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Car vs. Ditch - No Good Answers

Clearly, neither of these options is a good one! The NWS and the American Red Cross advise you not to put yourself in a situation 
where you have to decide whether to stay in your car or head for a ditch.  When severe weather is approaching, limit your outdoor 
plans or fi nish them early. Stay close to a sturdy shelter.  When the warning is issued, get in the shelter or go to a small room 
in the middle of the house, on the lowest possible level. Remember to put as many walls between yourself and the tornado as 
possible. 

Recently, the American Red Cross and the National Weather 
Service revised the tornado safety rules regarding what to do if 
you are in your car and a tornado approaches. 

While a car offers the possibility of actually escaping a tornado, and may offer some protection from weaker tornadoes, there 
are factors that point against that advice. This strategy depends on accurately determining the motion of the tornado, and then 
actually fi nding an escape route that will take you away from danger.  Of course, your safety then depends on you and the other 
vehicles driving safely in a high stress situation! While it is estimated that it would take winds of over 115 mph to overturn most 
cars, there is still a danger of fl ying debris, as well as breaking glass. Finally, it is virtually impossible to determine the strength of a 
tornado just by looking at it. We have all seen pictures of cars such as these that have been damaged nearly beyond recognition.

On the other hand, the option of leaving your vehicle and fi nding a ditch is also not without its own limitations.  There are dangers 
such as running across rough terrain or encountering fencing and other obstacles. The possibility of getting muddy and/or wet in 
a ditch pales in comparison to getting hurt. Most debris will likely pass over your head, but if you miscalculate and don’t get far 
enough away from the road, your car or other heavy debris could wind up on top of you.
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