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Weather Terms

ATLANTIC BASIN

The Atlantic Ocean north of the equator, the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico.  The National Hurricane Center observes and forecasts tropical cyclones that form in these areas.

BAROMETRIC PRESSURE

The pressure exerted by the air in the atmosphere. This information is critical when it comes to hurricanes, since they are substantial low pressure systems. In fact, the lower the pressure reading from the eye of a hurricane, the more intense the storm. Pressure is measured using barometers and is expressed in milibars (mb) or inches of mercury.

High Pressure: When the local pressure is higher than average, it creates a high pressure area often called a ridge. These are marked on weather maps with a blue capital H. North of the Equator, these spin clockwise. Since high pressure air sinks, it suppresses cloud development, leading to clear skies. When a high pressure area is nearly directly overhead and strong, it can lead to little wind and poor air quality. Most deserts around the world are in areas of persistent high pressure.

Low Pressure: When the local pressure is lower that average, it creates a low pressure area referred to as a trough. These are marked with a red capital L. These spin counterclockwise in the northern hemisphere and can enhance cloud and storm formation due to rising air. Hurricanes and tropical storms are areas of low pressure. The lower the pressure, the stronger the storm.

BERMUDA/AZORES HIGH

A large subtropical semi-permanent center of high atmospheric pressure found near the Azores in the Atlantic Ocean, at the horse latitudes (30 degrees north). The system influences the weather and climatic patterns, bringing tropical heat and humidity to northern cities in the United States east of the Rocky Mountains.  Tropical systems – especially Cape Verde-type hurricanes – move eastward along the ridge’s southern extent in the tropics.  

CAPE VERDE-TYPE HURRICANES

Atlantic hurricanes that develop near the Cape Verde islands, off the west coast of Africa. The average hurricane season has about two Cape Verde-type hurricanes, which are usually the most intense storms of the season because they often have plenty of warm open ocean over which to develop before encountering land.

EL NIÑO/LA NIÑA

Known as the El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO), this is the naturally occurring two-to-seven-year cycle of the oceanic atmospheric system in the tropical Pacific. During a period of El Niño, ocean waters run warmer than average. La Niña brings cooler than normal temperatures to the tropical Pacific. While these events occur thousands of miles away from Florida, they have important consequences for hurricanes in the Atlantic. El Niño conditions tend to bring greater wind shear, inhibiting the development of tropical systems. La Niña has the opposite effect, typically leading to more active seasons.

EVACUATION ZONE

A geographic area designated to be at risk for storm surge should a hurricane affect Pinellas County. These areas are determined by elevation above sea level and anticipated storm surge. Each of the lettered evacuation zone levels corresponds with an equal Saffir-Simpson hurricane category (example: a category two hurricane would necessitate a level A and B evacuation).

EYE

The low-pressure center of a tropical cyclone, also called a hurricane. Winds are normally calm in the eye and sometimes the sky clears.

EYE WALL

The ring of thunderstorms that surrounds a storm's eye. The heaviest rain, strongest winds and worst turbulence are normally in the eye wall.

HURRICANE

A tropical cyclone with winds of 74 mph or more. Normally applied to such storms in the Atlantic Basin and the Pacific Ocean east of the International Date Line.

HURRICANE FORECAST MODELS

Possible forecast tracks created by supercomputers at different research institutions. There are two main types of computer models:

Statistical: These models look at the current storm and compare it to a database of previous storms from previous seasons. Based on how these historical storms moved, the model produces a forecast that, until the late 1980s, was the most accurate. 

Dynamic: These models use the immense power of supercomputers to conduct millions of complex mathematical equations to forecast storm paths and intensities. These dynamic models use current weather observations from around the world to calculate potential future developments.

Some of the more commonly used hurricane forecast models include: BAM (Beta and Advection for Deep, Medium and Shallow air layers), GFDL (Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Laboratory) and the National Weather Services Global Forecast System (GFS).

While the hurricane path forecasts have improved dramatically over the past few decades, the models can still have large errors and should not be used to make personal preparedness decisions. Listen to your local authorities and the National Hurricane Center for guidance.

