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Hurricane Wilma, which appeared headed toward
Cancún, Mexico, and possibly the Gulf Coast of
Florida by this weekend, intensified into the most
powerful storm ever recorded in the Atlantic Ocean
basin today, but forecasters said its path remained unpredictable.

Several forecasts have the Category
5 storm striking southwestern
Florida sometime this weekend, but
the hurricane is moving too slowly
and too erratically to make a firm
prediction, the director of the
National Hurricane Center, Max

Mayfield, said.

"This is one of those cases when we have a tremendous amount of
uncertainty," he said. "This is one of the more perplexing storms we've
had to deal with this year."

Mr. Mayfield said that the center was having difficulty with its forecasts
because of what he described as the "wobbly" nature of the hurricane.

While most of the dozen computer models have Wilma turning toward
Florida, one model projects the storm stalling in the Gulf of Mexico for as
long as five days, where Mr. Mayfield said, "it will likely weaken."

Early today, Wilma's sustained winds reached speeds of 175 miles per
hour, but by this afternoon they had slowed, modestly, to 165 miles per
hour. Gusts reached as high as 196 m.p.h.

At least 12 people have already been killed in storms related to Wilma,
and thousands of others have been forced to evacuate their homes
throughout the Caribbean, Central America and Mexico.

In the Florida Keys, the authorities have asked tourists to leave, and
school has been canceled for the rest of the week. The city manager of
Key West, Julio Avael, said that residents of hospitals and nursing homes
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Key West, Julio Avael, said that residents of hospitals and nursing homes
and those without cars had started evacuating, and that residents of low-
lying areas would probably be asked to leave beginning Thursday.

"We've gone through this exercise many, many times," Mr. Avael said.

Officials said they would make a decision about larger evacuations during
the next 24 hours. In an advisory, the National Hurricane Center called
the storm "potentially catastrophic."

"All interests in the Florida Keys and the Florida peninsula should closely
monitor the progress of extremely dangerous Hurricane Wilma," the
hurricane center said.

The hurricane center, based in Miami, added however, that if Wilma
traveled across the Gulf of Mexico and made landfall in southwestern
Florida, it would probably be a substantially weakened storm, although
potentially still very dangerous.

"If Wilma, you know, comes to the U.S., as a Category 3 or 4 hurricane,
that potential for large loss of life is with us," Mr. Mayfield said, adding
that storm surges could rise as high as 15 to 20 feet in coastal areas, and
up to 25 feet in river valleys.

President Bush's chief spokesman, Scott McClellan, said that the White
House was also monitoring the storm's progress.

"People should take this hurricane very seriously," he said.

Most computer models show Wilma moving through the Yucatan
Channel, the body of water between Cuba and the Yucatan Peninsula,
before it reaches the Gulf of Mexico. Once it gets into the gulf, most of
the models show, Wilma's being blown east by westerly winds and
making a sharp turn toward Florida within the next 24 hours.

The storm is not expected to affect the region from Texas to Mississippi
struck by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita the past two months; those storms
killed more than 1,200 people and caused billions of dollars in damage.

"We are not concerned about the Gulf Coast and we expect little if any
impact on the oil industry," said Stacy Stewart, a hurricane specialist at
the National Hurricane Center. "This is mostly going to be a Florida
peninsula storm."

Since August of last year, seven hurricanes have passed over Florida,
killing more than 115 people and causing billions of dollars worth of
damage.

Hurricane Wilma's hurricane-force winds extend 15 miles out, and
tropical storm force winds extend to 160 miles, according to the
hurricane center.

The storm's central pressure of 26.06 inches, or 882 millibars, measured
this morning, was the lowest recorded for a storm in the Atlantic Ocean
basin, which includes the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico. Lower
pressure translates into higher wind speeds.
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The previous record holder was Hurricane Gilbert in 1988, which had a
pressure of 888 millibars. Hurricane Rita, which slammed into the Gulf
Coast last month, had a pressure of 897 millibars, which had previously
been the third-lowest pressure on record.

Rainstorms related to Wilma have caused flooding and mudslides
throughout the Caribbean, leading to the deaths of 12 people - 11 of them
in Haiti - The Associated Press reported.

Hurricane watches are in effect in Mexico, Nicaragua and Cuba. Tropical
storm warnings have been called for Belize and Honduras, which has
closed two seaports in preparation for Wilma. Mexico's hurricane
warning includes the tourist areas of Cancún, San Felipe and Tulum on
the Yucatan Peninsula and the island of Cozumel. The MTV Latin
America Video Music Awards ceremony, originally scheduled to be held
on Thursday in Playa del Carmen, was canceled to avoid Wilma.

Honduras and neighboring Guatemala are still recovering from Hurricane
Stan, whose rains caused flooding and mudslides that killed at least 800
people, most of them in Guatemala. Hundreds of others remain missing.

The hurricane is expected to dump 10 to 15 inches of rain on the Cayman
Islands and Jamaica, and as much as 25 inches in mountainous regions of
Cuba, according to the hurricane center. Parts of Jamaica and Haiti had
already received heavy rain.

At 2 p.m. Eastern time, the center of Wilma was located about 300 miles
southeast of Cozumel, Mexico, moving in a northwest direction at seven
miles an hour.

Wilma is 12th hurricane of the season, which ties a record set in 1969.
That figure is the most for a single season since record-keeping began in
1851. On Monday, the storm became the 21st named storm in the Atlantic
hurricane season, tying a record set in 1933, and exhausting the list of
names for this year. Any new storms in the six month hurricane season,
which ends Nov. 30, would be named with letters from the Greek
alphabet, starting with Alpha.
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