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A hurricane is a giant tropical storm that produces both heavy rainfall and powerful winds. 
Hurricanes form over warm ocean waters in tropical areas near the equator. The warm, moist air above 
the ocean surface rises, which causes air from surrounding areas to be sucked into the storm. 
This “new” air then becomes warm and moist and rises, which begins a continuous cycle that forms 
clouds. If there is enough warm water to feed the storm, a hurricane forms!

The centre of a hurricane is called the ‘eye’ and the hurricane rotates around it – the eye is usually calm 
with no cloud. The eye of a hurricane can be anywhere from 2 miles (3.2 kilometres) in diameter to over 
200 miles (320 kilometres) but they are usually around 30 miles (48 kilometres).

The strongest winds, thickest clouds and heaviest rain are found in the eye wall, which surrounds the eye. 
This is the most dangerous part of the hurricane, which causes the most damage. 

What is a hurricane? 

Reading comprehension

Where are hurricanes formed? 

They are formed out at sea and if they remain at sea they tend to be harmless. As they move towards 
land, storms begin to become a potential hazard and could cause damage and harm. As hurricanes travel 
over land, they lose strength. 
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How powerful are hurricanes?

Hurricanes can move incredibly fast and the spiralling winds are classed as category 1 when they reach a 
speed of 74mph (miles per hour).  The higher the category, the more powerful the hurricane.  Category 5 
hurricanes consist of storms with sustained winds over 156 mph.  When a hurricane reaches land, it often 
produces a “storm surge“. This is when the high winds drive the sea toward the shore. This causes water 
levels to rise causing large crashing waves. Storm surges can reach 6m high and extend to over 150km, 
which can cause serious damage. 

Hurricanes in North America 

The Atlantic hurricane season runs from 1st June to 
30th November, with the peak period from early 
August through to the end of October. They are 
common in the Atlantic basin (this includes the entire 
Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean Sea, and the Gulf of 
Mexico). Hurricanes in the basin can impact areas 
inland all along the south east coast of America and 
the Caribbean islands. 

A typical year will bring 12 tropical storms to this area 
with sustained winds of 39 mph. Typically 6 of these 12 
storms turn into hurricanes with winds reaching 74 mph 
or greater, and 3 will become major hurricanes termed 
category 3 or higher (sustained winds of at least 111 mph).

Why do hurricanes have names? 

Hurricanes are given names by the World Meteorological 
Organisation (WMO) so that they can be distinguished. 
Tropical storms are named in alphabetical order every year. 

In the southern hemisphere, hurricanes rotate in a clockwise direction, and in the northern hemisphere 
they rotate in an anti-clockwise direction. This is due to the Coriolis Force, which is produced by the 
Earth’s rotation.

Did you know? 


