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Thunderstorms and Lightning in Bangladesh
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A thunderstorm is basically a storm, characterised
by lightning and thunder. When the temperature
rises, hot moist air rises upwards- known as
updrafts. At the same time, the cool air sinks
downwards, and this is called downdrafts. Collision
between the updrafts and downdrafts creates
cumulonimbus clouds and it produces lightning and
thunder. Thunderstorms occur almost everywhere
on the earth’s surface, one of the most dangerous
convective weather events. An estimated more than
16002400 thunderstorms occur at any moment and
50,000 each day, around the globe.**

Geographic location of Bangladesh is an indicated
zone of natural disaster like storm, drought, flood
etc.> Bangladesh is facing a long term climate
change (In last 25 years average temperature of
Bangladesh  increased by  1.5°C).5 All
thunderstorms produce lightning. Lightning injury
is a global public health problem representing the
leading cause of weather-related death after
tornadoes, flash floods and hurricanes.”® The
injuries cause high mortality and significant long
term morbidity.

Worldwide, mortality from lightning is estimated at
between 0.2 and 1.7 deaths/1,000,000 population,
affecting mainly the young and people who work
outdoors.®¥ Every year, over 20,000 people are
affected by lightning and several thousand succumb
to their injuries.!! Other report shows some 2,000
people are killed worldwide by lightning each
year.'?

In Bangladesh, only a few studies have been
conducted on lightning. These reveal that the
number of lightning incidents in the country is quiet
high.1*4 Another study shows that in Bangladesh,
the incidence of lightning fatalities is 0.9 per
1,000,000 population per year, which is higher than
in high-income countries.*® A total of 1,476 people
have died from lightning in Bangladesh during
2010-2016.16 Prior to 1981, the country witnessed
lightning strikes on average nine days each May.
Since that time, the country has seen strikes an
average of 12 days each May.*6

National summaries of lightning-related deaths and
injuries are very difficult to obtain in many
developing countries including Bangladesh.

*Correspondence: Shah Md. Mahfuzur Rahman, Institute of
Public Health, Dhaka, Bangladesh;
e-mail: smahfuzbd@gmail.com

In Bangladesh, Dewan et al identified 3,086
fatalities and 2,382 injuries from 1990 to mid-2016,
for annual averages of 114 fatalities and 89 injuries
over the entire period. Last eight years till 2017, the
fatality rate of 2.08 per million population per year
and injury rate of 1.7. During 1990 through mid-
20186, the rural attribution was 93%, the majority of
deaths occur to males, and farming is the major
activity.*”1® Additional fatalities occurred often
inside dwellings, returning home or walking around
homesteads, and water-related situations. The trend
of many more casualties starting in 2010 has indeed
continued. The decadal totals are as follows:*®

1990-1999: 30 deaths and 22 injuries per year;

2000-2009: 106 deaths and 72 injuries per year, and
2010-2017: 260 deaths and 211 injuries per year.
Most lightning fatalities occurred between 0600
LST and 2000 LST when agricultural activities
overlap the occurrence of lightning. The largest
numbers of casualties were during the pre-monsoon
season.

According to the Health Emergency Operation
Center & Control Room, Directorate General of
Health Services of Ministry of Health and Family
Welfare, in 2018, total deaths and injuries were 120
and 77 respectively due to thunderstorm and
lightning.®® It was occurred only during the months
of March to June, with the highest 68 deaths and 41
injuries in May. In 2019, only till March 2019, the
total deaths were 4, and it was in March.*®

Cardiopulmonary arrest is the most common cause
of death in lightning victims. Lightning induces
vasomotor spasm from direct sympathetic
stimulation resulting in severe loss of pulses in the
extremities. This vasoconstriction may be
associated with transient paralysis. Damage to the
central nervous system accounts for the second
most debilitating group of injuries due to lightning.
Other organ systems injured by lightning include
the eye, ear, gastrointestinal system, skin, and
musculoskeletal system. Hundreds more survive
strikes but suffer from a variety of lasting
symptoms, including memory loss, dizziness,
weakness, numbness, and other life-altering
ailments. It may be mentioned that lightning is the
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second most common cause of weather-related
death in the United States.20

Bangladesh is witnessing unusual casualties from
lightning strikes well ahead of monsoon, that is in
the pre-monsoon season comprises the months of
March through May.?! It is due to the increased
warmer weather and climate change are causing
more water evaporation from the land and ocean,
increasing cumulonimbus clouds, which is
generating fatal lightning strikes. Experts opine
that the frequency of lightning has intensified in
recent times in Bangladesh due to growing and
global warming and environmental imbalance.?

Considering the massive death toll due to lightning,
in 2016, the Government of Bangladesh has
declared it as a natural disaster.*® Aimed to reduce
the deaths and damage, the Govt. Bangladesh has
taken a number of initiatives including plantation
of one million palm trees across the countries,
development of public awareness on the
thunderstorms and lightning through printed and
electronic media as well as using other platforms,
encourage people to plant palm and other tall tree,
installing lightning rods in their houses etc.
Furthermore, the warning systems have also been
strengthened to make people aware of lighting
preparedness. In addition to public awareness and
emergency health services for the victims, the
Directorate General of Health Services of Ministry
of Health and Family Welfare collects information
on deaths and injuries due to thunderstorms and
lightning across the country regularly.

So, it is evident that the lightning is a public health,
social and economic issue. Further strengthening
of the current initiatives, epidemiological studies
and involving multi-stakeholders and multi-
specialists to identify the possible and effective
measures to reduce the deaths, disabilities and
damage and related burden in Bangladesh thus
suggested. Furthermore, attention of the global
community is urgently sought, considering
lightning as a global issue.
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