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Man-made particles affect hurricane
frequency, study finds

June 23 2013

A television reporter watches waves hit a pier before the arrival of Hurricane
Sandy October 29, 2012 just off the Boardwalk in Atlantic City, New Jersey.
Higher levels of air pollution reduced the frequency of North Atlantic hurricanes
and other tropical storms for most of the 20th century, a study said Sunday.

Higher levels of air pollution reduced the frequency of North Atlantic
hurricanes and other tropical storms for most of the 20th century, a
study said Sunday.
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Adding to evidence for mankind's impact on the weather system, the
probe found a link between these powerful storms and aerosols, the
scientific term for specks of matter suspended in a gas.

Aerosols can occur in natural form—as dusty volcanic plumes, clouds or
fog—but are also man-made, such as sooty particles from burning coal
or oil.

The study focused on particles from North America and Europe that
were generated mainly from burning fossil fuels.

Researchers from the UK Met Office created weather simulations
covering the period 1860 to 2050.

They found that tropical storms were much less frequent during periods
when emissions of man-made aerosols increased over the North Atlantic.

"Increases in anthropogenic emissions (particularly of aerosols) through
most of the last century is found to have reduced hurricane activity," co-
author Ben Booth told AFP.

"The cooling impact of man-emitted aerosols may have had a more
important regional impact on climate than we previous appreciated."

Aerosols reflect solar rays and change the brightness of clouds, which
affects how much of the Sun's heat is projected onto the surface of the
sea, the authors suggest.

Ocean warmth provides the raw energy for tropical storms, which in
extreme conditions can brew into destructive hurricanes.

Conversely, the study found that measures since the 1980s to tackle
pollution and improve air quality reduced levels of aerosols—and in turn
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ramped up hurricane activity.

"The clean-up of industrial aerosols in the last 20 years, while being
beneficial for human health and linked to a recovery of African Sahel
rains since the 1980s droughts, may have contributed to increases in
Atlantic hurricane activity," Booth said by email.

The authors said their study, published in the journal Nature Geoscience,
is the first to demonstrate a link between aerosols and Atlantic tropical
storms.

The research team postulates that in the future, it will be Earth-warming
greenhouse gases, much longer-lasting than aerosols, that will exert the
most influence on tropical storm frequency.

Previous work published in Nature Climate Change had said that while
the number of tropical storms was not projected to increase in future,
their intensity was.

The hurricane season runs from June to November. For 2013, the US
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has
predicted 13 to 20 "named" storms, seven to 11 hurricanes and three to
six major hurricanes.

More information: Paper: dx.doi.org/10.1038/ngeo1854
News& Views: dx.doi.org/10.1038/ngeol1871
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