
 

Three weeks of severe weather and flooding in Central Iowa got 
a jump start on the afternoon of May 25

th
. A rare, large and de-

structive EF-5 Tornado tore up a 41 mile long path across Butler 
and Black Hawk counties beginning around 448 pm. The initial 
touchdown occurred near the Butler and Grundy county line, 2 
miles south of Aplington. The tornado quickly grew in size and 
intensity as it approached Parkersburg.  The tornado was nearly 
three quarters of a mile wide as it moved through the southern 
end of Parkersburg at 459 pm CDT.  Devastating structural 
damage occurred in the town of Parkersburg including nearly 
200 homes destroyed.  The tornado maintained size and inten-
sity as it move towards New Hartford.  At 509 pm CDT the 
storm moved just north of New Hartford once again causing 
incredible structural and tree damage.  The tornado weakened 
around 3 miles east of New Hartford with lesser damage as it moved east, just north of the Waterloo 
and Cedar Falls area.  The tornado then grew in size to near 1.2 miles wide north of Dunkerton caus-
ing substantial damage to a farmstead there.   The tornado lifted just before entering Buchanan 
County. Significant straight line winds from a large rear flank downdraft (RFD) associated with this 
massive supercell thunderstorm occurred along and just south of the tornado track with preliminary 
speed estimates of 90 to 100 mph.   At 537 pm, the Waterloo Airport recorded a wind gust of 93 mph.  
 
This was a sobering day for us here at the National Weather Service (NWS) office in Des Moines. We 
never want to see weather systems such as this cause such destruction and tragedy. Our hearts and 
prayers go out to those affected by this disaster. 

(Continued on page 2) 
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Deadly EF5 Tornado Touches Down in North -Central Iowa  

Summer is the peak season for one of the nationôs deadliest weather phenom-
enaðlightning.  Here in Iowa, the primary lightning season is also in  late spring 
and summer.  Lightning is particularly dangerous in Iowa during the summer be-
cause of its frequency and more people are outside.  On average, lightning kills an 
average of 62 people annually across the United States making lightning the num-
ber 2 killer behind flash flooding.  
 
One Iowan has died so far 
in 2008 and there have 
been fourteen deaths na-

tion wide.  Over 95 percent of the victims were 
outside and almost 90 percent were male.  
This map shows the lightning death distribu-
tion across the country so far in 2008. 
 
Lightning is a serious danger. Please visit 
National Weather Service lightning safety 
website to learn how to protect you and your 
family. 

When Thunder Roars, Go Indoors!  

Figure 1: Courtesy of the Grundy County 
Sheriffôs Department ï taken from a patrol car. 

2008 Lightning Fatalities  

Arthur, IL: Photo 
Courtesy of R.R. Best 

Lightning Safety Information: www.lightningsafety.noaa.gov  
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EF5s in Iowa Since 1950 

Date  Location  County (s)  Path Length  

27 June 1953 Southwest of 

Adair 

Cass, Adair 10 miles 

14 October 1966 Belmond Wright 10 miles 

15 May 1968 Charles City 
Franklin, Floyd, 

Chickasaw, Howard 
63 miles 

15 May 1968 Oelwein Fayette 13 miles 

13 June 1976 Jordan Boone, Story 21 miles 

25 May 2008 
Parkersburg-

New Hartford 
Butler, Black Hawk 41 miles 

After significant severe weather events, the local NWS office will send a team of personnel to survey the storm damage to 
document and make an official determination of the exact cause of damage and intensity of the weather system involved. In 
the case of the Parkersburg-New Hartford-Dunkerton tornado the NWS spent two whole days surveying the miles and miles 
of damage. After taking into account the structural integrity of buildings destroyed as well as physical remains of trees, poles, 
vehicles and other debris, the most intense damage was correlated to wind speeds of up to 205 mph. This classified the tor-
nado as an EF5, the maximum on the Enhanced Fujita Tornado Scale. 
 
The Enhanced Fujita Tornado Scale classifies tornadoes into 
the following categories:  
 
EF0...WIND SPEEDS 65 TO 85 MPH. 
EF1...WIND SPEEDS 86 TO 110 MPH. 
EF2...WIND SPEEDS 111 TO 135 MPH. 
EF3...WIND SPEEDS 136 TO 165 MPH. 
EF4...WIND SPEEDS 166 TO 200 MPH. 
EF5...WIND SPEEDS GREATER THAN 200 MPH. 

This is the first EF5 tornado in Iowa since the Jordan tornado of 
June 13, 1976 which affected Boone and Story counties. Since 
1950, Iowa has experienced 6 EF5 tornadoes and 42 EF4s. 
Only 13 EF4s have occurred since 1980 and there were no 
EF5s until this event. The last EF4 tornado occurred on April 8, 
1999 when two EF4s touched down in portions of southwest 
and central Iowa. The last tornado path length of at least 41 
miles occurred on April 11, 2001 when a tornado tracked 60.5 
miles from the Missouri border in Ringgold County to near Pat-
terson in Warren County.  

 
 
 

The NWS WSR-88D radar located in Johnston, IA, along with Amateur Radio 
Operator, trained weather spotter, and storm chaser reports proved to be key in 
the tornado warning decision-making. Meteorologists at the NWS watched this 
supercell thunderstorm closely and noted a high likelihood of its ability to produce 
a tornado. At 422 pméthe first tornado warning was issued for this deadly storm, 
giving folks in the path at least 26 minutes of lead time before the initial touch-
down just south of Aplington at 448 pm. The following is a series of radar images 
showing the progression of the storm. 
 

