
How to Track a Hurricane

All hurricanes are dangerous, but some are more so than others. 
The way storm surge, wind and other factors combine determines 
the hurricane’s destructive power. To make comparisons easier — 

and to make the predicted hazards of approaching hurricanes clearer for 
emergency forces — NOAA’s Hurricane Forecasters use a Disaster-Potential 
Scale, which assigns storms to fi ve categories.  Category 1 is a minimum 
hurricane; Category 5 is the worst case. The criteria for each category are 
shown below.

TROPICAL STORM • Winds 39–73 mph

CATEGORY 1 • Winds 74–95 mph or storm surge 4–5 feet above normal.* 
No real damage to building structures. Damage primarily to unanchored 
mobile homes, shrubbery and trees. Also, some coastal road fl ooding and 
minor pier damage.

CATEGORY 2 • Winds 96–110 mph or storm surge 6–8 feet above 
normal.* Some roofi ng material, door, and window damage to buildings. 
Considerable damage to vegetation, mobile homes, and piers.  Coastal 
and low-lying escape routes fl ood 2–4 hours before arrival of center.  Small 
craft in unprotected anchorages break moorings.

CATEGORY 3 • Winds 111–130 mph or storm surge 9–12 feet above 
normal.* Some structural damage to small residences and utility buildings. 
Mobile homes are destroyed. Flooding near the coast destroys smaller 
structures with larger structures damaged by fl oating debris. Terrain 
continuously lower than fi ve feet above sea level may be fl ooded inland as 
far as six miles.

CATEGORY 4 • Winds 131–155 mph or storm surge 13–18 feet above 
normal.* More extensive wall failures with some complete roof structure 
failure on small residences. Major erosion of beach areas. Major damage to 
lower fl oors of structures near the shore. Terrain continuously lower than 
10 feet above sea level may be fl ooded requiring massive evacuation of 
residential area inland as far as six miles.

CATEGORY 5 • Winds greater than 155 mph or storm surge greater 
than 18 feet above normal.*  Complete roof failure on many residences 
and industrial buildings. Some complete building failures with small 
utility buildings blown over or away. Major damage to lower fl oors of all 
structures located less than 15 feet above sea level and within 500 yards 
of the shoreline. Massive evacuation of residential areas on low grounds 
within 5–10 miles of the shoreline may be required.

*actual storm surge values will vary considerably depending on coastal 
confi gurations and other factors

Because hurricanes change direction very quickly, 
it’s better to follow where the storm will go rather 
than where it has been.
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• Advisories are numbered consecutively for each storm. 

Present location and intensity is described and expected 

movement is given.  

• Tropical cyclone advisories are issued at six-hour intervals: at 

Midnight, 6 a.m., Noon, and 6 p.m. (Eastern Daylight Time) 

Each message gives the name, center (eye) position, intensity 

and forecast movement of the tropical cyclone.

• Hurricane center positions are given by latitude and 

longitude. When the storm moves within the range of radars, 

center positions may also be given as statute miles and 

compass direction from a specifi ed point.

• Tropical cyclones are not given names until they reach the 

storm state — that is, rotary circulation and constant winds 

over 38 miles per hour. When you receive a tropical cyclone 

advisory, note the advisory number, center position, intensity 

and forecast direction of movement, then mark the center 

position on the tracking chart.  



STAY OR LEAVE? When a hurricane threatens your area, you will have to decide whether you should evacuate or ride out the storm in 
safety at home. If local authorities recommend evacuation, you should leave!  Their advice is based on knowledge of the storm’s strength and 
potential for death and destruction.

In General — If you live on the coastline or off shore islands, in a mobile 
home or near a river, or in a fl ood plain, plan to leave. In any case, the ultimate 
decision to stay or leave will be yours. Study the following list and carefully 

consider the factors involved, especially the items pertaining to storm 

surge.

At the Beginning of Hurricane Season (June) Make Plans for Action:

• Check homeowner’s insurance coverage NOTE: Flood damage is NOT usually 
covered by homeowner’s insurance

• Learn the storm surge history AND elevation of your area and safe routes 
inland

• Learn the location of offi  cial shelters and have a plan for your pets
• Determine where to move your boat in an emergency
• Trim back dead wood from trees
• Check for loose rain gutters and down spouts
• If shutters do not protect windows, stock boards to cover glass

When a Hurricane WATCH Is Issued for Your Area:

A “watch” indicates the possibility that you could experience hurricane 
conditions within 36 hours. Protective measures should be initiated.

