Can We Learn to Love Hurricanes?
by Gene Fry
	July 19, 2005 - On July 9, 2005, ABC News reported that global warming is expected to worsen hurricanes.  In particular, warmer waters will increase the intensity of hurricanes.  Warming waters in the western Atlantic, Caribbean Sea, and Gulf of Mexico will affect the United States.  Hurricanes “are going to have the potential to be significantly stronger in a warmer climate,” according to the lead author of a new study, Tom Knutson, a climate modeler for the Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Lab.
	The study used a supercomputer to simulate 1,300 virtual storms.  Hurricanes get their strength from warm ocean water, so higher water temperatures mean more energy for the storms.  According to Knutson, the storm evaporates water from the ocean’s surface, which supplies fuel for the storm.  The study found that, within 80 years, the average hurricane strength will increase by half a category in the 5-step scale of destructive power.  Average wind speed could jump 15 miles per hour, rainfall 2 inches, and storm surge several feet.  This stage of the study says nothing about how global warming might affect the frequency of hurricanes or the length of the hurricane season.
	Knutson’s study confirms and adds detail to the results of a 1987 study from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, which concluded that a doubling of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere would yield "a 40-50% increase in the destructive potential of hurricanes."
	Current research shows that the waters in the Atlantic basin are the warmest they've been since scientists began recording temperatures more than 100 years ago. The average for the last decade was 0.1°C higher than the previous high, recorded in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  Kevin Trenberth, head of the climate analysis section at the National Center for Atmospheric Research, pointed out that "very heavy" precipitation, the kind dropped during hurricanes, was up 20% over the previous century.  By 2080, the average rainfall near the center of hurricanes will increase by 18%, according to Knutson's models.
	This suggests that not only will Americans (and Cubans, Haitians, etc.) sustain more damage from hurricanes, but insurance against hurricane damage will be substantially more expensive, when homes and businesses can obtain it at all.  This may add appreciably to the costs of doing business in Florida and along the Gulf Coast.  More heavy rainfall could also cause repeated flooding in the Tennessee and Ohio River basins.
	See “Warmer Atlantic basin to strengthen hurricanes” by Graham Brink, St. Petersburg Times, May 2, 2005 (www.sptimes.com) and “Global Warming Expected to Worsen Hurricanes”, http://abcnews.go.com/WNT/Science/story?id=923864.

