
Hurricanes and Global Warming 

Every year, the atmosphere grows tense on the Gulf Coast, as hurricane season arrives. There have 
always been hurricanes in the Gulf, but recent studies have shown that they have been increasing 
both in intensity and power.

We know that tropical storms and hurricanes develop and gain strength over warm ocean waters. As 
climate change causes oceans around the planet to continue to warm, they provide a greater source 
of energy for hurricane growth. A report released by the United States Global Change Research 
Program (USGCRP) in June 2009 states that during the past 30 years, annual sea surface tempera-
tures in the main Atlantic hurricane development region increased by nearly 2°F. The report goes on 
to say this warming coincided with an increase in the destructive energy of Atlantic tropical storms 
and hurricanes, with the strongest hurricanes showing the largest increase. Many climate models 
project that hurricane intensity will continue to increase.

The USGCRP report cites evidence, supported by satellite records dating to 1981, of increasing 
hurricane strength in the Atlantic, and other oceans, linked to rising sea surface temperatures. An 
increase in the maximum wind speeds of the strongest hurricanes has been documented and also 
linked to increasing sea surface temperatures.

Current projections suggest that sea surface temperatures in the main Atlantic hurricane develop-
ment region will increase at even faster rates during the second half of this century, under scenarios 
of higher carbon dioxide emissions. As ocean temperatures continue to increase, the USGCRP 
believes it is likely that hurricane rainfall and wind speeds will increase in response to human-caused 
warming. Damage from hurricanes and the associated storm surge are likely to increase because of 
increasing hurricane intensity and sea-level rise, which is a certain outcome of climate change.

You can find the USGCRP report at:  
http://www.globalchange.gov/publications/reports/scientific-assessments/us-impacts