 

(Continued from page 1) 

The View from the National Weather Service in Des Moines  

High End Tornado History in Iowa  

Figure 2: The image depicts the approximate damage path.  The width of 
the green line implies path width, ranging from around 1/2 mile wide in Par-
kersburg to just over a mile wide northwest of Dunkerton. Tornado path was 
determined using information provided by Iowa Helicopter.  

Figure 3: 4:50 pm : Base Reflectivity image (Top) and Storm Relative Velocity image (Bottom) from the 
NWS WSR-88D in Des Moines, two minutes after initial tornado touchdown on the Butler-Grundy county 
line south of Aplington. Shades of green depict motion toward radar (80 miles to the southwest) whereas 
reds and oranges depict motion away from the radar.  

http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/Parkersburgstormtrack%281%29.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2150zRefSouthAplington.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2150zSRMSouthAplington.png
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Figure 4: 4:59 pm:  Base Reflectivity image (L) and 
Storm Relative Velocity image (R) from the NWS 
WSR-88D in Des Moines. This is around the time 
the tornado entered Parkersburg. 

Figure 6: 5:04 pm:  Base Reflectivity image (L) and 
Storm Relative Velocity image (R) from the NWS 
WSR-88D in Des Moines. The tornado has exited 
Parkersburg and is heading toward New Hart-
ford.  In this case, the tornado is near or just above 
the ñgò in Parkersburg. This is near the time of the 

tornado photo in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Photo of the tornado between Parkers-
burg and New Hartford around 5:05 pm.  Photo 
taken by NWS Des Moines Senior Meteorologist 
Rod Donavon (off duty) 1.5 miles south of New 
Hartford. 

Figure 7: 5:08 pm:  Base Reflectivity image (L) and 
Storm Relative Velocity image (R) from the NWS 
WSR-88D in Des Moines. Shortly after this time, 
the tornado causes damage in New Hartford. 

Figure 8: 5:26 pm:  Base Reflectivity image (L) and 
Storm Relative Velocity image (R) from the NWS 
WSR-88D in Des Moines. The tornado continues to 
move east, just north of Cedar Falls or even right in 
the northern edge of the town. Shortly after this 
time, at 5:35 pm., a 93 mph wind gust was recorded 
at the Waterloo Airport which is in the extreme 
northwest part of Waterloo. 

http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2159zRefPburg.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2159z14SRMPburg.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2204z_Ref_Pburg.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2204z_SRM_Pburg.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2226z_Ref_CedarFalls.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2226z_SRM_0_9_CedarFalls.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2208REFPburgNewHartford.png
http://intra.crh.noaa.gov/Image/dmx/ParkersburgTornado/2208zSRMPburgNewHartford.png
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Flood 2008 Affects NOAA Weather Radio Transmitter in Marshalltown by David Reese, 

Electronics Systems Analyst 

Due to the flood at Marshalltown, the NOAA Weather Radio (NWR) transmitter at Alliant 
Energy had to be shut down and most of the equipment removed.    After a report from 
Alliant Energy on June 9th, that the flood waters were about to enter the site where the 
NWR transmitter was located, our own Electronic Systems Analyst, David Reese, and a 
meteorologist, Ken Podrazik surveyed the site.  Upon their arrival, they found about 8-10 
inches of water in the building, and power had already been shut off.  In order to prevent 
water damage, David and Ken worked quickly to remove as 
much of the main transmitter equipment from the cabinet as 
possible.  However, the cabinet was bolted to the floor and 
could not be removed.  The wiring that could not be removed 
was tied up in the cabinet as high as possible to prevent water 
damage.    The National Weather Service (NWS) in Des Moines 
was able to move the Marshalltown NWR products over to 
neighboring NWR transmitters hoping that the residents would 
be able to receive them, and advertised the frequencies to the 
public.  
The National Weather Service Central Region Headquarters 
(CRH) was notified of the transmitter shutdown, and of the lack 
of service to the people of Marshalltown, and took action to find 
a temporary location, and transmitter to install in Marshalltown.  
RACOM Critical Communications, a wireless telecommuni-

cations company in Marshalltown, volunteered to temporarily provide the tower, antenna, cable, 
and space for the NWR Crown Transmitter.   NWS CRH sent Howard Pigors, Regional Mainte-
nance Specialist for the NWR program, to pick up a new Crown transmitter from the factory, and 
then transport it to RACOM Critical Communications during the week of June 16th.   The Elec-
tronics staff from WFO Des Moines, David Reese, Darren Gregory, and Drew Bouvette, assisted 
Howard with the installation of the new transmitter at RACOM.  The new transmitter became 
completely operational during that week and remained on the air until the permanent transmitter 
site was restored to full operation in early July. 
The NWS appreciates the extra efforts on the part of their partner, RACOM Critical Communica-
tions, to go the extra mile during this emergency, and to ensure that the Marshalltown NWR lis-
tening area would receive service. 

Fun Fact: Several Daily 

Maximum Rainfall Records 

set at Waterloo. 

�6�� 0.83 inches on 07/12/2008 

broke the old record of 

0.78 inches set in 1987. 

�6�� 1.90 inches on 06/08/2008 

broke the old record of 

1.50 inches set in 1963.  

�6�� 3.05 inches on 04/25/2008 

broke the old record of 

1.30 inches set in 1953. 

�6�� 2.29 inches on 04/18/2008 

broke the old record of 

1.79 inches set in 1909.  


