark 1.0 License .

The resultant public outcry is why it was of little surprise when the Awami League, which framed the victims of
the cyclone as martyrs for the cause of nationalism and sovereignty from Pakistan, won the 1970 election with a
supermajority. The political fallout allowed figures such as Maulana Bhasani (1880–1976) to capitalize on public
anger, who highlighted the MLA’s suppression of information surrounding impacted areas and the extent of the
cyclone, for example, and frame the disaster as evidence of the need for East Pakistan’s autonomy, While the
public was largely swayed, however, this led to a bloody civil war, complicating relief efforts by USAID and
culminating in the region’s reestablishment as the independent nation of Bangladesh. While the storm did not
single-handedly alter Bangladesh’s political trajectory, it underscored the disparities between both regions and
eroded any remaining goodwill in the MLA and Pakistan. The disaster highlighted the central government’s
failings and provided a rallying cry for independence.
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Map highlighting areas in East Pakistan most impacted.

Map by BenjaminREilly, 15 February 2009.
Click here to view Wikimedia source

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported License .

In the aftermath, the newly formed government of Bangladesh took steps to improve responsiveness to future
disasters. Following the 1970 disaster, the Cyclone Preparedness Programme (CPP) was introduced as a
volunteer disaster risk agency tasked with addressing disaster preparedness and management needs at the local
level, with over 76,000 volunteers spread across thousands of villages. The success of the CPP is in its emphasis
on community-based volunteer work, promoting gender equality, and the free communication of emergency
information. Because the country is under constant threat from flooding and storms, there has been a push for
stronger disaster infrastructure. This led to innovations like shelters being able to remain semi-submerged while
containing hundreds of occupants, reflecting the cultural influence of cyclonic disasters.

The trauma of the Bhola Cyclone and subsequent Bangladesh Liberation War has left lasting scars. Urban areas
saw waves of migration, as environmental issues such as rising sea levels, erosion, and natural disasters drove many
from rural coastal areas in search of economic opportunities. Those seeking a fresh start, however, faced dire
conditions as Bengalis moved into overcrowded urban enclaves like the titular Bhola Slum. This has led to issues
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of systemic poverty and compounding pollution, with these impoverished areas often lacking access to clean
water, healthcare, and sanitation, underscoring the persisting vulnerability of those displaced by natural disasters.
Surviving families also demonstrated a direct correlation between natural disasters and adverse health and
sociological conditions.  This is supported by studies such as Shaikh Eskander and Edward Barbier’s research,
which has concluded lower life expectancies, along with poorer health, reduced access to education, and lower
future incomes. Most affected households were impoverished and in rural areas, with these populations,
especially children, facing many adversities compared to city dwellers. Overall, the devastation of the cyclone was
not merely a meteorological factor but was also exacerbated by societal inequalities and human failings, serving as
a tragic lesson that has influenced Bangladesh’s path as a nation.
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