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Introduction

As the State Climate office for Florida, we often get questions about living with
high humidity. Many people suffer from respiratory illness or other health
problems that are affected by humidity and they are trying to find a suitable
climate to move to. The most common questions are:

Is Florida the most humid state in the nation?
Is There a Part of Florida that is Less Humid than Others?

Before trying to answer these questions, it is best to have a brief discussion on
how meteorologist measure and quantify humidity in the atmosphere.

Quantifying Humidity

Relative Humidity

Most people are familiar with measuring humidity as relative humidity. In the
simplest terms, relative humidity is the amount of moisture or water vapor in the
air compared to the maximum amount the air can hold at that temperature, or
saturation. Saturation means that the air cannot physically hold any more
moisture as water vapor, and that any excess moisture will condense out of the
air as dew or cloud droplets. A relative humidity of 80% means that the air
currently contains 80% of the water vapor that it could hold if it were completely
saturated at that temperature.

The problem with using relative humidity is that warm air can hold much more
water vapor than cold air. So take a cold night in north Florida where you may
wake up to frost covering the ground. What happened is that the air cooled to
near freezing and as the air cooled, it approached the saturation temperature for
the amount of water vapor it contained. So the relative humidity at that time
approached 100%, but because it was so cold that atmosphere really was not
holding that much moisture and it never felt humid or sticky. Much the same
way, relative humidity in Alaska can be over 90% even if the temperature is
below zero, but that doesn’t compare with the amount of moisture in the
atmosphere during a balmy day in Miami.



Because relative humidity is dependent on the air temperature, it can fluctuate
greatly during the day based on the diurnal cycle of temperature. A typical
summer day in Florida will have dew points around 70 degrees. So the relative
humidity will rise to over 90 % as temperatures cool at night into the low 70’s, but
then it will fall to 60% or less as the temperature rises to above 90 during the
afternoon. Even though we do not like to use relative humidity, attached is an
Excel spreadsheet that gives the average early morning and afternoon relative
humidity for cities across the state of Florida.

Dew Point Temperature

Which brings us to a much better measure of moisture in the air and that is dew
point temperature. The dew point temperature is a measure of the absolute
amount of moisture in the air, and is defined as the temperature the air would
have to be cooled to reach saturation given the amount of water vapor in the air.
So, the higher the dew point, the more water vapor in the atmosphere regardless
of the temperature. Dew point temperatures are typically 65 to 75 during the
summer in Florida, but can be much less as cold weather impacts the northern
part of the State during the winter.

Which brings us back to the two questions...

Is Florida the most humid state in the nation?

The answer to this question is yes! With Florida being surrounded by the warm
Gulf of Mexico and Atlantic Ocean, and with South Florida being a nearly tropical
climate, it is definitely the most humid state in the U.S. Attached is a map of
annual average dew point temperatures across the coterminous U.S. The map
shows that north Florida has dew point temperature averages of 55 to 60 while
south Florida averages greater than 60.
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Is There a Part of Florida that is Less Humid (or More Humid) Than Others?

The answer to this question is yes and no. During the summer, dew point
temperatures generally run in the high 60’s or low 70’s everyday, no matter what
part of the State you are in. Coastal areas are a little more humid than inland
areas of central Florida and the Panhandle due to the warm water bodies and the
afternoon seabreeze, but for the most part it is hot and humid everywhere. The
afternoon seabreeze along the coast and the easterly trade winds over south
Florida in the late summer help moderate temperatures, but the humidity is
relatively high everywhere in the State. Key West, being surrounded by the
warm Atlantic Ocean, is the most humid city in Florida with average dew points in
summer of 74 to 75. Orlando with its theme parks and millions of visitors is not
far off with summer dew points around 73. The map below shows average July
dew points representative of the summer season.
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During the winter, north Florida and the Panhandle is much less humid than
South Florida due to colder winter temperatures. Remember, colder air holds
much less water vapor than warm air, so the colder parts of Florida will be less
humid that warmer areas further south. The map below shows average January
dew points representative of winter values. North Florida and the Panhandle
have average dew points of 40 to 50 and south Florida has winter dew points of
55 or higher.
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Common Myths

“‘Boy it’s hot and humid today..., it must be 95 degrees outside with 95%
humidity”

How often have we heard that phrase or something similar uttered during a hot
day? Well, it simply is not true. Dew point temperatures above 75 are very high
and above 80 is an extremely rare event. Even if there was a day with a
temperature of 95 and a dew point of 80, that would only yield a relative humidity
of 62%. Remember hot air can hold much more water vapor than cooler air.

“it's not the heat, it's the humidity that will get you.”

There is a little more truth to this statement. The human body (and some
livestock) cools itself by secreting sweat, which cools us down as it evaporates
due to evaporative cooling. This process is much more efficient in drier climates
where the sweat evaporates quicker. Higher humidity means less evaporation
and less cooling. We have a quantity known as “heat index” that combines the
effects of high temperatures and humidity and is used for heat stress warnings.

Temperature (F)

80 82 84 86 88 90 92 94 96 98 100 102 104 106 108 110
40 |80 81 83 85 88 91 94 97 101 105 109 114 119 124
45 |80 82 84 87 89 93 96 100 104 109 113 119 124
50 | 81 85 88 91 95 99 103 108 113 117 124
55 | 81 89 93 97 101 106 112 117 124
60 | 82 88 91 95 100 105 110 116
65 | 82 89 93 98 103 108 114 121
70 86 90 95 100 105 112 119
75 88 92 97 103 124
80 89 94 100 106
85 90 96 102 110
90 |86 91 98 105 113
95 (86 93 100 108 117
100| 87 95 103 112 121
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