
 

How busy will Atlantic hurricane season be?
Depends on who wins unusual battle of
climatic titans

May 25 2023, by Seth Borenstein

  
 

  

People stand along a waterfront as huge waves crash against a seawall in the
wake of Hurricane Ian in Havana, Cuba, Wednesday, Sept. 28, 2022. National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration on Thursday, May 25, 2023,
announced its forecast for the 2023 hurricane season. Credit: AP Photo/Ramon
Espinosa, File
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Two clashing climatic behemoths, one natural and one with human
fingerprints, will square off this summer to determine how quiet or
chaotic the Atlantic hurricane season will be.

An El Nino is brewing and the natural weather event dramatically
dampens hurricane activity. But at the same time record ocean heat is
bubbling up in the Atlantic, partly stoked by human-caused climate
change from the burning of coal, oil and gas, and it provides boosts of
fuel for storms.

Many forecasters aren't sure which weather titan will prevail because the
scenario hasn't happened before on this scale. Most of them are
expecting a near-draw—something about average. And that includes the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, saying there's a 40%
chance of a near-normal season, 30% chance of an above-average season
(more storms than usual) and a 30% chance of a below-normal season.

The federal agency Thursday announced its forecast of 12 to 17 named
storms, five to nine becoming hurricanes and one to four powering into
major hurricanes with winds greater than 110 mph. Normal is 14 named
storms, with seven becoming hurricanes and three of them major
hurricanes.

"It's definitely kind of a rare setup for this year. That's why our
probabilities are not 60% or 70%," NOAA lead hurricane seasonal
forecaster Matthew Rosencrans said at a Thursday news conference.
"There's a lot of uncertainty this year."
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Homes are flooded in the aftermath of Hurricane Ida, Aug. 30, 2021, in Jean
Lafitte, La. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration on Thursday,
May 25, 2023, announced its forecast for the 2023 hurricane season. Credit: AP
Photo/David J. Phillip, File

No matter how many storms brew, forecasters and Federal Emergency
Management Agency Director Deanne Criswell reminded U.S. coastal
residents from Texas to New England and people in the Caribbean and
Central America that it only takes one hurricane to be a catastrophe if it
hits you.

"That's really what it boils down to is: Which is going to win or do they
just cancel each other out and you end up with a near-normal season?"
said Colorado State University hurricane researcher Phil Klotzbach. "I
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respect them both."

The two forces couldn't be more opposite.

El Nino is a natural temporary warming of the Pacific that happens
every few years and changes weather worldwide. Climate models predict
as the world warms, El Ninos get stronger.

Decades of observation show that generally the Atlantic is quieter with
fewer storms during El Nino years. El Nino's warmer waters make
warmer air over the Pacific reach higher up in the atmosphere,
influencing winds and creating strong upper level winds that can
decapitate storms, killing them, Klotzbach said. It's called wind shear.
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https://phys.org/news/2023-05-flirting-climate-danger-chance-briefly.html


 

Jeremy Hodges climbs up the side of his family's destroyed storage unit in the
aftermath of Hurricane Ida, Aug. 30, 2021, in Houma, La. National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration on Thursday, May 25, 2023, announced its forecast
for the 2023 hurricane season. Credit: AP Photo/David J. Phillip, File

El Nino's effects are not direct and "it's not as in-your-face as a very
warm ocean," said University of Miami hurricane researcher Brian
McNoldy. El Nino and its variations are the single biggest yearly factor
in NOAA's forecast, accounting for up to 38% of its prediction,
Rosencrans said.

The Atlantic, especially hugging the African coast to the far east where
storms form, is about 1.8 to 3.6 degrees Fahrenheit (1 to 2 degrees
Celsius) warmer than the average of the last 30 years and is the warmest
it has been for this time of year, Klotzbach said. Warm Atlantic waters
not only make storms stronger and more able to withstand El Nino's
shear but they create an opposite direction upper level wind that could
counterbalance El Nino.

"It's starting to outpace 2010 by a decent margin, which is sobering
because 2010 was stinking hot," Klotzbach said.

"The anomalously warm ocean temperatures unquestionably have a
human fingerprint on them," said former NOAA hurricane scientist Jim
Kossin, now of the risk firm The Climate Service.

Scientists don't even have past years that look the same to help figure out
what will happen, Klotzbach and McNoldy said.
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The bridge leading from Fort Myers to Pine Island, Fla., is heavily damaged in
the aftermath of Hurricane Ian on Pine Island, Fla., Oct. 1, 2022. National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration on Thursday, May 25, 2023,
announced its forecast for the 2023 hurricane season. Credit: AP Photo/Gerald
Herbert, File

So which is going to win between El Nino and the hot oceans?

"I know it's not a satisfying answer to say 'we just don't know,' but we
don't," said University of Albany atmospheric sciences professor Kristen
Corbosiero.

The pioneer in the field, Colorado State, is predicting a slightly below
normal 13 named storms, six hurricanes with two of them becoming
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major. All but a handful of nearly two dozen private, university and
government forecast teams and models call for a near normal Atlantic
hurricane season with between six and eight hurricanes.

But they hedge their bets too.

"AccuWeather is expecting a near normal to slightly below normal
season due to the onset of an El Nino," said AccuWeather senior
hurricane forecaster Dan Kottlowski, who then added that the warm
Atlantic complicates everything. "Due to extensive warm water, there is
still a higher than normal chance for a high impacting hurricane to affect
the U.S. this season."

  
 

  

A home lies collapsed after the beach on which it stood was eroded, following
the passage of Hurricane Nicole, Nov. 11, 2022, in Wilbur-By-The-Sea, Fla.
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National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration on Thursday, May 25, 2023,
announced its forecast for the 2023 hurricane season. Credit: AP Photo/Rebecca
Blackwell, File

The University of Arizona looks at the same two clashing forces and sees
a different outcome, predicting a higher-than-normal nine hurricanes, 19
named storms and five major hurricanes because it expects "the Atlantic
side to be dominant, leading to a very active season," said University of
Arizona atmospheric sciences professor Xubin Zeng.

Forecasters ran out of names during a record 30 Atlantic named storms
in 2020 and with 21 storms in 2021. Last year was normal. Earth had a
La Nina for the past three years, which generally increase Atlantic
hurricane activity. Hurricane season runs June 1 to November 30.

McNoldy said this summer may be quieter in the Caribbean where El
Nino's shear can have more sway, but busier in Bermuda and U.S. East
Coast north of the Caribbean, where El Nino isn't as potent.

Random chance plays a big role, Kossin said: "It's a bit like rolling dice
but with the addition (warm ocean) and subtraction (El Nino) of weights
to the dice."

The warmer Pacific has forecasters expecting a "near-to-above normal"
hurricane season for waters around Hawaii, said Chris Brenchley, the
director of the Central Pacific Hurricane Center. That amounts to four to
seven tropical cyclones in the region, but fewer could actually come
ashore in the islands.

© 2023 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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https://www.noaa.gov/news-release/active-2021-atlantic-hurricane-season-officially-ends
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