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Most People in Hurricane Path Misunderstand Risk

By Derek Nelson, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs
A recent Mason-Dixon poll showed that many people who live along the East Coast and the coast of the Gulf of Mexico don’t feel vulnerable from hurricanes, in spite of data about the lethal effects of previous hurricanes. Fifty-six percent of the respondents said they felt “not too vulnerable” or “not at all vulnerable,” and one-quarter said they would do nothing to prepare for a storm. Nearly half had no disaster plan for the hurricane season that starts on June 1 and runs through November.

The poll was sponsored in part by the National Hurricane Center and the Florida Division of Emergency Management, which takes the issue extremely seriously since the state was struck by four hurricanes within six weeks last year. Charley (Aug. 13) killed 34; Frances (Sept. 5) killed 38; Ivan (Sept. 16) claimed 52 lives; and Jeanne (Sept. 26) killed 28. Total estimated damage from these storms was $20.1 billion.
“We can’t afford to wait for a hurricane to get close to prepare,” said Max Mayfield, director of the National Hurricane Center. Yet the poll revealed that one-quarter of the coastal residents thought they could evacuate a flood-prone area 30-to-60 minutes before a hurricane made landfall. Mayfield called this attitude “a dangerous folly.” When New Orleans began an evacuation in advance of Hurricane Ivan last year, highways out of town were snarled for as long as 10 hours the day before the hurricane’s winds and rain threatened.

More than half of the 2,100 people surveyed wrongly thought masking tape would keep windows from shattering. And 96 percent didn’t know that garage doors were the part of a house most likely to be the first structural element to fail when a hurricane hits.

A good overview and introduction to hurricane preparedness is at the National Weather Service’s website: http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/HAW2/english/intro.shtml. It includes a history of hurricanes, a list of typical hazards and an explanation of how storms are forecast. It also describes specific actions to take to protect your family and property, including developing a family plan, creating a disaster supply kit, having a place to go, and securing your home. 
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