
 

When it comes to hurricanes, what's in a
name?

September 3 2009, by Sara Hussein

  
 

  

A satellite image shows Hurricane Bill, on August 21. Assigning names to
tropical depressions, storms and hurricanes has been common practice for
hundreds of years, in part because it made it easier for coastal stations and ships
to identify and transmit information about weather systems.

With three months left in the 2009 Atlantic hurricane season, storm
watchers can be sure that there will not be another Hurricane Katrina, or
Rita, or Wilma this year, or ever again.

The names of these devastating hurricanes and other destructive storms
have been "retired," never to reemerge, so that new monikers can be
assigned to the weather systems that develop each hurricane season.

The task of striking and replacing names falls to the World
Meteorological Organization's Hurricane Committee, which devotes part
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of its annual meeting to the process of voting to remove names and
devising new ones.

Assigning names to tropical depressions, storms and hurricanes has been
common practice for hundreds of years, in part because it made it easier
for coastal stations and ships to identify and transmit information about
weather systems.

In the 1800s, storms that developed in the West Indies were commonly
named after the saint's day on which they occurred, such as the ferocious
Hurricane Santa Ana, which killed hundreds when it hit Puerto Rico in
1825.

The practice of naming storms was popularized by meteorologist
Clement Wragge in the 19th century and formally adopted by the Miami-
based National Hurricane Center in 1953, when six lists of female names
were compiled -- each containing one name for all but five letters in the
alphabet.

"There's five letters that we do not have in there -- q is one of them, and
then u, x, y, z. And the reason for that is there are not enough names...
that we'd be able to put them in the list and have enough to replace
them," said National Weather Service spokesman Dennis Feltgen.

In 1978, meteorologists began to assign men's names to storms forming
in the Eastern North Pacific and the practice widened the following year
to include Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico weather systems.

The six lists are used in rotation, so the names that survive from this
year's hurricane list will next be up for usage again in 2015.

Only once since reliable records began in 1944 has an Atlantic storm
season produced more storms than names on a list and forced the use of
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a backup option -- the Greek alphabet.

The 2005 season, which included the devastating Hurricane Katrina,
produced a record 27 named storms, ending with Delta, Epsilon and
Zeta. Unsurprisingly, a record five names -- Dennis, Katrina, Rita, Stan
and Wilma -- were retired that year.

In all, more than 70 names have been retired for the Atlantic Ocean,
Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico region, Feltgen said, and the
process of devising new names is usually a low key process that attracts
little attention.

But in 2001, the Hurricane Committee found it had created an uproar by
adding, among others, the names "Israel" and "Adolph" to the Eastern
North Pacific storm list.

Jewish leaders expressed outrage at the decision, and though officials
noted that Israel and Adolph, spelled with a "ph" unlike Adolf Hitler,
were common boy's names, they retired the names at the end of the
season.
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