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Objectives
ÁWhat is the National Weather Service? 

ÁWhy we call

ÁWhat we need to know

ÁWhen to call the National Weather Service

ÁOptimizing communication
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Who are we and what do we do?

ωA federal government 
agency created by 
Congress, with roots back 
to the civil war

ωPart of NOAA ςNational 
Oceanic & Atmospheric 
Administration

ωMission:Protection of 
Life and Property
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²ŀƛǘ ŀ ƳƛƴǳǘŜΧ

How can we protect lives and property?

ω²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƳΦ

ω²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƪƴƻŎƪ ƻƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƭƭ 
ǘƘŜƳ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ όŀƴŘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳύΦ

So what can we do?
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ωPrepare

ωForecasts, watches, advisories, warnings

ωShare information

The goal is for people to make informed 
and educated decisions for themselves.

Courtesy NSSL
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National Weather Service 
County Warning Areas in Iowa
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So what about your local office?
Staffing

ωTotal staff of 23 people 

ω24 hour shift coverage

ωRapidly rotating shifts 

ω3 shifts per day
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Why do we call?
LǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ςYou have it and we 

need it!  

Remember our mission?  The protection of 
ƭƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΦ  ²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ ƛǘ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ  ²Ŝ 
need you, the local experts!

²Ŝ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŀǊŜŀΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀǘ 
the scene.  Radar only sees so much.  People 
who are there tell us the rest.
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ωStorm spotter information 

ςReal-time spotter reports 

ςStorm damage, injuries and fatalities 

ςAssist with local warning decisions

ωCoordination

ςάIŜŀŘǎ-ǳǇέ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǊƳ  

ςAuthenticate non-weather emergency 
messages  

Why do we call?
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Tornadoes

Funnel Clouds

Rotating Wall Clouds

Hail

²ƛƴŘ όҗплmph)

Flooding

IŜŀǾȅ wŀƛƴ όҗм ǇŜǊ ƘǊύ

Fatalities

Injuries

Damage

What we need to know
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What we need to know

What is a Tornado? 

ÅA violently rotating column 
of air attached to a cloud 
base and in contact with the 
ground. 
ÅExhibit rapid rotation and 
are most often laminar or 
smooth in appearance 
ÅCan have visible and 
invisible funnels
ÅUsually vertically oriented 

Courtesy of Jeff & Amy Ruhland
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What we need to know

What about funnel 
clouds?

ÅA rapidly rotating column of 
air NOT in contact with the 
ground 
ÅSome funnels go on to 
become tornadoes, others do 
not Courtesy Melissa Backstrom
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Small Tornado

ωMost frequent

ωShort-lived

ωWinds < 111 mph

ςEF0 / EF1

ωFew fatalities

ωMore difficult to detect

ωProduced by supercells 
and non-supercells, or 
landspout tornadoes 

Courtesy of  KCCI

Courtesy of Andrea Troff 

Tornadoes
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Strong Tornado

ωMuch Less frequent

ωTypically lasts longer

ωWinds up to 165 mph

ςEF2 / EF3

ωSome fatalities

ωEasier to detect

ωAlmost all from Supercell 
type storms 

Tornadoes
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Violent Tornado

ωRare

ωLong-lived

ωWinds > 165 mph

ςEF4 / EF5

ωMost fatalities

ωEasier to detect

ωAll from supercell 
storms 

Courtesy of Rod Donavon

Charles City EF5 

tornado  June, 1968

Parkersburg EF5 
tornado  May, 2008

Tornadoes
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False Tornadoes 

Tornadoes

ά{ŎǳŘέ 
Can occur under any 
thunderstorm base

Courtesy Joshua Jans

ά±ƛǊƎŀέ ŀƴŘ wŀƛƴ ǎƘŀŦǘǎ
Downdrafts which can 
resemble tornadoes  
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Tornado Reporting 

ÅWho?  (Spotter or public?)

ÅWhat?  (funnel or tornado)

ÅWhere?  (reference nearest city)

Can use Latitude/Longitude 

ÅWhen?  (time of event)

ÅMovement? (direction and speed) 

ÅUse proper terms

ÅDamage?

ÅBe as specific as possible!

What we need to know
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ÅSevere straight-line winds 
associated with a thunderstorm 
downdraft 
ÅCan cause significant damage 
and lose of life
ÅOften confused with tornadoes, 
especially at night 
ÅOften accompanied with heavy 
rain and/or hail  

Damaging Winds

What we need to know
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Courtesy David Nicholson and WHO TV

Wind  Reporting 

Who?  (spotter number/source)

What?  (damage and/or 

measured speeds over 40 mph)

Where?  (reference nearest city)

Can use 

Latitude/Longitude 

When?  (time of event)

Remember, spotters tend to 

overestimate wind speeds!
Courtesy RJ Ranch and KCCI TV

What we need to know


