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WASHINGTON - Early warning systems and emergency preparedness techniques seem to have saved thousands of lives in Bangladesh, reports an international humanitarian news organization as relief efforts continue in the aftermath of Cyclone Aila.

"Some 600,000 people were evacuated to cyclone shelters prior to the cyclone -- a significant factor in minimizing the loss of life," writes IRIN. The tropical storm hit eastern India and southern Bangladesh Monday affecting 3 million in Bangladesh alone and claiming at least 191 lives, according to the latest update from the Associated Press. 
The Bangladeshi government's Disaster Management Bureau is providing clothing, water purification tablets, and food assistance to survivors while the Directorate General of Health Services has sent roughly 700 medical teams to the field, explains IRIN.  

Humanitarian Relief Efforts 

As the death toll is expected to rise in coming days, a large number of local and international humanitarian groups are on the ground responding to increasing numbers of injured and displaced people.  

Among the organizations now in the process of conducting assessments and launching relief efforts are ActionAid, the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC), Oxfam America, Save the Children, and World Vision Australia. Some of these groups also helped evacuate people to shelters and community buildings before the natural disaster struck. 

Survivors are currently in major need of clean drinking water, food, tarpaulins, medicines, clothing, and sanitation facilities. 

"The tidal waves and the up-ward flow of sea water into river deltas has not only destroyed standing crops but also deposited saline water that has contaminated drinking sources in some areas," said PV Unnikrishnan, ActionAid's emergency advisor for Asia and the Americas. The Aila cyclone has also destroyed homes, caused enormous loss of livelihoods and livestock, and uprooted hundreds of thousands of families. 

Moreover, Oxfam estimates 400,000 people were stranded in the delta region near Kolkata, India.  

"Rescue work must commence in earnest and boats need to be pressed into service to save those marooned and to reach the survivors," said Unnikrishnan of ActionAid. 

Early Warning Systems in Bangladesh 

In the early 1970s, after a cyclone killed approximately 500,000 people in Bangladesh, an early warning system and cyclone preparedness program (CPP) was set up by the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the Bangladesh Red Crescent Society, and the government of Bangladesh, explains Jonathan Walter of Development Magazine, a publication for the UK Department for International Development. 

CPP volunteers "are trained to rescue people, evacuate them to custom-built cyclone shelters, administer first aid, and assist in relief efforts," notes Walter. 

The warning system also connects CPP's Dhaka headquarters with 143 radio stations using Asia's largest radio network. Continues Walter: "Storm warnings based on satellite tracking in the Bay of Bengal are relayed by radio to 33,000 village-based volunteers, who convey the message to vulnerable communities using hand operated sirens or simply shouting the warning by megaphone from speeding motorbikes." 

It's estimated the warning system can reach eight million people throughout the coastal region. 

According to experts cited by IRIN, "in recent years, efficient early warning systems and preparedness measures have significantly reduced the number of lives lost" to natural disasters such as Cyclone Aila.  

Bangladesh: Bearing the Brunt of Climate Change 

Climate change is presenting a formidable challenge to Bangladesh, as rising global temperatures make the low-lying, coastal South Asian nation ever more prone to extreme flooding and devastating storms. 

Shorter but more severe monsoons, longer periods of drought, and more violent tropical storms complete the roll call of climate predictions for Bangladesh. 

In 2007, Cyclone Sidr killed 3,500 people and destroyed over half a million homes. Aila marks the second tropical cyclone to strike Bangladesh this year. In April, Cyclone Bijli killed five people after hitting the country's southeastern coastal region. 

