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International Center for Enterprise Preparedness (INTERCEP) 

Hurricane Season Outlook and Preparedness Strategies 2018 

Web Forum 

On Tuesday, May 15, 2018 Bryan Norcross, Senior Hurricane Specialist at The Weather Channel, 

discussed the 2018 Hurricane Season Outlook: What to Expect and How to Prepare, and provided 

insights about early predictions, some of the factors that contribute to variations from one hurricane 

season to another, and crisis communications lessons learned from last year.  

 

Introduction 

Last year, the early National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) forecast was for a normal 

or below normal hurricane season. However, the headlines in the media were that the predictions 

suggested an above normal hurricane season. This is because the graphics used indicated there was a 

45% chance of an above normal hurricane season and showed that in orange which stood out. But 

adding up the average and below average percentages resulted in a higher figure than the above 

average prediction. So there was some misinterpretation by the media of what was being predicted.  

By August NOAA had revised its forecast to an above average hurricane season, which is what was 

observed. The forecast can change significantly between May and August. The forecast is highly 

dependent on El Niño. The European model provides many forecasts, and all showed above normal 

water temperatures in the tropical pacific, which is the signature of an El Niño. The May predictions 

were not accurate but the forecasts became better later in the summer. The El Niño phenomenon is 

very difficult to forecast in the spring, so these early predictions should be reviewed with some 

skepticism.  

So what happened in 2017? It was an exceptionally energetic and busy season, and was tied for third 

place in terms of category 3 and above hurricanes.  

How about this year? What is the spring forecast? Right now it’s about average, and the thinking is that 

this is not going to be as active a hurricane season as last year. However, as we monitor conditions in 

the next two months the forecast may change. Generally the last forecast comes out at the beginning of 

August, and that forecast tends to be more accurate.  Figure 1 summarizes the current forecast for 

2018. 

 

Lessons Learned from the 2017 Hurricane Season 

Three of the top 5 most costly US hurricanes happened in 2017. In total, it is estimated that the 2017 

hurricanes caused over $250 million in damage. It is still unknown how many people died in Puerto Rico 
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as a result of Hurricane Maria. And Hurricane Harvey was the deadliest hurricane in Texas in about a 

hundred years.  

Figure 1. 2018 Forecast as of April 5, 2018. 

 

Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), 2018. 

 

There were some important communications lessons from these hurricanes. Hurricane Harvey was 

initially forecasted to be a relatively weak storm. The cone used to describe the storm takes historical 

information, and the hurricane stays inside of the cone two-thirds of the time. The same size cone is 

used for all storms which may be confusing.   

On the maps used to describe the hurricane, pink on the shore meant that a hurricane watch was in 

effect, but for all forecast time periods it was projected to stay below hurricane strength. It turned out 

to be a category 4 storm so it was a poor forecast. When the storm is weak, disorganized, and/or slow 

moving, there is more uncertainty associated with the forecast. The highest forecasted wind speed was 
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70 mph. It turned out to be 130 mph. So the science is still weak in this area. We have a much better 

idea where a hurricane is going to go, than how strong it will be when it gets there. 

In the event of a hurricane it is advised to prepare for a category higher than what is forecast. In the 

case of Harvey it was three categories off. They forecast less than category 1 and it turned out to be 

category 4 

The following day, they forecast 125 mph winds, once the storm organized they were able to make a 

much better forecast, but then they had one and a half days to prepare. At that point the storm was 

headed to a relatively unpopulated area. Adequate preparation takes 3-4 days for many coastal cities or 

vulnerable locations.  

The other issue with Harvey was a forecast of massive rain. Three feet or so. It was a very good forecast. 

But nobody had a real idea of how to communicate that. Three or four feet of rain. We don’t have a 

good way to prepare for that. This is a communications challenge now that the computer models can 

forecast this relatively well, they get the amount of rain pretty well, better than the actual location of 

the storm.  

There is now a lot of housing in an area that is used as a reservoir, which should not be the case, and the 

people that allowed that development bear some of the blame for what happened. In addition, there 

was no requirement to build houses in a way such that their flood-damage vulnerability would be 

reduced, even though it is well known that Houston is a flood-prone city.  They built this massive city 

without adequate drainage and then built housing in and around reservoirs and drainage areas.  

Hurricane Irma had some different challenges. The forecast was pretty good. 120 hours out they had 

predicted 130 mph wind. The forecast implied it would stay offshore. But it is very difficult to forecast 

how it would interact with land in Cuba, which can make a big difference. It’s a situational thing where 

you have to accept that there is more uncertainty if the forecast track is close to land - in this case Cuba. 

That’s another wrinkle. Average track errors, the difference between Miami and Naples are impossible 

to predict three days into the future. A day or two out you can start to fine tune it.  

There was also a communications challenge with Irma. It was forecast to have 145 mph wind heading to 

Miami, which led to recommended evacuations. But Naples did not get the same response, even though 

it was all within the error/uncertainty of the forecast. The track then migrated to the west, given its 

interaction with the coast of Cuba. When looking at the cone of a hurricane graphic, the challenge is not 

to count on more scientific accuracy than exists.  

The European ensemble models provide multiple (51) forecasts. The overall message was that Florida 

was threatened by the storm. But with that message you avoid a misrepresentation of the accuracy of 

the forecast, which can happen with cones that have dots in the middle. The European model for Irma 

was by far the best.   
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Hurricane Maria was very well forecasted. It was extremely intense, it started to weaken right before it 

hit Puerto Rico, but the eye had a wide wind area that covered the whole island. It was similar to what 

happened in 1928, and it was the worst since then.  

Predictions now are better than they’ve even been. The errors now are half of what they were 20 years 

ago. But now we have more people and infrastructure and facilities at risk, as well as higher sea levels.  

 

Evacuation Plans and Response Efforts  

To understand evacuation, you cannot wait until you know a storm will hit. Any hurricane plan that 

takes more than 36 hours is not really a hurricane plan. Some plans consider 5-6 days in advance, like 

the plans for ocean rigs. In the Florida Keys they make them 3-4 days in advance.  

If it looks like a hurricane will affect an area three days in advance, it probably will have some effect.  

But there is a good chance that the impact may be different and that’s the best science can do at this 

point. 

How can we tell as laymen if the storm is well organized or not? Based on the public forecast, they 

publish a forecast discussion, and they include a discussion about that. It’s a written analysis.  

In the aftermath of Harvey, building codes have changed, and Houston is adapting to living with water. 

It’s an admission that flooding can’t be avoided. Adaptation in New York City is that you have to live with 

the water, though some parts of the city will be protected by structures. Miami is going through 

something similar in terms of adapting by living with water and trying to block the water in some areas 

by raising streets and using pumps.  

In summary, the biggest lesson of 2017 was that people made decisions thinking that the forecast was 

more accurate than it was. Decisions need to be made with enough time in advance and it may be 

necessary to make a decision based on the threat rather than the certainty. If you wait until you are 

certain it will be too late.  

  

Additional Resources: 

 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) – National Hurricane Center: 

http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/ 

 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) – National Hurricane Center - Potential Storm 

Surge Flooding Map: http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/surge/inundation/ 

 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) – National Hurricane Center - Prototype Storm 

Surge Watch/Warning Graphic: http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/experimental/surgewarning/ 

 Bryan Norcross, 2017. My Hurricane Andrew Story: The story behind the preparation, the terror, the 

resilience, and the renowned TV coverage of the Great Hurricane of 1992.  
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