
  

 

Partner Spotlight – National Hurricane Center Director  

Kenneth Graham 

NOAA appointed Kenneth Graham to serve as the director of NOAA’s  National 
Hurricane Center in Miami on April 1, 2018. Graham assumed the role of director 
after serving as the meteorologist-in-charge of the National Weather Service’s 
New Orleans/Baton Rouge office since 2008. He notably established two 
command centers in the wake of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010 that 
provided forecasts to help authorities make critical decisions in the five months 
following the spill. Graham also led the effort to support decision-makers in 
Louisiana and Mississippi with services focused on expected impacts for past 
hurricanes including Gustav, Ike, Isaac, as well as the historic 2017 season.  

Q: What is your background, education, and experience? 

A: I attended the University of Arizona and received my undergraduate degree in 
Atmospheric Science and then attended Mississippi State where I earned a Master of 
Science Degree in Geosciences. While in Mississippi, I was an agricultural 
meteorologist for the Mississippi Network Radio. I started my career with the National 
Weather Service in 1994 in New Orleans as an Intern Forecaster. 
 
It's an exciting challenge and incredibly humbling to join the National Hurricane Center. I 
get to work with some of the best tropical scientists on earth. It is a dream come true. 

Q: How did you get interested in weather and disaster safety? 

A: When I was a child, I really didn't understand why we were evacuated from our 
house several times. It was confusing to me why we were packing things in the middle 
of the night due to flooding in Arizona. At seven years old, I was curious enough, so I 
opened my encyclopedia set and saw the flooding was due to tropical activity coming up 
through the Baja Peninsula and Mexico. My Mom remembers me taking weather 
observations from that day forward, every day, and writing them down on my calendar. I 
have been passionate about weather and disaster safety ever since.    

Q: Can you tell us about specific projects or programs you are working on in the 
risk reduction or resilience field?  

A: I believe that providing information to the public that is actionable is critical. For 
instance, we are looking at our forecasts and seeing if we can use science and 
technology to go further out in time. That will provide emergency managers and the 
public more time to prepare. We are doing it internally this season. 
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We are also spending time looking at the cone. It's an interesting topic. Anywhere I 
travel to it seems like people want to have conversations about the cone. The cone has 
nothing to do with the impact; it is literally an error cone based on our performance of 
the track over the last five years. So, the better the forecasts have been, the smaller the 
cone. 2017 was our best season for track forecasting, and as a result, the cone 
continues to shrink. However, there is still risk outside the cone.    
 
We are having a lot of conversations about applying some social science to the cone 
and some other products that we issue at the National Hurricane Center. The physical 
science is getting better and better; the models are continuing to improve. Forecasts are 
continuing to improve on the track and intensity. So now that the physical science is 
better, how about the social science? Do people fully understand the risk? When we 
continue to evolve products and services to increase understanding of risk, the 
message becomes increasingly actionable. 

Q: What do you think are key messages we need to get out especially after the 
2017 season?  

A: “Little wiggles matter.”  
 
When I travel, I hear people say things like “I went through a Category Four.” That quote 
came from residents in Key West after Irma. However, the reality is the winds in Key 
West during Irma were a category one. The category four winds were further east.  
 
Another interesting fact is some people look at the storm surge from Irma and say, wow 
that's a lot less water than I expected or that was a lot more. So, we need to spend time 
communicating that little wiggles in the track matter. In fact, During Irma, 30 miles made 
a difference between some people getting a few feet of storm surge and getting nine to 
ten feet. That's why [it is] so critical that we talk about how we message about risk 
potential. Just because it didn’t happen in Irma doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen, even 
with a weaker storm. We can’t have a false sense of security based on previous storms. 
If your perception is “low risk” you aren’t going to take action to become more resilient.  

Q: What do you see in the future of resilient building? 

A: When I look at building for the future, it must be all hazard, especially after the 2017 
season. Three-quarters of the fatalities in tropical systems are from water. Fifty percent 
of those fatalities are caused by storm surge and then the other 25% from inland rain. 
That can happen anywhere, not just on the coast.  

Q: How can the FLASH Partnership support your efforts at the National Hurricane 
Center? 

A: It’s all about outreach and education; it needs to be a partnership to help people 
understand their risk. It’s all about teaching the science behind why “little wiggles 
matter” and giving examples. FLASH is a great partner to the Hurricane Center, and I 
believe together we can change perceptions of risk. We have a lot of work to do, but 
every year we make more progress.  

 


