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Environmental hazards are those extreme events caused by natural process or man’s 

activities which exceed the tolerable magnitude within or beyond certain time limits and 

make adjustments difficult and thus result in loss of property and lives, such as 

earthquakes, floods, volcanic eruptions etc. 

The World Commission on Environment and Development warned that the 1980s 

seemed destined to sweep the dire trend of catastrophic natural disasters into a crisis-

filled 1990s. The problem has prompted the United Nations General Assembly to 

proclaim the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reducation which began on first 

January, 1990.  

WHO defines disaster as “any occurrence that causes damage, economic distraction, loss 

of human life and deterioration in health and health services on a scale sufficient to 

warrant an extraordinary response from outside the affected community or area.” 

Disaster can be a natural or man-made phenomenon. Any distortion in the balanced 

equation between earth’s resources, stock and ecology arising out of climatic changes, 
movement of the earth occurring inside and other natural process may lead to natural 

disaster like cyclone, floods, draughts, earthquakes, volcanoes, landslides, heat waves, 

and cold waves etc. Hazards arising out of man-made technological advancements, 

industrialisation and other developmental activities are coined as technological 

disasters like emission of deadly industrial pollutants, soil erosion and nuclear disaster 

etc. 

• Floods: 
Submergence of any land area due to excessive rain water is termed flood. Thus a flood 

is too much water in the wrong place whether it is an inundated city or a single street or 

field flood due to blocked drain. Among the trigger mechanisms are dam or levee 



failures; more rain than the landscape can dispose off; the torrential rains of hurricanes, 

tsunamis, ocean storm surges, rapid snow-melts; ice floes blocking a river; and burst 

water mains. But most of the rapidly growing disasters are caused by humans, making 

their land more prone to floods, and themselves more vulnerable. 

 

India is the most flood-affected country in the world after Bangladesh. The typical geo-

climatic condition of the Indian sub-continent is responsible for this. For the coastal 

parts of India, it is not an unknown phenomenon. India accounts for one-fifth of global 

deaths due to floods. 

Usually floods occur during June to September which is the rainy season for the 

country. During this period, severe depression of cyclonic storms, which originate in-the 

Bay of Bengal and sometimes in the Arabian Sea, increase the intensity of this disaster, 

The Eastern and North-Eastern parts of India are the most affected regions in the 

country. States like Orissa, Bihar, U.P., West Bengal, Chhattisgarh, Assam and 

Gujarat are more prone to floods. Occurrence of floods in the major rivers in the Indo-

Gangetic-Brahmaputra plains is an annual feature. On an average nearly one percent 

(more than a million housing units) of existing house stock are known to be damaged 

during the occurrence of these hazards every year, and thousands of crores of rupees are 

spent on relief and rehabilitation of the people by the Central and the State 



Governments on crisis relief, besides what the people and voluntary organisations have 

to spend on their own. 

There are numerous instances of disasters caused by cloudburst floods and flash floods 

from landslides and debris flow, dam failures in the Indian Himalayas. On an average, at 

least one event is reported every year from some part of the Himalayas. Cloudbursts are 

common in the Higher Himalayas region and are mainly confined to narrow valleys. 

On 14 August 1978, severe rains lashed the Himalayas causing landslides in their 

wake. As a result, 69 people died near Guptkashi. The entire village of Malpa along 

the Kali River was washed away. The death toll was 205 people including five dozen 

pilgrims returning from Mount Kailash and Lake Mansrover in Tibet. 

• Earthquakes: 

An earthquake is a sudden motion of the earth caused by an abrupt release of slowly 

accumulating stress and is also a potent natural disaster. In other words, earthquakes 

occur due to sudden movements of earth’s crust. 

The magnitude of energy released by an earthquake is measured by the Richter scale, 

first devised by Charles F. Richter in 1935. Science has not succeeded in predicting the 

timing and place of earthquakes in advance despite decades of efforts. The reason lies 

probably in the time scale of the activity. 

Geological activity can take place anywhere between a few thousand to a few hundred 

million years to complete. During the last 16 years, India has experienced quakes, 

ranging from very devastating ones to mere tremors. The one in Uttarkashi in the early 

1990s was followed by the Latur quake. The Jabalpur quake in the Narmada valley in 

May 1977 was followed by the large scale tremors in Khandwa-Pandhana region. 

Hundreds of villagers fled from the region due to tremors and collapsed houses. For the 

last two years, the Koyna Valley has experienced earthquakes ranging from 6 to 7.5 on 

Richter scale. 

Looking at the Kutch region, it has recorded a few major earthquakes in the last two 

centuries. The earthquake of 1819 in this region measuring approximately 7.8 created a 

natural bound of 90 Km lateral extent called Allabandhs’. An earthquake in 1903 near 

Anjar had 6 magnitudes while the one in 1956 in the same locality was of 6.1 magnitude 



and devastated Kutch. The historical record of seismicity in the Kutch region suggests 

that this region is seismically active. 

In the morning of January 26, 2001 a massive earthquake struck Gujarat at Bhuj. 

The impact was so enormous that it left more than 20,000 dead in its wake and left ten 

times that number without food, shelter and other basic necessities. Recently, there was 

a severe earthquake in October 2005 in J&K which devastated large parts of 

Kashmir in India and Pakistan. 
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