Katrina had her origins in the Bahamas as a rather disorganized area of cloudiness and thunderstorms.  During her early stages of development, the would-be Katrina looked like a sloppy concoction of disorganized cloudiness, and it seemed improbable that this area of low pressure could develop into anything consequential.  During the afternoon hours of 23 August, a Hurricane Reconnaissance Aircraft, along with buoy data and ship reports indicated that the area of disturbed weather in the southeastern Bahamas had become organized enough to be classified as a Tropical Depression (TD12)1.  A short 24 hours later, the shoddy mass of convection had organized into a concentrated area of showers and thunderstorms just east of Nassau, and was named Tropical Storm Katrina2.  

Katrina continued on a lazy westward track towards eastern Florida through the next 24 hours, and became a hurricane during the afternoon of 25 August, just 30 miles south-southeast of Boca-Raton, FL3.  At this point, Katrina looked like a healthy, developing hurricane with cloud top temperatures as low as –80C.  It was expected that Katrina would weaken shortly after making landfall in southern Florida, but she veered slightly off course and passed over the very moist Everglades south of lake Okeechobee, and was able to maintain hurricane intensity into the extreme eastern Gulf of Mexico.  

              

On 26 August, Katrina entered the Gulf of Mexico, where shear was low and Sea Surface Temperatures (SSTs) were high, ranging from 30-32C—a perfect environment for intensification.  During the overnight hours of 27 August, Katrina’s central pressure dropped from 950 mb, to nearly 930 mb—all in less than 12 hours.  Early on 28 August, the National Hurricane Center revised the intensity of Katrina upwards to a Category 5 with surface winds near 160 mph.  Less than three hours later, Hurricane Hunters measured a 166 kt flight level winds, and a 907 mb central pressure, which corresponded to surface wind speeds close to 175 mph—absolutely astonishing for an Atlantic Hurricane4.       

In a report issued by the Hurricane Center on December 20, 2005, Katrina made landfall as a strong Category 3 storm, instead of the Category 4 as originally thought.5  Still, the incredibly high storm surge coupled with the strong winds proved too much for the New Orleans area to bear, and the consequences were unfathomable.  As the Hurricane Center’s Tropical Cyclone Report so eloquently states:

        “The scope of human suffering inflicted by Hurricane Katrina in the United States has been greater than that of any hurricane to strike this country in several generations.”

Damage and Casualties    

Katrina first affected southern Florida as a weak hurricane, with maximum sustained winds near 75 mph-just barely a Category 1.  Even though Katrina maintained only minimal hurricane intensity at landfall, 14 deaths in Florida have been attributed directly to Katrina.6   However, the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico can rejuvenate even the most anemic of Hurricanes, and such is the case with Katrina as she crossed over southern Florida into the Gulf.

One thing is very certain, and that is that the true loss of life caused by Hurricane Katrina will never be known, but it is very likely that she was responsible for over 1500 fatalities7 in seven states, and over $100 billion in damages—more than twice that of Hurricane Andrew’s damages when adjusted for inflation.8
http://disc.gsfc.nasa.gov/hurricane/HurricaneKatrina2005.shtml
