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Hazard Impact Factsheet: Tsunami
Definition
Tsunamis are usually generated by the sea floor suddenly
deforming causing a vertical displacement of the water above
it. Where two tectonic plates (these make up the earth’s crust)
meet under water they can become stuck causing one or both
of the plates to distort. When the stuck area manages to move
it will release energy in an earthquake. This sudden movement
of the plates will create a vertical movement causing the water
to be displaced and the energy released produces waves.
Tsunamis generally have a low wave height and long wave
length offshore so may not be noticed out at sea, it is when
they reach shallower water that they grow in height.

What you will most likely find on arrival
The impact on coastal areas can be excessively destructive as the waves move
further inland and this destruction can extend over a vast distance. There will be
widespread damage to building and structures with extensive amounts of debris all
mixed together. The tsunami may leave behind large pools of sea/flood waters, often
mixed with debris and mud etc., which can cause contamination issues. In addition,
as the sea water is pulled back towards the sea it may drag with it lots of debris, oils,
mud and bodies. Survivors will be at high risk of infections from dirty water,
hypothermia from cold water, being trapped in buildings or have no way to move
further inland or higher ground.

Impact/ Likely
Devastation

Effect for aid work

Death toll can be
high
-if warnings aren’t
issued in time or if
people can’t get to
higher ground

- High death rates from drowning and from the force of the
water

- Could lead to bodies floating in the water or being
dragged out to sea these will need to be recovered for
identification and otherwise diseases could spread.

- Death of trained personal and local counter parts could
make co-ordinating with local administrations etc difficult.
WASH Health

- Create a labour deficit – issue of either hiring outside
skilled staff who don’t know local culture etc or training
local staff who know local culture etc but aren’t skilled

Damage to
buildings and
structure
-force of the waves
will cause
extensive

- Lots of displaced people who may have left without
personal possessions to get to higher ground.

- Homes and workplaces destroyed or underwater so
displaced persons will need shelter, food and non-food
items. Shelter, Food

- Lack of buildings etc in the affected area to set up bases
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destruction or headquarters in will need to situate outside the
immediately affected area.

Flood Waters
-mainly sea water
left behind by the
tsunami

- Water sources will become contaminated from sea water,
debris, dead bodies and destroyed sewage lines. WASH,
Health

- Contaminated water can lead to water borne diseases
and infections, especially Cholera and Typhiod Fever can
be an issue. This will drastically increase the death toll if
not acted upon quickly. Health, WASH

- Hypothermia could be a factor for those that remained in
the water for periods of time. Health

- Water damage to remaining structures and wash away of
remaining personal belongings. Shelter

- People may be trapped in buildings if moved to higher
levels to escape the water meaning search and rescue
operations could be needed.

Debris
-extensive debris
will need a huge
clean up task

- Huge debris clean up task will be needed
- Debris will often be all mixed together making it difficult to

separate into recyclable materials.
- Debris can add to the contamination of the water. WASH
- When the debris become mixed with oil, even if in the

water, it can become highly flammable and will need to be
handled with care. WASH

Additional
Challenges

- Landslides may become an issue as the force of the water
sweeps away trees that support the ground or the ground
becomes water logged. This will add to damage,
contamination and death toll.

- Beware of damage to energy or nuclear plants as this
became an issue with the Japan Tsunami of 2011.

Famous Example
Indian Ocean Boxing Day Tsunami 2004
An undersea earthquake caused by the Indian Plate being
pushed under the Burma Plate, triggered a string of
Tsunamis which hit most of the coasts bordering the Indian
Ocean. Aceh Province, Sumatra suffered the most
devastation with 167,000 people reported dead or missing,
over 500,000 displaced and 800km of coastline
devastated. According to the DEC appeal this was
unchartered territory as aid agencies had to participate in
wholesale construction rather than just reconstruction.
DEC member agencies, using DEC funds, built more than:
13,700 houses, 55 schools and 68 health centres.

End Note: May want to consult Factsheet for Flooding and/or Landslides.