HURRICANE WATCH

A hurricane watch means a hurricane is possible in your area, generally within 36 hours. This is the time to make your preparations – either shuttering your home or collecting the items needed for your evacuation. It's important to keep listening for updated information several times a day.

HURRICANE WARNING

A warning means sustained winds of 64 knots (74 mph) or higher associated with a hurricane are expected in a specified coastal area in 24 hours or less. A hurricane warning can remain in effect when dangerously high water or a combination of dangerously high water and exceptionally high waves continues, even though winds may be less than hurricane force. If told to move to a shelter or evacuate the area, do so immediately.

MANDATORY EVACUATION

Residents of called evacuation zones and all mobile homes are required to leave their residences and seek safer shelter.  Florida Statute 252.50 sets the penalty for failing to obey evacuation orders at a second-degree misdemeanor.
MAJOR HURRICANE

A hurricane with a sustained maximum wind speed in excess of 111 miles per hour (Category 3 on the Saffir-Simpson scale).

MAXIMUM SUSTAINED WIND

The highest average wind speed for a one-minute period at an elevation of 10 meters (33 feet) above the ground. Gusts can be considerably higher.

MITIGATION

A strategy for hardening a home to withstand extreme winds and reduce the damage they can cause. Some mitigation strategies include bracing garage doors, shuttering windows and installing hurricane straps to improve the roof’s holding capacity against uplift.

RECOMMENDED EVACUATION

Residents who believe they are in danger are encouraged to leave their residences and seek safer shelter. This recommendation can be made for low-lying areas and mobile homes.  

SAFFIR-SIMPSON SCALE

A hurricane intensity scale devised by coastal engineer Herbert Saffir and Dr. Robert Simpson, former director of the National Hurricane Center. This scale rates hurricanes on five categories of strength based on maximum sustained wind speed:

Category 1: 74 – 95 mph

Category 2: 96 – 110 mph

Category 3: 111 – 130 mph

Category 4: 131 – 155 mph

Category 5: 155+ mph

STORM SURGE

An abnormal rise in sea level accompanying a hurricane or other intense storm and whose height is the difference between the observed level of the sea surface and the level that would have occurred in the absence of the cyclone. Storm surge is usually estimated by subtracting the normal or astronomic high tide from the observed storm tide.

TORNADO

A tornado is a violently rotating column of air which is in contact with both the surface of the earth and a cumulonimbus cloud or, in rare cases, the base of a cumulus cloud. Tornadoes come in many sizes but are typically in the form of a visible condensation funnel, whose narrow end touches the earth and is often encircled by a cloud of debris. Landfalling hurricanes and tropical storms can spawn numerous tornadoes.

TROPICAL CYCLONE

A tropical cyclone is a storm system characterized by a low pressure center and numerous thunderstorms that produce strong winds and flooding rain. A tropical cyclone feeds on heat released when moist air rises, resulting in condensation of water vapor contained in the moist air. In the northern hemisphere, the clouds rotate counterclockwise around a central eye.

TROPICAL DEPRESSION

A system that has evidence of closed-wind circulation around a center with sustained winds from 20 to 33 knots (23 to 38 mph).

TROPICAL STORM

A system that has maximum sustained winds from 34 to 63 knots (39 to 73 mph). A storm is named once it reaches tropical storm strength.

TROPICAL STORM WATCH

A tropical storm watch means storm effects are possible in your area, generally within 48 hours. While these storms are not as strong as hurricanes, they can still bring high winds, storm surge, tornadoes and flooding. This is the time to make your preparations – either shuttering your home or collecting the items needed for your evacuation, should it be necessary. It's important to keep listening for updated information several times a day, as tropical storms can intensify.

TROPICAL STORM WARNING

A warning means sustained winds of at least 34 knots (39 mph) to hurricane strength associated with a system are expected in a specified coastal area in 36 hours or less. A tropical storm warning can remain in effect when dangerously high water or a combination of dangerously high water and exceptionally high waves continues, even though winds may be less than tropical storm force. If told to move to a shelter or evacuate the area, do so immediately.

TROPICAL WAVE

A kink or bend in the normally straight flow of surface air in the tropics which forms a low pressure trough, or pressure boundary, and showers and thunderstorms. Waves can develop into a tropical cyclone, i.e., a hurricane.
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