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As the 2023 Atlantic hurricane season wraps up, the prevailing narrative is that, in the 

battle of Atlantic sea surface temperate versus El Niño, the sea surface temperature won. 

Indeed, an article from weather.com summarizing the 2023 season was entitled “Atlantic 

Hurricane Season 2023: The El Niño That Didn’t Matter.” However, scratch the surface just a 

little and a different story emerges – El Niño mattered a great deal. 

The interplay between El Niño (suppressing hurricane activity through higher wind shear) and 

high Atlantic SSTs (increasing hurricane activity through increased energy) *did* define the 

2023 season. We saw Atlantic SSTs at the highest level ever observed and we saw an El Niño 

which didn’t create the same amount of wind shear over the Atlantic as expected. So, in this 

context, we would have expected to see a very high, if not record breaking, 2023 hurricane 

season. But we didn’t:

 The number of named storms was the 4th highest on record

 An average number of major hurricanes (3)

 An ACE index (the measure of how much energy hurricanes had during the season) only 

slightly above average (144), and not even in the top 10 most energetic years.

It certainly looks like El Niño fought the Atlantic SSTs to a draw. NOAA note this in their end 

of season press release: “The record-warm ocean temperatures in the Atlantic provided a 

strong counterbalance to the traditional El Niño impacts.”

Taking this a stage further, can we estimate how different could the season have been if El 

Niño hadn’t been in place?
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Using data from 1950 onwards, the chart below shows the number of named storms versus the Atlantic 

SST anomaly (how warm the Atlantic is relative to an average). El Niño years are shown as red 

diamonds, non-El Niño years as gray dots. The red diamond on the far right is 2023, so we can see 

how much of an outlier it is. We can also see that El Niño years generally have lower numbers of 

named storms relative to non-El Niño years for a cool or warm Atlantic. 

We can also find a trend line for non-El Niño years (there is an obvious trend in the data – a 

warmer Atlantic has more storms). This analysis is sensitive to the trend line we use so is 

somewhat rough and ready but show that in a non-El Niño year for the exceptionally hot 

Atlantic we observed this year, we would have expected around 30 named storms, not the 19 

we actually saw. We could argue that El Niño ‘saved’ the Atlantic season from an additional 11 

named storms. 

We can do the same thing for major hurricane numbers and the ACE index. This simple 

analysis shows that, if 2023 was not an El Niño year, we would have expected:

 6 major hurricanes (we observed 3), and,

 An ACE index of 225 (we observed 144). 

I think we can make a good argument that El Niño prevented 2023 from being a lot, possibly 

twice as, worse. 
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