
Early on the morning of 29 August 2005, a huge 
storm hit the Gulf coast of the US causing 

catastrophic floods around Lake Pontchartrain in New 
Orleans. Winds of up to 125mph destroyed homes 
and ripped up trees. The storm, called Hurricane 
Katrina, was the third deadliest in US history. At least 
1,800 people died and at least 400,000 more were 
forced to flee their homes. Twelve years on, the city 
still hasn’t fully recovered from the devastation. 

On 9 August, scientists warned that 2017 could  
be the worst year for hurricanes since 2010. It’s 
estimated that up to five named storms will hit the US 
Atlantic coastline over the Atlantic hurricane season, 
which runs 1 June–30 November. The National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the 
US department that monitors hurricanes, says that 
changing weather conditions mean that stronger 
hurricanes are more likely. Why do these storms form, 
how are they measured, and how can humans protect 
themselves from their deadly force?

All about hurricanes 

Hurricanes only really cause damage when 
they strike land. As well as powerful winds, 
hurricanes can cause high waves and tidal 
surges, which can lead to devastating 
flooding. It was flooding that caused the most 
damage during Hurricane Katrina. 

It’s hard to predict which category a 
hurricane will be, so in areas such as Florida  
in the US, all authorities can do is prepare. 
Citizens do this by memorising evacuation 
routes, installing storm shutters on windows 
to stop the glass from smashing, and stocking 
up on plenty of food and water. 

The world’s only category 5 hurricane 
simulator is in south Florida. The simulator 
looks like a giant swimming pool that uses 
fans to create winds of up to 200mph. The 
simulator can test how houses and buildings 
will fare in a category 5 storm. 

Hurricanes cause more damage in poorer 
countries because there isn’t enough money 
to prepare properly. Therefore, aid agencies 
are on hand in countries such as Haiti, Mexico 
and Philippines (which are prone to these 
severe storms) to provide food, medical 
supplies and shelter. 

How do people prepare?

How are hurricanes 
measured?
In 1971, US engineer Herbert 
Saffir and US meteorologist 
Robert Simpson decided to create 
a scale to measure the wind 
speed, pressure and potential 
flooding caused by a storm. This 
was called the Saffir-Simpson 
Hurricane Scale. Today, experts 
use the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane 
Wind Scale, which uses just the 
wind speed as the guide, starting 
from category 1, the least violent, 
all the way up to category 5, the 
deadliest type of hurricane. 

Category 1
In a category 1 hurricane, winds can 
blow at speeds between 74 and 
95mph. Usually, they only cause a 
small amount of damage, mostly to 
trees, bushes and power lines. 
However, people can be injured by 
falling debris and trees. 

Category 2 
Sustained winds reach up to 110mph 
in a category 2 hurricane. Hurricane Ike 
hit Texas in the US in 2008 and caused 
flooding and power cuts, uprooted 
trees and damaged homes. Up to 37 
people died and hundreds more  
were missing. 

Category 4
In October 2016, a category 4 hurricane 
named Hurricane Matthew hit Haiti in 
the Caribbean. Winds of up to 145mph 
destroyed homes and toppled trees. 
Nearly 900 people were killed. Haiti is 
a poor country and its buildings cannot 
withstand strong hurricanes. 

Category 3
Hurricanes that are category 3  
strength or more are major hurricanes. 
Winds travel up to 129mph and cause 
severe damage. Hurricane Katrina 
became a category 3 when it hit land. It 
killed many people and caused about 
£100 billion worth of damage. 

Category 5
The largest tropical 
storm ever recorded 
was Typhoon Tip,  
which struck Japan  
on 19 October 1979.  
It was the equivalent of 
a category 5 hurricane 
and claimed the lives  
of 86 people and injured 
hundreds more. 
Typhoon Tip had winds 
of up to 190mph and its 
diameter measured an 
enormous 1,380 miles. 

How do hurricanes form?

Hurricanes form over the Atlantic and 
north-east Pacific oceans. A storm only 
becomes a hurricane when sustained winds 
(winds that last for a reasonable length of 
time) exceed 74mph. They are the same as 
cyclones and typhoons. Cyclones occur in the 
south Pacific and Indian Ocean; typhoons 
occur in the north-west Pacific ocean. 

Hurricanes need warm temperatures to 
form: the surface temperature of the ocean 
needs to be at least 26ºC. Warm and wet air 
above the ocean rises, because hot air is less 
dense than cool air. As the warm air rises, cool 
air takes its place. This cool air will in turn 
warm up and rise. As this process continues, 
towering clouds form over the ocean. These 
clouds begin to spin and, if there is enough 
warm air, the clouds will get bigger and keep 
spinning, causing a hurricane. The clouds 
bring heavy rain, thunder and lightning. 

The centre of a hurricane is called the eye 
of the storm. This is the calmest part; there are 
no clouds or high winds in the centre. The eye 
can be up to 40 miles across. 

People board 

up buildings 

in the US.

A hurricane seen 
from space. 

The Gulf coast  
of the US.

12 years ago a devastating 
hurricane struck New Orleans. 
Discover what causes these 
deadly weather events.

Spinning storms and wild  winds
All about hurricanes 

NAMING HURRICANES 
The US didn’t start naming 

hurricanes until 1953. At that 
time, they were only given 

female names. Hurricanes are 
named so that the weather 

service can distinguish 
between them.

WOW!
The average hurricane 

releases 200 times 

the energy than all the 

world’s electricity plants 

can generate. 

DID YOU 
KNOW?

The word hurricane comes 

from the Mayan god Hurakán. 

He was a one-legged god 

who could control the wind 

and storms. Legend has it 

he brought great floods that 

destroyed humans. 

Typhoon Tip 
had  winds of 

up to 190mph.

Clouds grow 
and spin.
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