21 Hurricanes and Typhoons in 2015 the Shattered Record
by Andrew Freedman and Johnny Simon
Oct. 22, 2015 – Since this story was posted, yet another storm — Hurricane Patricia — in the eastern Pacific intensified to Category 4 [then record strong 5] status, making it 22 Category 4 and 5 storms that have formed so far this year.
The combination of El Niño, other natural climate cycles, and global warming have supercharged this year's tropical cyclone season in the northern hemisphere, to the point where all-time records have been blown away.
Specifically, there have now been 21 typhoons and hurricanes in the hemisphere — all but one in the Pacific Ocean — that have reached the most intense levels of the Saffir Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale, Category 4 and 5.  This beat the past record of 18, set in 2004.
One of the strongest El Niño events ever recorded has provided storms with an ample amount of fuel, in the form of warm ocean waters across the tropical Pacific.  It has also helped squelch tropical activity in the North Atlantic Basin.
On average, El Niño years have higher readings on a scale known as the "Accumulated Cyclone Energy", or ACE, index.  This index measures both a storm's intensity and its lifespan.  To date, the ACE index across parts of the Pacific is off the charts, says Philip Klotzbach, a research scientist at Colorado State University.
Evidence of El Niño's influence is strong, considering that only 1 of the 22 Category 4 or 5 storms in the hemisphere this year occurred in the North Atlantic Ocean.  As the Capital Weather Gang blog pointed out, this year, "every section of the sprawling Pacific Ocean basin in the Northern Hemisphere has experienced the most major storms (category 3 or higher) in at least 20 years."
But to blame only El Niño might be too simplistic.  Scientific evidence does suggest that global warming may be playing a role too, by tilting the odds toward stronger and wetter storms.
In addition, other climate cycles, which are still poorly understood, have led to above average water temperatures east of Hawaii and a persistent so-called "blob" of unusually warm water in the northeast Pacific.  The blob has lasted for at least 2 years so far.  It has played a central role in enhancing the California drought.  It has also helped some hurricanes and typhoons last longer than they normally would have.
"I think it's primarily been ENSO in the Northwest Pacific, while the blob (aka positive Pacific Meridional Mode) has certainly been helping in the Central Pacific," Klotzbach told Mashable via email.  ENSO is the acronym for the larger cycle, known as the El Niño-Southern Oscillation, of which El Niño is a part.
The spike in strong storms has been especially noteworthy in the Central Pacific, where there have been 5 category 3 or higher hurricanes, the most on record.
"When you have near record warmth south of Hawaii, it's got to help keeping tropical cyclones going in an area where sea surface temperatures are typically marginal," he wrote.
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