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World Metereology Office Warns of Effects of Saharan
Dust on Caribbean
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On June 18, 2020, NASA-NOAA’s Suomi NPP satellite captured this visible image of the
large light brown plume of Saharan dust over the North Atlantic Ocean. The image
showed that the dust from Africa’s west coast extended almost to the Lesser Antilles in t
By. NASA Worldview 

GENEVA, CMC – The World Meteorological Office (WMO) Friday said the massive dust storm
currently blanketing many parts of the Caribbean, is posing a significant threat to regional health
and has revealed the importance of having effective warning systems in place.

The storm arrived in the Eastern Caribbean from North Africa last week, affecting a wide area so
far, spanning from the northern coast of South America to the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico.
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“Sand and dust storms are severe hazards that can affect weather, climate, the environment,
health, economies, transport and agriculture in many parts of the world”, said Dr. Oksana
Tarasova, Head of WMO’s Atmospheric Environment Research Division.

“The ongoing dust storm, which has affected daily life in the Caribbean, shows the importance of
forecast and warning services.”

Although dust blows from Africa across the Atlantic every year, the UN weather agency said this
year’s event has been particularly intense and extensive.

The dust storm has darkened skies, contaminated rainwater and greatly reduced visibility. It also
poses a significant health hazard.

Countries such as Martinique, Guadeloupe and Puerto Rico have reported air quality levels in the
“hazardous “category, with record values of PM10 – a particulate matter which can cause
respiratory problems and disease.

Concentrations reported in Puerto Rico are at the highest level observed in the last 20 years.

Scientists at the University of Puerto Rico have also observed record high levels of aerosol optical
thickness, or the measure of tiny solid or liquid particles in the air, such as dust, sea salt, or
pollution from factories.

“This is a dust event of truly historic proportions”, said Professor Olga L. Mayol-Bracero at the
University of Puerto Rico, and her counterpart, Dr. Andrea Sealy, meteorologist with the
Barbados-based Caribbean Institute for Meteorology and Hydrology (CIMH) .

Sand and dust storms are common in arid and semi-arid regions of the world. They are usually
caused by thunderstorms, which create strong winds that can transport large amounts of sand and
dust thousands of kilometres away.

The WMO said every year, around 2,000 million tons of dust enters the Earth’s atmosphere.
While much of this occurs naturally, a large part is due to poor water and land management.

WMO on Friday released the latest edition of its annual Airborne Dust Bulletin which found that
mineral dust concentrations last year generally were similar to 2018 levels.
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