China hit by strongest typhoon for half a century
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A woman in China's Zhejiang province surveys the ruins of her house
The most powerful typhoon to strike China for half a century has killed about 500 people, injuring thousands more, and forcing the evacuation of 1.5 million residents. 

With winds of up to 135mph, typhoon Saomai hit the coastal town of Mazhan in Zhejiang province, dumping a torrent of rain on a region still recovering from earlier floods. 
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Local villagers stranded by high flood waters make their way to safety by boat
Eight typhoons have already hit south-east China this year, killing more than 1,700 people and causing £10bn-worth of damage.

Saomai - described by Chinese meteorologists as a "super typhoon" because of its size and speed - has already wreaked havoc elsewhere. In the Philippines, it killed at least two people. In Japan, Taiwan and Hong Kong, it has forced the cancellation of hundreds of flights.

40,000 ships were ordered to return to harbour. Text messages, television announcements and the internet  were used to advise people in the danger zone to leave their homes. Stadiums, schools and theatres have been opened for the evacuees. 
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The south-east of China is growing accustomed to disaster. According to the government, more than 5 million houses and 125,000 square miles of farmland have been destroyed this summer by mudslides, floods, winds and torrential rain.

Guardian Unlimited, M&G Online & BBC News August 2006

