
 

Irma spawns unusual storm surges on both
Florida coasts

September 13 2017, by Seth Borenstein And Claire Galofaro

  
 

  

Charlotte Glaze gives Donna Lamb a teary hug as she floats out some of her
belongings in floodwaters from the Ortega River in Jacksonville, Fla., Monday,
Sept. 11, 2017, after Hurricane Irma passed through the area. "This
neighborhood has not flooded in at least 51 years," Lamb said. (Dede Smith/The
Florida Times-Union via AP)

Hurricane Irma's devastating storm surge came with weird twists that
scientists attribute to the storm's girth, path and some geographic quirks.
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A combination of storm surge, heavy rains and swollen rivers sent some
of the worst flooding into Jacksonville, Florida, even though Irma roared
into the opposite end of the state, had weakened to a tropical storm and
its eye stayed at least 80 miles (130 kilometers) away.

Although preliminary data suggest Irma's eye pushed a surge of more
than 10 feet (3 meters) onto southwest Florida's Marco Island, the
highest water levels were reported hundreds of miles away in
Jacksonville and Savannah, Georgia, according to the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration.

And southwestern Florida, which is prone to surges, saw the opposite at
first: a strange-looking negative surge that sucked the water off the sea
floor quickly enough to maroon several manatees. After the water pulled
away from the beaches and bay, it came back with vengeance, but much
of Florida's west coast wasn't swamped as badly as it could have been
because Irma's track kept them safe from the storm's stronger eastern
side.

"You can call it bizarre; I might call it unusual or unique," said Rick
Luettich, director of the Institute of Marine Studies at the University of
North Carolina. "What was very unusual about it was, it spanned two
coastlines that were in different-facing directions. As a result, you got
the opposite behavior on both coastlines."
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This Sept. 10, 2017, file photo shows people walking on Old Tampa Bay, in
Tampa, Fla. Hurricane Irma's devastating storm surge came with weird twists
that scientists attribute to the storm's girth, path and some geographic quirks.
They can explain why the highest water levels observed from Irma were in
faraway corners, while places closer to the eye experienced a rare reverse surge.
(AP Photo/Chris O'Meara, File)

Tampa "dodged a bullet" on the weaker side of the storm, especially
because Irma's southwestern eyewall had been broken up by high winds
near Cuba, MIT meteorology professor Kerry Emanuel said.

Jacksonville and the rest of the east coast, on the other hand, got the
northeast brunt of the storm, where winds, surge and rainfall are at the
strongest. And because hurricane winds spin counterclockwise and lined
up perfectly perpendicular to Jacksonville's St. Johns River, "it just
pushed the water from the Atlantic right into the river," National
Hurricane Center spokesman and meteorologist Dennis Feltgen said.
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The city's concave coastline and the shallow water off the beach also
made for a bigger storm surge buildup, funneling more water into
Jacksonville, said storm surge expert Hal Needham of Galveston, Texas.

On top of that, Jacksonville—unlike western Florida—only got one side
of Irma, so the wind kept coming from the same direction, pushing the
surge even higher, Needham said.

  
 

  

Quintana and Liz Perez look out at the flooding outside their home in the
aftermath of Hurricane Irma in Immokalee, Fla., Monday, Sept. 11, 2017. (AP
Photo/Gerald Herbert)

That's why Paul Johnson was surprised when Monday morning he woke
up in Jacksonville, looked out the window and saw boats passing by
where cars normally drive. The water was lapping at his front door.
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Before long, the flooding rose nearly to the window of his beloved
pickup truck.

"I've lived here most of my life, and I've never seen anything like that,"
he said.

It was worse than last year's Category 5 Matthew, which sat just off
shore, because Irma grew to an immense 415 miles (670 kilometers)
wide, Luettich said.

"The size of the storm made a huge difference," Luettich said.

  
 

  

Police officers plow through floodwater on Hendricks Avenue in San Marco as
Hurricane Irma passes by Monday, Sept. 11, 2017, in Jacksonville, Fla. (Will
Dickey/The Florida Times-Union via AP)
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People tend to focus on top sustained winds, but that's only part of the
equation that goes into storm surges. The storm's size is another major
factor, as with Katrina, said Jamie Rhome, who heads the storm surge
unit at the National Hurricane Center.

"As bad as it felt on the east coast of Florida, things were significantly
worse in the Florida Keys," Rhome said, as well as in the lower part of
southwest Florida where the storm's eye passed close by, such as
Immokalee.

Negative storm surge happened where Irma's eye moved over water east
of the coastline and winds pushed the water away from the shore. That
draining of the bay and coast "tricks people," Rhome said, but Needham
said the Tampa region has experienced this type of negative storm surge
at least twice before.

And because the reverse surge means the coastline must be refilled
before water inundates land, the resulting speed and effect of the surge is
lessened, Luettich said.
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Larry Dimas walks around his destroyed trailer, which he rents out to others, in
the aftermath of Hurricane Irma in Immokalee, Fla., Monday, Sept. 11, 2017.
His tenants evacuated and nobody was inside when it was destroyed. (AP
Photo/Gerald Herbert)

Johnson said he had joked with his Facebook friends when Irma's track
appeared to turn away from Jacksonville that the storm was too afraid to
come near. But this storm's punch came from so far away that it never
had to.

"She got us back," Johnson said. "She showed us, she sure did."
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