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The U.S. East Coast and Gulf Coast should brace for a potentially
"extremely active" hurricane season, according to the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration's 2010 Atlantic
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Atlantic-born hurricanes would have unknown consequences for Gulf oil spill.
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forecast, released Thursday.

NOAA warned of added risk from the Gulf of Mexico oil spill,
saying a hurricane storm surge could bring "discernable
deposits" of oil even farther ashore along the Gulf Coast.

(See "Hurricane Could Push Spilled Gulf Oil Into New Orleans.")

At a press conference in Washington, D.C., agency officials predicted that the
2010 hurricane season could be one of the busiest on record, with as many as 23
named tropical storms forming in the Atlantic Ocean between June 1 and
November 30. (Watch hurricane videos.)

As many as 14 of those storms could become hurricanes, which have winds of at
least 74 miles (119 kilometers) an hour, according to a NOAA statement. Up to
seven of those hurricanes could become major storms, with winds exceeding 110
miles (177 kilometers) an hour, the forecast says.

In an average summer about 11 tropical storms form—among them 6 hurricanes,
including 2 major hurricanes.

The "extremely active" hurricane season prediction is based in part on record
water temperatures currently in the Atlantic regions where tropical storms form
and along the paths where they can intensify into hurricanes, NOAA says. Warm
water and warm, humid air fuel hurricanes.

Another factor driving the forecast is the lack of an El Niño in the eastern Pacific,
NOAA says. The unusually warm waters of an El Niño cause the jet stream—a
high-altitude wind current to shift southward—where high-level winds can disrupt
hurricane formation.

(Related: "Strong Hurricanes Getting Stronger; Warming Is Blamed.")

NOAA's 2010 Atlantic hurricane season forecast is slightly more ominous than
Colorado State University's eagerly awaited annual prediction, released in early
April. Though it forecast an "above average" hurricane season, the Colorado team
predicted fewer tempests than NOAA: 15 named storms, 8 hurricanes, and 4
major hurricanes.

(See "2009 Hurricane Season Quietest in Decades.")

Hurricanes' Effects on Oil Spill Unknown

The explosion last month of the Deepwater Horizon oil  rig off the coast of
Louisiana has injected a worrisome uncertainty into 2010 hurricane forecasts for
the Gulf Coast.

Craig Fugate, administrator of the U.S. Federal Emergency Management Agency,
said NOAA scientists are trying to determine how a hurricane might interact with
the massive oil spill.

Gradually and pervasively oozing ashore, coating everything in its path, leaked oil
has started fouling Louisiana wetlands. But it's not clear hurricane-driven oil
would behave in the same way.

"We don't have models to tell us how the oil will come ashore" in a hurricane,
Fugate said at the news conference. "I don’t think the oil will come ashore in a
hurricane like it's coming ashore now."

Rather than a comprehensive coating, for example, hurricane-tossed oil may be
patchier. But it wouldn't be invisible, said Fugate, who said oily traces would be
easily "discernable."

Depending on the topography, a powerful hurricane can drive a storm surge more
than a mile (1.6 kilomters) inland. And as Texas Tech University's Ron Kendall
told National Geographic News earlier this month, "You put a major hurricane in
[the oil spill zone], you're liable to have oil in downtown New Orleans."
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