
Hazard Impact Factsheet: Coastal Floods
Definition
Coastal flooding can be caused by a number of reasons
and can be extremely dangerous. Storm surges is the
name given to an abnormal rise of water caused by a
storm, usually very strong winds needed found in
hurricanes and cyclones. Large waves can be created
by local winds and storms or swells due to distant
storms, these waves can be large and powerful even
overwhelming coastal defences. If a storm occurs during high tide the risk of flooding is
increased as sea level is already at a high level so may not take much more to create
flooding. In addition, rising sea levels due to climate change will lead to more flooding as
even weaker winds will be able to rise sea level to cause flooding. Human activity can
also exacerbate coastal flooding as coastal defences on one stretch of the sea affect
the natural processes, which can lead to increased flood risk further along the coast.
Also, building on low lying, flat land near the coast can make people more at risk from
flooding.

What you will most likely find on arrival
Obviously there will most likely be large areas still under water as the storm surges
leave large areas/pools of sea water behind. In cases where there was some warning
people may have been evacuated to higher ground, although it can often be the case
that people are unable to evacuate or doubt the warnings they receive if they receive
any. Those who have managed to evacuate will most likely need assistance as they will
have minimal possessions with them and may even be stranded. As the storm surges
are powerful and large they can cause a lot of destruction meaning debris from
destroyed buildings etc. will be an issue, some of this will be dragged back out to see
when the waves retreat. 
 

Impact/ Likely 
Devastation

Effect for aid work

Death toll can be 
high
- lack of warning or 
if people cannot get
to higher ground

- High death rates from drowning and from the force of high 
waves sweeping them away

- Could lead to bodies floating in the flood water or carried 
back out to sea these will need to be recovered for 
identification and otherwise diseases could spread. WASH, 
Health

- Those who survive will most likely be situated in higher 
ground areas and storm shelters where available. 

Damage to 
buildings and 
structures

- Force of waves will cause extensive damage to buildings 
and even wash them away.

- Displaced persons will need shelter, food and non-food 
items. Shelter, Food

- People may not be able to return home due to destruction/ 
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damage of homes or if their house is still standing, aspects 
such as damp and rot can cause health issues. Shelter, 
Health

- Lack of buildings etc in the affected area to set up bases or 
headquarters in may require situating such outside the 
immediately affected area.

Flood Waters - Search and rescue teams will be needed to rescue stranded
populations on higher ground.

- Any fresh water that comes in contact with the flood water 
will become contaminated. Safe drinking water will need to 
be provided or education/instructions on how to make water 
safe. Also contaminated water can lead to water borne 
diseases and infections. WASH, Health

- Sewage and drainage can be unable to cope with the levels 
of water causing hazardous material to be washed out onto 
streets etc. WASH, Health

- Some logistical issues to certain areas as roads etc. may be
severely damaged or flooded. (may need repair projects) 
Food, Shelter, Health, WASH

- A lot of water may be left behind for a long time after the 
flood that may need drainage methods to resolve

- Crops will be destroyed and flooded fields will not be usable 
for some time, can cause food shortages and difficulty in 
sourcing local food produce. Food

Additional 
Challenges

- If storm surges from a storm then the weather may hinder 
search and rescue/ transport; the sea may remain violent.

- Some education on costal management techniques, 
evacuation techniques, and early warning systems would be
beneficial for future disasters.

- The storm and surges could cause power failures so back 
up energy may be needed. 

Famous Example
Bangladesh
Bangladesh is densely populated with around 25% of its land
mass being less than 1 metre above sea level, and most of its
land forms a delta from the Ganges, Brahmaputra and
Meghna. They also experience many tropical cyclones and with
the low-lying ground this drastically increases the chances of
coastal flooding. In 1991 a deadly tropical cyclone hit near the
Chittagong region causing storm surges up to 15 feet. The
surges immediately flooded the flat, coastal plains in the area and washed away entire
villages. It also flooded farms causing crops to be destroyed leading to fears of food
shortages and widespread hunger. Some people were able to get to a limit number of
storm shelters previous built by the government, but many doubted the storm would be
as bad as predicted or given inadequate warning.

End Note: Factsheets for other flood types, Tsunami, and Hurricane/ Typhoon/ Tropical
Cyclones may also be of use.
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