ScienceNews

MAGAZINE OF THE SOCIETY FOR SCIENCE & THE PUBLIC

http://www.sciencenews.org/view/generic/id/47284

Home /News/News item
A HURRICANE-SPAWNED TORNADO BOOM

Cyclones striking Gulf Coast in recent years have generated more
twisters that those that hit the region in the mid-2oth century
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Hurricane Ivan, which struck the Gulf Coast early on Sept. 16, 2004, spawned
117 tornadoes. A new model may help scientists better predict the number of
such tornadoes caused by hurricanes and tropical storms making landfall in
the region.
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Hurricanes and tropical storms striking the Gulf Coast region since 1995 have
spun off more twisters than those that hit during the mid-20th century, mostly
because the more-recent storms have been broader and therefore have covered
more area, a new study suggests.

Most tropical storms and hurricanes trigger tornado outbreaks upon striking land,
says Judith A. Curry, an atmospheric scientist at the Georgia Institute of
Technology in Atlanta. And even though most cyclone-spawned tornadoes are
weak, they can cause significant death and destruction: The 117 tornadoes
associated with Hurricane Ivan’s landfall in 2004, for example, killed seven
people, injured 47, and caused nearly $97 million in property damage. Now, an
analysis by Curry and her colleagues reveals that landfalling cyclones have
become more prolific tornado producers than they used to be.

As part of the study, which appears online and in the Sept. 16 Geophysical
Research Letters, the researchers tallied the tornadoes associated with
hurricanes and tropical storms striking the Gulf Coast between 1920 and 2008.
For the years since 1998, soon after a national network of NEXRAD weather
radar instruments was completed, tornado counts are presumed to be complete
and accurate, Curry says. For earlier years, however, Curry and her colleagues
filled in possible gaps in the number of tornadoes actually observed using a
computer model based on the NEXRAD-era data.

“This study is really intriguing,” says Marshall Shepherd, an atmospheric
scientist at the University of Georgia in Athens. Using the model, scientists may
be able to better predict tornado frequency, storm damage and other hazards



