
This is the print version of the Skeptical Science article 'Hurricanes aren't linked to global warming', which can be found at http://sks.to/hurricane.

What is the link between hurricanes and
global warming?

What The Science Says:
There is increasing evidence that hurricanes are getting stronger due to global warming.

Climate Myth: Hurricanes aren't linked to global warming
“According to the National Hurricane Center, storms are no more intense or frequent
worldwide than they have been since 1850. […] Constant 24-7 media coverage of every
significant storm worldwide just makes it seem that way.” (Paul Bedard)

The current research into the effects of climate change on tropical storms demonstrates not
only the virtues and transparency of the scientific method at work, but rebuts the frequent
suggestion that scientists fit their findings to a pre-determined agenda in support of climate
change. In the case of storm frequency, there is no consensus and reputable scientists have
two diametrically opposed theories about increasing frequencies of such events.

The background to these enquiries stems from a simple observation: extra heat in the air or
the oceans is a form of energy, and storms are driven by such energy. What we do not know is
whether we might see more storms as a result of extra energy or, as other researchers believe,
the storms may grow more intense, but the number might actually diminish.

What do the records show? When this rebuttal was first published in 2010, the Pew Centre
stated, “Globally, there is an average of about 90 tropical storms a year”. The IPCC AR4 report
(2007) says regarding global tropical storms: "There is no clear trend in the annual numbers
[i.e. frequency] of tropical cyclones."

But this graph, also from the Pew Centre, shows a 40% increase in North Atlantic tropical
storms over the historic maximum of the mid-1950, which at the time was considered extreme:

But while the numbers are not contested, their significance most certainly is. Another study
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considered how this information was being collected, and research suggested that the increase
in reported storms was due to improved monitoring rather than more storms actually taking
place.

And to cap it off, two recent peer-reviewed studies completely contradict each other. One
paper predicts considerably more storms due to global warming. Another paper suggests the
exact opposite – that there will be fewer storms in the future.

What can we conclude from these studies? About hurricane frequency – not much; the jury is
out, as they say. About climate change, we can say that these differing approaches are the
very stuff of good science, and the science clearly isn’t settled! It is also obvious that
researchers are not shying away from refuting associations with climate change, so we can
assume they don’t think their funding or salaries are jeopardised by research they believe fails
to support the case for AGW. The scientific method is alive and well.

Never mind the frequency, feel the width

So far, all we’ve managed is to document here is what we don’t know for sure yet. But we do
know there is extra energy in the system now, so could it have any other effects on tropical
storms? Here, the science is far less equivocal, and there is a broad consensus that storms are
increasing in strength, or severity. This attribute, called the Power Dissipation Index, measures
the duration and intensity (wind speed) of storms, and research has found that since the mid-
1970s, there has been an increase in the energy of storms.

Recent research has shown that we are experiencing more storms with higher wind speeds,
and these storms will be more destructive, last longer and make landfall more frequently than
in the past. Because this phenomenon is strongly associated with sea surface temperatures, it
is reasonable to suggest a strong probability that the increase in storm intensity and climate
change are linked.

Basic rebuttal written by GPWayne

Update July 2015:

Here is a related lecture-video from Denial101x - Making Sense of Climate Science Denial

[see video at this link.]
 

This rebuttal was updated by Judith Matz in September 2021 to replace broken links. The
updates are a result of our call for help published in May 2021.

The Skeptical Science website by Skeptical Science is
licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0
Unported License.
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Skeptical Science explains the science of global warming and examines climate
misinformation through the lens of peer-reviewed research. The website won the
Australian Museum 2011 Eureka Prize for the Advancement of Climate Change
Knowledge. Members of the Skeptical Science team have authored peer-
reviewed papers, a college textbook on climate change and the book Climate
Change Denial: Heads in the Sand. Skeptical Science content has been used in
university courses, textbooks, government reports on climate change, television
documentaries and numerous books.

The Skeptical Science website by Skeptical Science is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0
Unported License.
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