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Specially equipped OMAO aircraft flown by 

members of the NOAA Commissioned Officer 

Corps, play an integral role in hurricane 

forecasting. Data collected during hurricanes by 

these high-flying meteorological stations help 

forecasters make accurate predictions during a 

hurricane and help hurricane researchers 

achieve a better understanding of storm 

processes, improving their forecast models. 

1. When and where did the Hurricane Hunters fly during Hurricane Irma?
The WP-3 (N42RF) and G-IV (N49RF) Hurricane Hunter aircraft conducted a number of flight missions
beginning September 2 when they were forward deployed to Barbados. From September 6-9 the flights
were conducted from OMAO’s Aircraft Operations Center (AOC) at Lakeland Linder Regional Airport
(KLAL) in Lakeland, Florida. On Saturday, September 9, after completing their final missions, the planes
repositioned to New Orleans, Louisiana.

The WP-3 flew over 75 hours and the G-IV flew over 74 hours in support of Hurricane Irma mission 
taskings. 

2. What were the flight paths?

Below are composite flight tracks for the WP-3 (page 3) and G-IV (page 4) from both missions originating

in both Barbados and then AOC in Lakeland. The flight tracks also show where the planes deployed

dropsondes:

 WP-3 dropped 98

 G-IV dropped 262

A dropsonde is a scientific instrument deployed from the aircraft that descends through the atmosphere 

by a parachute. The dropsonde provides high-quality, high vertical resolution profiles of atmospheric 

https://www.omao.noaa.gov/
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/noaa-commissioned-officer-corps
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/noaa-commissioned-officer-corps
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/about/hurricane-hunters
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/lockheed-wp-3d-orion
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/gulfstream-iv-sp-g-iv
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/lockheed-wp-3d-orion
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/gulfstream-iv-sp-g-iv
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pressure, temperature, relative humidity, wind speed and direction from the aircraft flight level to the 

surface over oceans and remote areas. 

 
 
3. What data was gathered and why is it important? 
The WP-3 flights were Environmental Modeling Center (EMC) tasked Tail Doppler Radar (TDR) missions, 
that included dropsonde data for the National Hurricane Center (NHC). The aircraft collected TDR data, 
dropsonde data, and Stepped Frequency Microwave Radiometer (SFMR) data. All data was fed to NHC 
and EMC near real-time. The TDR data helps to stabilize the model which improves model forecasts of 
intensity and track. The dropsonde data also helps improve intensity and track forecasts. The SFMR data 
provides data on surface winds. 
 
For Hurricane Irma, the WP-3 also collected data with a number of AXBTs, or Airborne eXpendable 

BathyThermographs. The AXBTs are probes that measure ocean temperature as a function of depth. 

 
The G-IV flights were surveillance taskings. The dropsonde data measures the atmosphere around the 
hurricane providing data that improves track forecast by up to 15%. This data is fed to NHC and EMC and 
fed into the models and track and intensity forecasts. Understanding the weather around the hurricane 
is critical to understanding its formation, intensification and track. 
  

http://www.emc.ncep.noaa.gov/
http://www.nhc.noaa.gov/
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WP-3 (N42RF) Flight Paths 
The red lines show the flight paths. The colored circles are AXBTs. The cylinders are the dropsonde 
locations. 
 

 

 
  

https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/lockheed-wp-3d-orion
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G-IV (N49RF) Flight Paths
The red lines show the flight paths. The cylinders are the dropsonde locations. 

https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/gulfstream-iv-sp-g-iv
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Response and Recovery Flight Info, Images, and Sample 

of Notes of Appreciation 

Below is a small sample of the many notes of appreciation emailed to OMAO’s Aircraft Operations 

Center (AOC) in Lakeland, Florida, from people affected by Hurricane Irma related to the response and 

recovery imagery taken by our King Air and Twin Otter aircraft. The images of storm impacted areas may 

be viewed at: https://storms.ngs.noaa.gov/storms/irma/index.html. 

 

The aircraft began flying response and recovery flights to collect high resolution images of the areas 

impacted by Hurricane Irma on September 8. They surveyed a number of hard hit areas including the 

entire Keys, Punta Gorda down to Marco Island, Jacksonville, and the beach from Fernandina to 

Daytona, and areas in South Carolina and Georgia. On September 15, the King Air then shifted to Puerto 

Rico to conduct additional mission surveys of the U.S. Virgin Islands. 

