
Hurricane Definitions 
 
What is a Hurricane? 
A hurricane is a type of tropical cyclone, which is a generic term for a low pressure system that 
generally forms in the tropics. The cyclone is accompanied by thunderstorms and, in the 
Northern Hemisphere, a counterclockwise circulation of winds near the earth's surface. Tropical 
cyclones are classified as follows: 
 
 Tropical Depression 
 An organized system of clouds and thunderstorms with a defined surface  circulation and 
maximum sustained winds* of 38 mph (33 kt**) or less 
 
 Tropical Storm 
 An organized system of strong thunderstorms with a defined surface circulation  and 
maximum sustained winds of 39-73 mph (34-63 kt) 
  
 Hurricane 
 An intense tropical weather system of strong thunderstorms with a well-defined  surface 
circulation and maximum sustained winds of 74 mph (64 kt) or higher 
 
Advisory:  
Official information issued by tropical cyclone warning centers describing all tropical cyclone 
watches and warnings in effect along with details concerning tropical cyclone locations, intensity 
and movement, and precautions that should be taken. Advisories are also issued to describe: (a) 
tropical cyclones prior to issuance of watches and warnings and (b) subtropical cyclones. 
 
Hurricane Warning: 
An announcement that hurricane conditions, sustained winds of 74 mph or higher are expected 
somewhere within the specified area. Because hurricane preparedness activities become difficult 
once winds reach tropical storm force, the hurricane warning is issued 36 hours in advance of the 
anticipated onset of tropical-storm-force winds. 
 
Hurricane Watch: 
An announcement that hurricane conditions (sustained winds of 74 mph or higher) are possible 
within the specified area. Because hurricane preparedness activities become difficult once winds 
reach tropical storm force, the hurricane watch is issued 48 hours in advance of the anticipated 
onset of tropical-storm-force winds. 
 
Storm Surge: 
An abnormal rise in sea level accompanying a hurricane or other intense storm, and whose height 
is the difference between the observed level of the sea surface and the level that would have 
occurred in the absence of the cyclone. Storm surge is usually estimated by subtracting the 
normal or astronomic high tide from the observed storm tide. 
 
Tropical Depression: 
A tropical cyclone in which the maximum sustained surface wind speed 38 mph or less. 



 
Tropical Storm: 
A tropical cyclone in which the maximum sustained surface wind speed ranges from 39 mph 73 
mph. 
 
Tropical Storm Warning: 
An announcement that tropical storm conditions sustained winds of 39 to 73 mph are expected 
somewhere within the specified area within 36 hours. 
 
Tropical Storm Watch: 
An announcement that tropical storm conditions sustained winds of 39 to 73 mph are possible 
within the specified area within 48 hours. 
 
Tropical Wave: 
A trough or cyclonic curvature maximum in the trade-wind easterlies. The wave may reach 
maximum amplitude in the lower middle troposphere. 


