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As I sit down to write, the damage from Hurricane Ike is just becoming apparent.  Tens of thousands who chose to ignore evacuation orders are regretting their decision and many of those are asking to be rescued.  Hurricanes are notoriously difficult to predict in both path and power, which causes mistrust in forecasters and a false sense of security in residents of coastal communities.  

Despite the forecast challenges, certain things hold true with all tropical cyclones, which include tropical depressions, tropical storms, and hurricanes.

· A need for warm water.  Conditions near the equator provide heat and the moisture needed to carry that heat high into the atmosphere.  Once over land, that source is lost and the storm will begin to weaken.

· Low pressure is at the center of the circulation.  This causes the energetic air to flow to the middle, fueling the storm.  In general, the lower the pressure, the more powerful the storm.

· Circulation is counter-clockwise in the northern hemisphere.  This means that the right-hand side of the storm is more powerful that the left for any storm making landfall in the US.  Why, you ask?  The motion of the storm adds to the wind speed on that side and that portion of the storm is coming off the water, where it had heat to feed it.

· Tidal surge.  Wind is one of the forces that create waves.  If those winds are sustained over large bodies of water, swells may form.  Take that one step further and water can pile up, in a manner of speaking.  We see this when a nor'easter strikes our area.  Tides at the southern end of Chesapeake Bay are higher because of the sustained wind out the northeast push water down the bay.  Take that to the next level with winds above 74 miles per hour both raising tides and driving waves to see why tidal surge is such a damaging result of these systems.
What do we need to understand as residents of Norfolk?

While storms tend to weaken as they move north away from warm tropical waters, the Gulf Stream carries warm water from the Tropics to the Arctic just off the East Coast.  The warm water provides energy to keep hurricanes from weakening as they move northward.  A storm making landfall here or close by to the south near high tide is the worst case for Hampton Roads.  This would bring the most powerful part of the storm over us.  Tornados would be a greater possibility and rain would have no where to drain.
Take warnings seriously.  The residents of New Orleans had heard forecasters predict the worst many times only to have storms fizzle or pass them by.  This led to a sense of complacency when the evacuation orders were given before Hurricane Katrina.  Don't let this happen to you.  Be prepared to evacuate, if ordered, or to survive without power or assistance for at least three days. 
* For hurricane forecasts, both stormpulse.com and wunderground.com provide access to the most up to date information.

* In addition to the things I’ve learned over the years, I used wikipedia as a source for this article. 