The information collected is used by FEMA, state, and local emergency managers to prioritize limited 

resources. This link and information is available to the public and has been used extensive by home 

owners and business owners to survey their property; and this tool allows property owners to survey 

their sites remotely without pressuring emergency managers for immediate re-entry into dangerous or 

strained areas. The images of storm impacted areas may be viewed at: 

https://storms.ngs.noaa.gov/storms/irma/index.html. 

 

*********************************************************************** 
You did it! We are VERY grateful! 
Please thank your teams profusely on our behalf. You really made a difference in our lives today. Some 
of us still treasure and support science and technology. NASA was always my favorite but it looks like I'll 
have to switch and start wearing NOAA shirts instead. 
A- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Thank you, NOAA, for getting the imagery of Big Pine Key. I can see my property, as well as neighbors 
and other places of interest. It's hard to look at, but at least I know. Thanks again, 
G- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Thank you so much for your reply and for the images. We all really appreciate your support during this 
crisis. 
C- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
The posting of the images of the keys were completed a few minutes ago. I was able to see that my 
house survived. I just wanted you all to know, that you are putting a lot of people at ease by releasing 
these images to the public. My first contact was with the webmaster, he quickly forwarded my inquiry to 

https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/hawker-beechcraft-king-air-350er
https://www.omao.noaa.gov/learn/aircraft-operations/aircraft/dehavilland-twin-otter-dhc-6
https://storms.ngs.noaa.gov/storms/irma/index.html
https://storms.ngs.noaa.gov/storms/irma/index.html
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you. You responded a short time later with an accurate estimate of when the pictures would be posted. 
Thank you for everything everyone is doing to make going through this rough time a little easier. 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Thank you and the team for posting the Hurricane Irma Imagery for the Lower Keys. I have shared this 
link to the pertinent FL Keys Facebook Groups. Please know that whatever we find, we are grateful for 
answers. 
B- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
You are really life savers, thanks. 
 
*********************************************************************** 
I want to thank everyone involved for the efforts in collecting, analyzing, digitizing and posting this 
information. Residents, evacuees and snowbirds are relying on the images to answer so many questions. 
Some good, some not-so-good and some bad. It's a relief nonetheless. I was a C-130 pilot in the USAF, so 
I know much of what we do in the military and civil service goes unnoticed. I can't tell you how many 
Facebook, Twitter and Zello users are using and passing the website along. It is immensely appreciated. 
My mom and dad choked up after seeing their home. We got lucky. Others didn't fare so well. We are a 
strong nation. We forget sometimes, but we are the luckiest people on the planet to be from the USA. 
Please pass this along to your co-workers and superiors. Your work is truly appreciated. 
S- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Thank you for getting back to me. I just saw the photos! Again, thank you and NOAA for all your hard 
work. 
 
*********************************************************************** 
From all of the next door Cudjoe neighborhood we thank you and all that helped get these images out to 
all of us home owners that  evacuated and are remote to the keys and have been nervously awaiting any 
information on the condition of our homes. Thank you all again. 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Thank you so much for getting that up. It was a huge relief to finally see my house. 
P- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Thanks for the update.  
We were able to see the home and found my buddy boat 400 yards away from the lift.  
Great job NOAA.  
Be safe. 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Wow, thank you all at NOAA!  We are able to see our house.  You're terrific! 
G- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
Yaaaaayyyyyyy!  You guys are AWESOME!  Data gap filled... and, best of all, the house looks intact! 
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Thank you so much for this incredible gift of "peace of mind" while our family is still barred from re-
entering the Keys to assess the situation in person. 
Amazing! 
S- 
 
*********************************************************************** 
I just wanted to let you know how important your work is to our community. I distributed your web link 
to all my neighbors and told them you were preparing to fill in the satellite map for Sugarloaf Key. Well 
when it came online they all were very relieved to see there homes were intact with only some minor 
roof damage. We mostly all evacuated and as of today we are unable to return to our homes but it's a 
relief to know that we all have homes to return to. 
Thanks again, 
P- 


