
NATURAL DISASTERS

TOTAL DEATHS AND AFFECTED 
PEOPLES SINCE 1900
Total recorded Natural Disasters since 1900 
shown with death toll and total affected 
peoples in 5 regions.

TOTAL NATURAL DISASTERS SINCE 1900

This is a time line listing the top 10 
most severe natural disasters in 9 
categories since 1900. The left side 
of the time line lists the 5 severest 
disasters by number of deaths, 
while the right side lists the top 5 
severest by the total number of 
affected people. The disasters 
listed on each side of the time line 
do not necessarily match as large 
disasters affecting many do not 
necessarily kill the most people. 
The colour of each line indicates 
the type of disaster while the length 
of the line represents the number 
of people either killed or affected. 
Values that are below 2 million on 
the right side are not to scale, and 
values below 20 thousand on the 
left are not to scale.

There is a fair amount of 
uncertainty related to this time line.  
The grouping of data at the top 
right could be caused by the 
scarcity of accurate records for the 

A natural disaster is defined as a major adverse event 
caused by the natural processes of the Earth. Natural 
disasters often cause loss of life,  property damage and 
economic instability depending on the affected population. 
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A drought is a period of time - from 
as little as 15 days to as long as 
months or years - where an area has 
a deficiency in its water supply. This 
is usually caused by below average 
rainfall but can also be caused by 
other atmospheric events such as 
prevalent high pressure systems or a 
change in wind composition.

Extreme temperature refers to 
periods of time characterised by 
abnormally high or low 
temperatures. The degree of 
temperature change needed to be 
classed as ‘extreme’ is dependant on 
the geographic location of the event. 
A cold wave is further characterised 
by a substantial temperature drop 
within a 24 hour period, rather than 
a slow decline.

In this instance, storm is the general 
term for extreme weather patterns 
like tropical cyclones, tropical storms 
and other severe weather. Tropical 
cyclones, the most common, form 
over large bodies of  warm water 
around the equator which create low 
pressure systems. These systems 
develope into storms that can range 
from simple thunderstorms to large 
weather systems.

EPIDEMIC

FLOOD

VOLCANO

A flood is when a large amount of 
water submerges land that is usually 
dry. Floods can be caused by bodies 
of water like lakes or rivers breaking 
their banks and overflowing, often 
because of high levels of rainfall. 
They can be caused when structures 
like a dam walls or levies break. 
Floods are often slow and are 
classed as flash floods when they 
develop in just a few minutes.

A volcano is a rupture in the Earths 
crust that allows lava, ash and 
volcanic gases to escape from the 
mantle. Volcanos often form along 
tectonic plate boundaries but can 
also form mid-plate where the crust 
is stretched or thinning. Volcanic 
events are hazardous in multiple 
ways; flowing lava can cause fires, 
volcanic ash can bring down aircraft 
and large ash clouds can obscure the 
sun and cause sulphuric acid rain.

A wildfire - also called a bushfire, 
forest fire or grassfire depending on 
the vegetation type - is an 
uncontrolled fire in an area of 
vegetation. A wildfire is distinct from 
other types of fire by how quickly it 
spreads, its ability to change 
direction unexpectedly and it’s 
extensive size. Although dangerous 
to humans, wildfires can have many 
benefits to vegetation.

A case of infectious disease is classed 
as an ‘epidemic’ when the 
occurrences of the disease far 
exceed the expected number of new 
cases in a given population. 
An epidemic occurs when there is a 
change in the ecology of the host 
population. An epidemic is classed as 
a pandemic when it spreads beyond 
a single country. 
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Mass movement is a general term for  
landslides, rockfalls, avalanches and 
debris flows. Mass movements occur 
when a patch of land experiences 
some kind of instability that causes it 
to shift with gravity. Some common 
causes of mass movements include a 
change in ground water pressure, 
erosion and earthquakes. Mass 
movements are often exacerbated 
by human activities like deforestation 
and earthworks.

An earthquake or seismic event is 
the release of energy that is caused 
by the shifting of the Earth’s crust. 
An earthquake can be expressed as 
a tsunami if the epicentre is under 
the ocean. Earthquakes will usually 
occur along fault lines but can also 
occur mid-plate.

number of people affected by 
natural disasters before 1960.

Some of the numbers used on the 
time line before 1950 are only 
estimates because again, records 
were not as accurate and numbers 
weren’t recorded as precisely.

One of the most interesting things 
that this time line shows is the 
change in deaths versus affected 
peoples over the last 100+ years. 
Ignoring the uncertainty, this could 
be because humanity is better at 
keeping ourselves alive, be it 
through knowledge, engineering or 
preparedness in the past 30 years 
than we were in the early 1900s.

It is also interesting to see which 
disaster types cause the most 
deaths and affect the most people. 
Epidemics in particular are 
something that used to be a much 
greater threat to humanity before 
1920 than they are today. 

people killed, Europe with a 
substantial percentage of deaths.

Another interesting disaster 
category is epidemics. With 
epidemics, the severity of the 
outbreak is heavily dependant on 
population and population density. 
In places with high population and 
population density - Europe - the 
numbers for epidemic outbreaks 
are far higher than other region. 

