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	Hawaii Hurricanes

August 2006


Here we are, well into the current hurricane season and there has only been one hurricane scare.  Daniel was headed directly for the big island of Hawaii before it lost strength and broke up.  All we got was some increased shower activity.  Since 1950, when the National Weather Service started tracking hurricanes, there have only been five hurricanes to hit the Hawaiian Islands that caused extensive damage.  Hurricane Nina (1957) produced record winds in Honolulu. Hurricane Dot (1959) caused $5.7 million in damages to Kauai. Hurricane Estelle (1986) produced very high surf on Hawaii and Maui and floods on Oahu. Kauai also received the brunt of Hurricane Iwa, which struck on 23 November 1982 and caused an estimated $234 million in damage.   The most powerful hurricane ever to hit Hawaii happened on 11 September 1992 when Hurricane Iniki struck the island of Kauai with sustained winds of 130 mph and caused over $2.3 billion in property damage.  Both Iwa and Iniki caused a lot of damage on the island of Oahu but we were lucky.  Kauai was not!  
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Hurricanes hitting Hawaii are fairly rare.  We have only had five in 56 years which equates to one about every 11 years.  Let’s see here, the last one was Iniki in 1992.  We are over due!  In an average year, 18 tropical storms will form over the eastern Pacific Ocean and around half of these will turn into hurricanes.  A hurricane will hit Mexico’s West Coast every year or two and every few years a storm will brush close to or hit Hawaii.  No hurricane has ever hit the California coast.  Most hurricanes move in a northwesterly direction and will die when they hit colder water.

Hurricane Information and Trivia

What is a hurricane?  A hurricane starts out as a tropical depression, which is a low pressure system that originates over tropical oceans.  Tropical depressions may have localized heavy rain and thunderstorms with maximum sustained winds up to 38 miles per hour.  About 1 in 10 tropical disturbances develop into a tropical storm with a well defined area of counterclockwise winds of 39 to 73 miles per hour with heavy rain and thunderstorms.  The National Weather Service assigns it a name.  This storm becomes a hurricane when the sustained wind speed reaches 74 miles per hour or more.  Hurricane winds spiral around a calm center or eye of low pressure at speeds which may reach over 150 miles per hour.
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What is the difference between a hurricane, typhoon, and cyclone?  Basically, they are the same except for the location where the storm occurs.  Severe tropical storms that occur in the Northern Atlantic Ocean (includes the Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico) and the Northeastern Pacific Ocean (includes Mexico and Hawaii) are called hurricanes. Severe tropical storms that occur in the Northwestern Pacific Ocean (includes China, Japan, the Philippines, Vietnam, South Korea, and Indonesia) are called typhoons.  Severe tropical storms that occur in the Northern Indian Ocean (includes India, Bangladesh, Thailand, and Pakistan) and Southwestern Indian Ocean (Australia) are called cyclones.

What is the hurricane season for the Hawaiian Islands?  The hurricane season begins on 1 June and lasts through November.                       

What makes hurricanes so dangerous?  The violent winds, torrential rains, flooding, thunderstorms, tornados, and the high wave surge.  Each of these by itself can pose a serious treat to life and property but taken together they are capable of causing widespread destruction.  The storm surge is an oceanographic phenomenon of the water level fluctuations caused by the atmospheric pressure and wind stress on the water surface, accompanying the moving hurricane.  This surge is a greater hazard to lives and coastal property than the hurricane winds and rain.  Hurricane surges account for about 80% of all deaths resulting from the hurricane.  Secondary effects of a hurricane include power outages, transportation problems, and disease.  
How dangerous do hurricanes get?  Hurricanes are categorized from 1 through 5, by the Saffir/Simpson Scale.  These magnitudes are assigned in accordance to the potential damage and wind speed.  

Category 1:  Minimal damage, wind speeds of 74 – 95 MPH, storm surge of 4 – 5 feet.  Example: Hurricane Iwa (Kauia, Hawaii - 1982), winds of 92 MPH and hurricane Dot (Kauai - 1959), winds of 81 MPH. 

Category 2:  Moderate damage, wind speeds of 96 – 110 MPH, storm surge of 6 – 8 feet.  Example: Hurricane Alex (Outer Banks, North Carolina - 2004), winds of 100 MPH.                    

Category 3:  Extensive damage, wind speeds of 111 – 130 MPH, storm surge of 9 – 12 feet.  Example: Hurricane Emily (Brownsville, Texas - 2005), winds of 125 MPH.                    

