Yutu, Strongest Typhoon to Hit U.S. since 1935, Devastates Northern Marianas
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Oct. 25, 2018 – Typhoon Yutu’s 180 mph winds overturned cars, knocked down 100s of power poles, and left an island of 1,000s without a medical center and another without an airport.  Buildings were reduced to haphazard piles of tin and wood.  If a structure wasn’t made of concrete, one resident said, it was probably wiped out by the most powerful tropical cyclone to hit any part of the United States since 1935.
Yutu spent roughly 7 hours thrashing the small islands of Saipan and Tinian, the most populous part of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, a U.S. territory, early Thursday morning local time.  Residents of the islands north of Guam are accustomed to typhoons, but quickly attested that this was the worst they’d seen.
Yutu’s gigantic eye enveloped much of Saipan and all of Tinian, leaving the islands “mangled,” as one local official told The Washington Post.  Rescue and relief operations have begun, but officials say their efforts are being hampered by dangerous weather and widespread destruction, which includes “extensive damage to critical infrastructure,” according to an update Thursday from the Governor’s office.  One woman on Saipan, who took shelter in an abandoned building that collapsed on her, died during the storm.  “We just went through one of the worst storms I’ve seen in all my experience in emergency management,” local emergency management official Gerald J. Deleon Guerrero said in a statement.
The Thursday update cited 100s of downed power poles and a “significantly large number of downed transformers and conductors” on Saipan and Tinian.  It said that the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency had been asked for “700 to 800 power poles, transformers, and additional materials to begin power restoration.”  That will have to be done before water service can be restored.
According to figures released by the Weather Underground website, Yutu was tied with the 5th-highest wind speed of any storm on record as it made landfall.  Only a few storms, including 2013′s Super Typhoon Haiyan, which struck the Philippines, have been stronger, and even then not by much.  For the United States, just one storm — the 1935 Labor Day hurricane that hit the Florida Keys — is believed to have been more powerful.
The Northern Mariana Islands are the most recent U.S. territory to have been pummeled by a strong hurricane in the past 2 years.  The U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico suffered calamitous strikes in the 2017 hurricane season, and Guam was recently struck by Typhoon Mangkhut.
Overall, the escalating impacts on U.S. island territories in the Pacific and Caribbean underscore that, as seas rise and storms worsen with climate change, small islands face some of the most extreme risks on Earth.  Many have organized into the Alliance of Small Island States, to push for strong action to curb global warming.  Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam and American Samoa are affiliated with the organization.
John J. Marra, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s regional climate services director for the Pacific islands, said in an interview that, in the short term, natural variability will play a greater role in determining where typhoons hit and how intense they are.
“It isn’t this steady march.  It’s really waves of change,” he said by phone.  He added that the intensity of typhoons in the Pacific will vary.  “But each time, it’s going to be worse, because the baseline is shifting up over time.  The sea level’s a little higher; the sea surface temperature’s going to be a little warmer.”  
The full extent of the damage is not known, Nadine Deleon Guerrero, an external affairs officer with the commonwealth’s Office of Homeland Security and Emergency Management, told The Post in a phone interview.  Preliminary assessments cannot be carried out until the weather improves.  But speaking on the basis of “windshield assessments,” Guerrero said the devastation caused by Yutu is “5 times worse” than that from Typhoon Soudelor, which slammed the islands in 2015.  Soudelor was the strongest tropical cyclone in the 2015 Pacific typhoon season.
In general, the northwest Pacific, where tropical cyclones are referred to as typhoons, not hurricanes, has the most numerous and strongest storms on the planet.
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