Looking at the numbers in this way, 
it’s easy to see that drought affects 
the most people in the world. A lot 
of these people are from Asia - 
China in particular - which has had 
many years of drought in the past. 
Within drought, it is interesting to 
compare the Americas, Europe and 
Oceania which all have fairly similar 
numbers of affected people but 
have very different numbers of 

These series of bubbles are of the 
total deaths and total number of 
affected peoples for every 
recorded natural disaster since 
1900. The inner circle represents 
the total number of people killed 
while the outer circle is the 
number of people affected. The 
data is split into nine natural 
disaster categories and again into 
five regions of the world.

A time line of the top 10 severest Natural 
Disasters from 1900 to 2013 grouped by total 
deaths and total number of people affected.

Every recorded natural disaster since 1900.

Deaths
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The graph below is a stacked bar 
graph of the total number of 
natural disaster events between 
1900 and 2013. Each type of 
disaster is represented by a 
different colour corresponding to 
the disaster summaries above.
From the graph we can see that of 
the 5 regions shown, Asia has the 
highest occurrence of natural 

disasters, 10 times more than 
Oceania. Floods and storms are the 
most common natural disasters, 
especially in Asia, which also has a 
high instance of earthquakes. 
Extreme temperature events, 
volcanos and wildfires are the least 
common disaster types.  Africa has 
the highest number of epidemics 
than any other region as well as a 
large number of droughts.
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DEATHS CAUSED BY NATURAL DISASTERS

1923 Soviet Union Typhoid Epidemic 18M

1918 Canada Flu Pandemic 2M

2002 India Drought 300M

1987 India Drought 300M

1982 India Drought 100M

1972 India Drought 200M

1965 India Drought 100M

1994 Kenya Plague Epidemic 6.5M

1978 Japan Viral Epidemic 2M

2003 European Heat Wave 67K

2008 China Great Sichuan Earthquake 46M

2005 Pakistan Kashmir Earthquake 5.1M

2001 India Gujarat Earthquake 6.3M

1996 China Lijiang Earthquake 5M

1976 China Great Tangshan Earthquake 242K

2004 Indonesia Tsunami 166K

1988 India Earthquake 20M

2010 Russia Northern Hemisphere Summer 55.7K

1928 China Drought 3M

1943 Bangladesh Drought 1.9M

1942 India Drought 1.5M

1965 India Drought 1.5M

1900 India Drought 1.25M

1927 China Gulang Earthquake 200K

1920 China Haiyuan Earthquake 180K

1998 India Heat Wave 2.5K

2006 France Heat Wave 1.4K

2008 Afghanistan Extreme Winter 1.3K

2008 China Extreme Winter 77M

1993 Australia Heat Wave 3M

2004 Peru Cold Wave 2.1M

2008 Tajikistan Extreme Winter 2M

1931 China Flood 3.7M

1959 China Flood 2M

1939 China Flood 500K

1935 China Flood 142K

1998 China Flood 239M

2003 China Flood 150M

1949 Soviet Union Landslide 12K

1941 Peru Landslide 5K

1973 Honduras Landslide 2.8K

1963 Italy Landslide 1.9K

2010 China Landslide 1.7K

1966 Brazil Landslide 4M

1986 India Landslide 2.5M

2010 China Landslide 2.1M

1995 India Landslide 1.1M

1983 Peru Landslide 0.7M

1970 Bangladesh Tropical Cyclone 300K

1991 Bangladesh Tropical Cyclone 139K

2008 Myanmar Tropical Cyclone 138K

1922 China Typhoon 100K

1942 Bangladesh Tropical Cyclone 61K

2002 China Severe Tropical Storm Kammuri 100M

1989 China Typhoon Andy 30M

2006 China Tropical Storm Bilis 29.6M

2005 China Typhoon Haitang 19.6M

1902 Martinique Volcanic Eruption 30K

1902 Guatemala Volcanic Eruption 6K

1985 Colombia Volcanic Eruption 21.8K

1908 Indonesia Volcanic Eruption 5.5K

1919 Indonesia Volcanic Eruption 5K

1991 Philippines Mount Pinatubo Eruption 1M

1992 Nicaragua Volcanic Eruption 0.3M

1969 Indonesia Volcanic Eruption 0.25M

2006 Ecuador Volcanic Eruption 0.3M

1918 United States Forest Fire 1K 

1997 Indonesia Forest Fire 240

1987 China Forest Fire 191

2009 Australia Bush Fire 180

1944 United States Forest Fire 121

1994 Indonesia Forest Fire 3M

2007 United States Grassland Fire 0.6M

1987 Argentina Forest Fire 0.15M

2003 Portugal Forest Fire 0.15M

1917 Soviet Union Epidemic 2.5M

1920 India Bacterial Epidemic Disease 2M

1909 China Bacterial Epidemic 1.5M

1907 India Bacterial Epidemic 1.3M

1920 India Bacterial Epidemic 0.5M

1991 Bangladesh Epidemic 1.5M

1911 China Flood 0.1M

Values below 20K are 
not to scale
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