• Check often for offi  cial bulletins on WUFT-FM, Classic 89.1, WJUF-FM, Nature 
Coast 90.1, WUFT-TV, other radio and TV stations, or NOAA Weather Radio

• Fuel car
• Check mobile home tie-downs
• Moor small craft or move to safe shelters
• Stock up on canned provisions and check supplies of special medicines and 
drugs

• Check batteries for radios and fl ashlights 
• Secure lawn furniture and other loose material outdoors and tape, board, or 
shutter windows to prevent shattering

• Wedge sliding doors to prevent them from lifting from their tracks

Keep the following information with you in the event of a storm:  

Utility Company Name and Phone Number

Meter Number (may speed repair)

Insurance Company Phone Number

Insurance Policy Number

Your County’s Non-Emergency Number
(Avoid using 911 for non-emergencies) 

Your Local Shelter Phone Number

Emergency Management Offi  ce Number

DISASTER KITS TO HAVE ON HAND

Personal/Family Disaster Supply Kit Contents

•  A three-day supply of food and water, a change of clothing, a 
blanket or sleeping bag for each person and a fi rst aid kit that 
includes medications.

• Emergency tools: Battery-powered radio, fl ashlight and extra 
batteries, work gloves, a fi re extinguisher, duct tape and a tarp.

• Important family documents in a fi re and waterproof 
container, list of emergency phone numbers, one out-of-state 
person for the entire family to contact after the storm, an extra 
set of keys, credit card and cash.

Pet Disaster Supply Kit Contents

• Proof of current vaccinations and a photograph of your pet(s)
• Any medications
• Collar with an ID tag and a leash
• A carrier large enough so the pet can stand up and turn 
around inside. 

• Ample supply of food and water, and newspapers and trash 
bags for cleanup.

Disaster Information Guide

www.wuft.org • www.nhc.noaa.gov

When a Hurricane WARNING Is Issued for Your Area:

A “warning” indicates that sustained winds of at least 74 mph are expected 
within 24 hours. You should be in the process of completing protective actions 
and deciding the safest location to be during the storm.

• STAY TUNED to WUFT-FM, Classic 89.1, WJUF-FM, Nature Coast 90.1, WUFT-TV 
other radio and TV stations, or NOAA Weather Radio for offi  cial bulletins

• Stay home if the building is sturdy and on high ground
– Board up garage and porch doors and move valuables to upper fl oors
– Bring in pets
– Fill containers (bathtub) with several days supply of drinking water
– Turn up refrigerator to maximum cold and don’t open unless necessary
– Use phone only for emergencies
– Stay indoors on the downwind side of the house and away from windows
– Beware of the eye of the hurricane

• Leave mobile homes
• Leave areas which might be aff ected by storm tide or stream fl ooding
– Leave early in daylight, if possible
– Shut off  water and electricity at main stations
– Take small valuables and papers, but travel light
– Leave food and water for pets (if not taking to a special shelter)
– Lock up house
– Drive carefully to nearest designated shelter using recommended 

evacuation routes

After the All-Clear is Given:

• Drive carefully; watch for dangling electrical wires and fl ooded low spots
• Don’t sightsee
• Report broken or damaged water, sewer and electrical lines
• Use caution re-entering home
– Check for gas leaks
– Check food and water spoilage

STORM-RELATED
UTILITY INFORMATION
To Report Power Outages — Utility companies 
are generally aware of most outages, so avoid 
overloading phone lines. If, however, power has 
been restored to your neighborhood and your 
are still without power, you should call in. The 
power company may not know you are without 
power

Before the Storm

 If you’re lowering or removing a television or 
CB antenna, stay well clear of power lines. Any 
contact with an energized line can be fatal. 
If fl ooding threatens your property, turn off  
electricity at the main breaker.

During the Storm

If your electricity goes off , use fl ashlights rather 
than candles to minimize fi re hazard.

After the Storm

Avoid downed power lines. Don’t touch fallen or 
low-hanging wires of any kind — you can’t tell 
which are energized!

Stay away from puddles with wires in them and 
don’t touch trees or other objects in contact 
with wires.


