Hurricanes Come in Bunches and Could Get Stronger
by Kevin Spear
May 10, 2015 – The last time a hurricane barreled into Florida — Wilma in late 2005 — a Bush was governor and space shuttles could still fly into orbit.  It's somewhat rare to go so long without a cyclone.  Experts fear Floridians are catching "hurricane amnesia."
To spur memories, this year's Governor's Hurricane Conference in Orlando will have a session that looks back a decade, to the record season of 28 storms, which included 15 hurricanes, 7 major hurricanes and Wilma's romp across South Florida.
"It serves as a reminder that just because it's been quiet for the last 10 years doesn't mean it's going to continue," said Rob Molleda, meteorologist at the National Weather Service in Miami, who will moderate the session.  "It's also natural to look back to see what we have done since."
Scheduled with dozens of workshops and training programs, the conference that began Sunday and runs through Friday is meant for storm forecasters and responders, utility officials, emergency managers for schools and hospitals, military specialists, and other disaster professionals.
What hurricane responders have done since 2005 includes newly developed warnings for land areas in the likely path of dangerous surges of seawater churned up by storms, such as Hurricane Katrina's 28-foot wave.
Also occurring since 2005, and yet to be significantly tested, is the rise of social media and its potential to deliver storm warnings, evacuation orders, and recovery information to more people.  If storm statistics hold true, social media as an emergency manager's tool is in for a test.
"Florida tends to get hit in clusters," said James Elsner, Florida State University professor.  "If you look back 100 to 150 years, we've had periods where it's fairly active and then nothing for several years."
The length of time of no hurricanes hitting the state is typically 3 or 4 years.  To go 10 years is "unusual but not particularly rare," Elsner said.
Another conference session will explore whether storm statistics are in for change because of a changing climate.
Kerry Emanuel, professor of atmospheric science at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, will present research that ties climate change to fewer small or average-sized storms and an uptick in the number of the most powerful storms.  "The very high intensity events should go up in number, and that's important, because a disproportionate amount of damage is done by these high category storms, even though they are relatively rare," Emanuel said.  "The Andrews, Katrinas and Hugos do a whole lot more damage than all the weak storms put together," he said.
Emanuel's research also points to a likelihood that hurricanes are going to rain a lot more in the future — a worry because of the flooding and deaths that can result.
University of Georgia professor Marshall Shepherd, past president of the American Metrological Society and host of the Weather Channel's "WxGeeks" show, will moderate the climate-change discussion - to include an emerging concern that lesser hurricanes may not smash cities but still pose a serious threat.
"One of the things that people are missing when we talk about hurricanes is that it doesn't take an Andrew, it doesn't take a Katrina, it doesn't take a big category 4 or 5 storm to cause havoc," Shepherd said.  "When we have a category 1 or 2 or 3 storm, or even a tropical storm, they can still be hazardous, because we are seeing so much sea-level rise and even nuisance flooding in South Florida on a regular basis," he said.
Higher sea levels can contribute to higher storm surges, threatening more people and property.
Pablo Santos, meteorologist in charge of the National Weather Service in Miami, said nobody should get lost in statistics, research or seasonal forecasts.  "There are many factors that speak to whether any given season is going to be more active or less active," said Santos, a conference organizer.  "Sometimes people get too wound up in forecasts," Santos said.  "All it takes is one storm."
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