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It’s that time of year again

Hurricane season

Trouble brewing
Storms in the Gulf of Mexico will complicate the oil-spill clean-up

Jul 8th 2010 | HOUSTON

THE first serious storm of this year’s Atlantic hurricane season, which officially began on
June 1st, was Alex. It came furiously across the gulf, hitting Mexico’s north-east coast
as a category two hurricane. The flooding it caused was serious, and 12 people died,
but watchers had feared much worse. A bit farther north, and Alex would have hit the
big twin cities of Matamoros, in Mexico, and Brownsville, in Texas.

Meteorologists expect this year’s hurricane season to be more active than the average,
because of warm waters in the gulf and atmospheric conditions. Last summer the
waters were similarly warm, but the effects of El Niño in the atmosphere over the ocean
dredged up high winds and made it harder for tropical storms to form. The National
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Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) reckons that for 2010 there is a 70%
chance of between eight and 14 hurricanes, three to seven of which could be big ones.
As the experts are fond of saying, it only takes one.

For the gulf coast states, which are still in recovery after Hurricanes Katrina and Rita
(2005), and Hurricane Ike (2008), the assessment is ominous. The advice is much the
same as usual: have your insurance paperwork in order, know your escape route, and
watch out for the water as much as the wind. “Keep in mind that storm surge is a
killing mechanism,” says Walt Zaleski, a warning-co-ordination meteorologist with the
National Weather Service in Fort Worth, Texas.

And this year the oil spill has added its own complications. Ron Kendall, an
environmental toxicologist at Texas Tech University, explains that Hurricane Alex has
already derailed the clean-up effort by at least a week. The storm passed west of the
spill, whirling counter-clockwise, as all hurricanes do in the northern hemisphere. The
skimmers were rendered useless and the workers had to be evacuated. The high winds
and waves sloshed oily water over the miles of containment boom that have been
strung around Louisiana’s fragile coastline. Several days after Alex made landfall,
tarballs started turning up in Lake Pontchartrain, which flanks the northern side of New
Orleans.

A thick slick of oil on the sea could, in theory, limit a hurricane by acting as a sort of
shield—preventing the water from evaporating into the storm. According to the NOAA,
the current spill is too patchy to do that. Piers Chapman, an oceanographer at Texas
A&M University, says there is also a possibility that strong winds will help scatter the
oil, hastening its evaporation. That is small consolation, given the scale of the
environmental catastrophe. BP is still at work drilling two relief wells to siphon off the
oil that is still gushing out. The first, according to the company, will be complete in
August. It could even happen a little earlier. Barring any further delays, that is.
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