
 

  
  

  
 

Education Resources:  

Hurricane Katrina: the facts 



Introduction 

Hurricane Katrina hit the United States of 
America in 2005 and was the costliest as 
well as one of the deadliest in US history.  
What is a hurricane and how do they form? 
A hurricane is a large rotating tropical 
storm centred around an area of very low 
pressure with strong winds blowing at an 
average speed in excess of 74 miles per 
hour. Hurricanes start within 8° and 15° 
north and south of the equator. They can 
occur in the Atlantic, Pacific and Indian 
oceans and are also known as tropical 
cyclones and typhoons. They tend to occur 
between July and October and move 
westward.  
To construct a hurricane needs: 

• a source of very warm, moist air - 
usually from tropical oceans with 
surface temperatures greater than 
26°C  

• sufficient spin or twist from the rotating 
earth  

Warm air rises quickly creating towering clouds, heavy rainfall and 
intense low pressure. This low pressure sucks in air causing strong 
winds that spiral - we see this spiraling as the clouds move around 
the centre of the hurricane, the eye, in a swirling motion. The eye 
is 30 to 50km and is where the air is sinking. The weather at this 
point is calm with light winds and no rain. Surrounding the eye are 
bands of heavy rains and very high winds.  
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Effects of a hurricane 
Hurricanes can impact on a community in terms of damage to land and buildings, to the economy, as well as having 
human repercussions in terms of migration, injury and death. Hurricane Katrina caused each of these as she ripped 
through the Gulf Coast in 2005.  
Damage to land and buildings: Wind directly or indirectly causes all the damage from a hurricane, for example wind 
creates waves that often lead to flooding following a hurricane. The Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Intensity Scale is used 
to measure the strength and potential impact of a Hurricane. The table below outlines this scale: 

Level descriptions are taken from NOAA's 
"Hurricane and Disaster Brochure". When 
Hurricane Katrina hit land it was a category 4 
hurricane later turning to a category 3. The 
American Red Cross estimates 275,000 
homes were destroyed in Louisiana, 
Mississippi and Alabama due to wave or wind 
damage.  
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Economic Impacts 

Most estimates put the monetary loss from 
Hurricane Katrina at $125 billion, with $66 
billion in insured losses, half of which resulted 
from the flooding in New Orleans.  
This affected the Gross Domestic Product for 
the US dropping from 3.8% in the third quarter 
of 2005 to 1.3% in the fourth quarter. The 
economy was still growing however and so by 
the first quarter of 2006 GDP was back to 
4.8%. 
Hurricane Katrina affected 19% of U.S. oil 
production by destroying 113 offshore oil and 
gas platforms and damaging 457 oil and gas 
pipelines and causing oil prices to rise $3 a 
barrel. Katrina also struck the heart of 
Louisiana's sugar industry, with an estimated 
$500 million annual crop value, according to 
the American Sugar Cane League.  

As important as these industries are, the 
main damage was done to New 
Orleans. Hurricane Katrina caused $260 
million in damage to the port, although it 
was open to ships just a week later. The 
city's tourism industry created $9.6 
billion annually before Katrina, and has 
only recently returned to attracting 7.1 
million visitors each year, up from 2.6 
million in 2006. 
 

Hurricane Katrina 

Facts taken from http://useconomy.about.com/od/grossdomesticproduct/f/katrina_damage.htm  

http://useconomy.about.com/od/grossdomesticproduct/f/katrina_damage.htm


Human repercussions 

Hurricane Katrina caused one of the 
largest displacements of Americans ever 
known. Two weeks after Katrina hit there 
were an estimated 374,000 people in 
shelters, hotels, homes and other 
housing in 34 states and the District of 
Columbia. The total number of people 
displaced is estimated to have passed 1 
million, with a large percentage 
absorbed into their own relatives’ homes. 
As people left the city either before, 
during or after the hurricane they were 
part of the first migration which 
distributed New Orleanians across the 
United States.  
This was followed by two distinct 
migration flows into the city in the weeks 
and months after it was reopened. Many 
of these were displaced New Orleanians 
returning proportion to the damage their 
homes and neighborhoods suffered. The 
least damage tended to be among the 
wealthier people meaning they could 
return sooner, this meant that the city 
became wealthier, whiter and older.  

In addition, other people arrived in the 
city to clean up and rebuild. Many of 
these new arrivals were foreign-born, 
mostly Latino migrants, drawn by the 
promise of high wages and plentiful 
work.  
In addition to the changes to New 
Orleans itself, the entire United States 
altered as many of those uprooted 
chose not to return, “bits of Creole 
culture are seeded from East coast to 
West.” 
“Ms. Willis-Nelson says a lot has 
happened in the eight days [since 
Katrina] to contribute to her sunny 
disposition. She has been offered a 
job at a local nursing home, and her 
husband has found work at a local 
warehouse. This week her family is 
scheduled to move into a subsidized 
apartment.” 
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Quotes taken from http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/0912/p01s01-ussc.html/(page)/2 

"I ain't ever going back," she says. 
"Here we have three good meals a 
day, new clothes, and good 
medical treatment. You can't get 
that kind of help in New Orleans.“ 
The death toll post hurricane 
Katrina stood at 1836 which 
included the total number of direct 
and indirect deaths. This number 
comprises of 1577 from Louisiana 
and 238 from Mississippi. The main 
reason for the great loss of life and 
damage to property in New 
Orleans was the failure of the levee 
system because of design flaws 
and poor maintenance. Nearly 
every levee in New Orleans was 
breached leading to the flooding of 
80% of the city.  
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