Category 4:  Extreme damage, wind speeds of 131 – 155 MPH, storm surge of 13 – 18 feet.  Examples: Hurricane Iniki (Kauai, Hawaii - 1992), winds of 145 MPH and Hurricane Katrina (Southeast Louisiana - 2005), winds of 140 MPH.   Katrina had a storm surge of 28 feet and was the most damaging hurricane ever to hit the United States.
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Category 5:  Catastrophic damage, wind speeds greater than 155 MPH, storm surge of more than 18 feet.  Example: Hurricane Camille (Gulf Coast – 1969), winds of 190 MPH and Hurricane Andrew (South of Miami - 1992), winds of 165 MPH.
What is the size of a hurricane and how fast do they move?  The typical hurricane is about 300 miles wide with 20-40 mile wide eye.  The eyewall surrounding the eye is composed of dense clouds that contain the highest winds in the storm. The storm’s outer rain bands are made up of dense thunderstorms ranging from a few miles to 300 miles long.  Hurricane force winds can extend outward 25 to 150 miles.  The right side of a hurricane is the most dangerous in terms of storm surge, winds, and tornadoes.  A hurricane’s speed and path vary greatly.  The typical hurricane’s forward average speed is around 15 – 20 MPH.  However, some hurricanes stall and others accelerate to more than 60 MPH.  The three hurricanes that hit Kauai moved mostly West until they passed the big island and then made a right turn and moved North at about 30 MPH until reaching Kauai.
What causes a hurricane to die?  A hurricane needs warm water to power itself and quickly loses strength when it moves over cold water or land. 

Are there any benefits from hurricanes?  Yes, they can bring much-needed precipitation to otherwise dry regions.  Hurricanes in the eastern north Pacific often supply moisture to the Southwestern United States and parts of Mexico.   Hurricanes also help to maintain global heat balance by moving warm, moist tropical air to the mid-latitudes and polar regions.  If not for the movement of heat poleward, the tropical regions would be unbearably hot. 
Are there more frequent and more destructive hurricanes now days?  It sure seems like it.  A lot of people think global warming is causing more and bigger hurricanes.  Climatologists and the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration say that “it is highly unlikely that global warming has or will contribute to a drastic change in the number or intensity of hurricanes.”  They state that over the last 35 years, the number of hurricanes World-wide actually deceased.  However, the number of very strong hurricanes increased.  I think that global warming is having an effect on our weather and the intensity of hurricanes.

What is El Nino?  El Nino is a disruption of the ocean-atmosphere system in the tropical Pacific causing increased rainfall and flooding in some areas and destructive drought in other places.  It also causes warmer ocean water in the central Pacific that includes the Hawaiian Islands.  This warmer water increases the odds of a hurricane hitting Hawaii.  El Nino occurs every 5 to 10 years.  The last El Ninos occurred in 1992-1993 and 1997-1998.
How are hurricanes named?  In the Central North Pacific region, the name lists are maintained by the Central Pacific Hurricane Center in Honolulu, Hawaii.  The hurricane names for 2006 include: Aletta – Bud – Carlotta – Daniel – Emilia – Fabio – Gilma – Hector – Ileana – John – Kristy – Lane – Miriam – Norman – Olivia – Paul – Rosa – Sergio – Tara – Vicente – Willa – Xavier – Yolanda – Zeke.

Now you know more about hurricanes then you ever wanted to know. 
What would happen if the island of Oahu took a direct hit from a hurricane?  Oahu is a small island - you can’t board up your house and jump in the car and drive inland to escape from the storm.  Most of the homes on Oahu are single-walled wooden structures that would be damaged by any category hurricane.  Oahu has just enough shelters for the people living on the ocean shores where the hurricane is going to hit.  I have been here for hurricanes Iwa and Iniki, which just brushed Oahu.  My family and I (and the dog) huddled in the middle bathroom for about two hours while the outer bands of the storm passed over us.  We had winds of 60 to 70 MPH in Mililani.  The strongest winds and the most damage (on Oahu) occurred on West Leeward coast (Nanakuli and Waianae).  During Iwa, my wooden fence blew down and ended up in the street along with several small trees.  During Iniki, I had a brick fence and we only had a few shingles blow off our house.  We better hope that no hurricane ever hits Oahu – it would be a disaster. 
      Source – Hurricanes               http://hurricanes.noaa.gov/pdf/hurricanebook.pdf  
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