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TYPHOON THREAT

Advance stormwarning can save lives
THE current “flood-of-the-century”
could not be averted but some of the
losses, especially human lives, could
have been avoided if the Malaysian
Meteorological Department (MetMa-
laysia, formerly known asMMD) had
set up a proper cyclone (that is, tropi-
cal storm)warning system.

Since 1998, I have been propos-
ing that a storm warning system be
put in place to specifically deal with
cyclones that directly threatened the
country.

The first cyclone to strike the pen-
insulawasTyphoonVameiinDecem-
ber2001.Itmadeitslandfall inDesaru
just 12 hours after it first appeared.

This historic typhoon broke the
record by becoming the nearest
typhoon to develop near the Equa-
tor and the fastest cyclone to achieve
typhoon strength.

Malaysians, in general, and Joho-
reans, in particular, were unaware
they were struck by a full blown
cyclone as it raged across the state
causingwidespread floods and land-
slides,whichkilled several peopleon
GunungPulai.

The second cyclone, Tropical
Depression (TD) 29W, struck Penang
inNovember 2017. Thisweak cyclone
entered the peninsula from the east
coast and slowly passed over the
northern states.

Unfortunately,duetothepresence
of Typhoon Damrey off Vietnam,
which pushed the winds strongly
eastwards, TD 29W (2017) stopped
over Penang island instead of mov-
ing steadilywest towards Sumatra in
Indonesia.

The stationary cyclone gained
strength fromthewarmwaters of the

straitsanddevelopedamuchstronger
cyclone over Penang which resulted
insevereflooding,landslidesandsev-
eral deaths.

Inbothevents,MetMalaysia failed
to give advance notice to the public
about the cyclones on its website. In
the caseofVamei, therewasnowarn-
ing even after itmade a landfall.

In fact, MetMalaysia and the Sci-
ence, Technology and Innovation
Ministry did not admit the existence
of the typhoon for several years until
a localacademicmentionedit inacli-
mate conference in 2005.

As for TD 29W (2017), MetMalay-
sia also did notmention its presence
on its website as it pounded Penang.
Rather, it reportedon thepresenceof
Damrey. MetMalaysia only reported
the presence of TD 29W (2017) when
the Penang government appealed

for help.
The cyclone, also known as TD

29W (2019), that caused devastating
floods last weekwas only notified by
MetMalaysiawhenitmadeitslandfall
inKuantan onDec 17.

Thisweak cyclonewouldnot have
caused major floods if it had contin-
ued on its track towards Sumatra.
However, just like TD 29W (2017) that
struck Penang, TD 29W (2019) unex-
pectedly stopped in its tracks off the
coast of Selangor, probablydue to the
strong pulling effects of TyphoonRai
in the Philippines.

Insteadofdissipating its strength,
ithoveredoverthewarmwatersofthe
straitsandthisenabled it tostrength-
en anddrop themoisture it collected
asacontinuousheavyrainduringthat
time.

Since TD 29W (2019) developed

from a much bigger cyclone in size
compared with Vamei or TD 29W
(2017), the effect of the cyclone cov-
eredamuchbiggerareawithSelangor
being the hardest hit due to its close
proximity to the cyclone core.

MetMalaysia couldhavegiven the
government andpublic at least three
days advancewarningaboutTD29W
(2019) had it implemented a credible
cyclonewarningsystemsincethefor-
mation of the cyclone could be seen
onsatellitepicturesasswirlsofclouds
onDec 15.

It isbettertogiveadvancewarning
and the cyclone failed tomaterialise
than to give no advancewarning and
thecyclonecausesuntolddeathsand
material losses.

ZA HARTONO
Kuala Lumpur
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SUMMARIES
TYPHOON THREAT

THE current “flood-of-the-century” could not be averted but some of the losses, especially human lives, could have been avoided
if the Malaysian Meteorological Department (MetMalaysia, formerly known as MMD) had set up a proper cyclone (that is, tropical
storm) warning system. Since 1998, I have been proposing that a storm warning system be put in place to specifically deal with
cyclones that directly threatened the country.
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