PREPARING FOR DISASTER

Just what do we mean by an “emergency” or a “disaster?”  Well, they both refer to events that result in significant harm to lives and/or property, as well as disruption to normal patterns of living.  Disaster can strike quickly and without warning.  It can force you to evacuate your neighborhood or confine you to your home.  What would you do if basic services, such as water, gas, electricity, or telephones were cut off?  Local officials and relief workers will be on the scene after a disaster, but they cannot reach everyone right away.

Families can and do cope with disaster by preparing in advance and working together as a team.  Knowing what to do is your best protection and your responsibility.  

Are you ready for a Tornado?

Tornadoes are violently rotating columns of air that descend from thunderstorms to come in contact with the ground.  Tornadoes develop from thunderstorms when the wind variation with height supports rotation of the thunderstorm updraft.  Tornadoes may appear nearly transparent until dust and debris are picked up by the rotating air.

Severe thunderstorms and tornadoes occur most often in the spring months of March, April and May in Alabama.  A secondary tornado season occurs in the fall, typically November to early December.  But no month of the year is completely free of Tornadoes. Most thunderstorms that occur in the spring and fall are capable of producing tornadoes and they normally travel from the southwest toward the northeast.

Although most tornadoes strike during the spring and summer, and generally are more frequent in the afternoon and evening hours, it is important to realize that they can occur anywhere, at any time. Tornadoes can last from a few minutes to more than an hour and they can travel along the ground between a few hundred feet to more than a hundred miles and move at speeds between 0-60 mph.

Often tornadoes are so small or short-lived that the National Weather Service (NWS) cannot issue a timely warning. The winds of a tornado can reach speeds of 300 mph, and at these speeds, neither man nor nature makes many things that can hold together.  

There were 55 Tornadoes that occurred in Alabama in 2001, which set a new record for the highest number of tornadoes recorded in one year, passing the old record of 50 tornados that struck Camilla, Georgia, in February.  Alabama ranks Third (3) in the nation in the number of tornado deaths.  The one thing to remember about tornadoes is that they will go where they want when they want and the one thing you can do for yourself and your family is get to shelter immediately!

Know and understand the Terms used in the Warning Process.

STAY INFORMED ABOUT THE STORM by listening to Weather broadcast on commercial radio, and television for the latest tornado WATCHES and WARNINGS.  

The primary mission of the National Weather Service (NWS) is to warn the public of impending hazardous weather.  The NWS will usually issue special weather statements to the public when the possibility of developing severe weather is ahead.  But, even with today’s advanced knowledge and technology, the NWS cannot see everything that occurs at ground level and warning may be short.

What to Listen For

SEVERE THUNDERSTORM WATCH:  
Severe thunderstorms are possible in your area.

SEVERE THUNDERSTORM WARNING:  Severe thunderstorms are occurring.

TORNADO WATCH:
Tornadoes are possible in your area.  Remain alert for approaching storms.

TORNADO WARNING:
A tornado has been sighted or indicated by weather radar.  If a tornado warning is issued for your area and the sky becomes threatening, move to your pre-designated place of safety.

Whenever a WATCH is issued you should begin planning your response and monitor the weather conditions for updated weather information.  Remember, a WATCH is intended to give you time to prepare for worsening conditions.

Whenever a WARNING is issued, you should seek shelter immediately.

“What if I’m outside and have not been listening or watching broadcast about weather threats?”

Good Question.  One way of course is to stay alert to your surroundings.  Watch the skies for changing conditions, listen for thunder, watch the increase and decrease in wind speeds and air temperature.  You should pay close attention to these things:

· Strong, persistent rotation in the cloud base.

· Whirling dust or debris on the ground under a cloud base—tornadoes sometimes have no funnel!
· Hail or heavy rain followed by either dead calm or a fast, intense wind shift.  Many tornadoes are wrapped in heavy precipitation and can’t be seen.

· Day or night-Loud, continuous roar or rumble, which doesn’t fade in a few seconds like thunder.

· Night – Small, bright, blue-green to white flashes at ground level near a thunderstorm (as opposed to silvery lightning up in the clouds).  These mean power lines are being snapped by very strong wind, maybe a tornado.

· Night – Persistent lowering from the cloud base, illuminated or silhouetted by lightning—especially if it is on the ground or there is a blue-green-white power flash underneath.

Another way is to listen for the Tornado Siren Activation. 

Tornado Sirens are located throughout the cities and rural communities of Marshall County.  These sirens will be activated during periods of Tornado WARNINGS.  If you hear the sirens various tones sounding followed by a pre-recorded message you should seek immediate shelter at the nearest suitable location.

Tornado Sirens are designed to be an early warning device primarily for persons who are outside away from the television and/or radio.  Tornado sirens are not frequently heard in homes during Spring and Summer Months for multiple reasons such as the distance from the siren, homes being shut up with air conditioners running and people being asleep during nighttime storms with thunder, rain and wind.  For this reason the Marshall County Emergency Management officials highly recommend citizens keep NOAA weather alert radio in their homes, preferable in the bedroom or outside with you (both AC and Battery Operated), with a tone alert.  The tornado sirens are tested monthly.  You may contact the Marshall County Emergency Management Office to see if there is a siren near your home.  These sirens are usually round (with 5 layers or stacks as they are referred to) and sit atop a pole much like a utility power pole.  When a tornado WARNING is issued for any portion of Marshall County, the Marshall County EMA will active all sirens within Marshall County except those individually controlled by outlying cities will sound.  Again, if you hear the sirens, you should seek immediate shelter.

WHAT TO DO

In a house with no basement, or an apartment:  Avoid windows.  Go to the lowest floor, small center room (like a bathroom or closet), under a stairwell, or in an interior hallway with no windows.  Crouch as low as possible to the floor, facing down; and cover your head with your hands.  A bathtub may offer a shell of partial protection.  Even in an interior room, you should cover yourself with some sort of thick padding (mattress, blankets, etc.), to protect against falling debris in case the roof and ceiling fail.  PLAN & Drill.  Know where you are going in advance and practice with the entire family where you are going and what you are going to do.

In a mobile home: Get out!  Even if your home is tied down, you are probably safer outside, even if the only alternative is to seek shelter out in the open.  Most tornadoes can destroy even tied-down mobile homes; and it is best not to play the low odds that yours will make it. If there is a sturdy permanent building within easy running distance, seek shelter there.  Otherwise, lie flat on low ground away from your mobile home, protecting your head.  If possible, use open ground away from trees and cars, and power lines, which can be blown onto you.

In a house with a basement:  Avoid windows.  Get in the basement and under some kind of sturdy protection (heavy table or work bench), or cover yourself with a mattress or sleeping bag.  Know where very heavy objects rest on the floor above (pianos, refrigerators, waterbeds,etc.) and do not go under them.  They may fall down through a weakened floor and crush you

In a car or truck:  Vehicles are extremely dangerous in a tornado.  Park the car as quickly and safely as possible – out of the traffic lanes. [It is safer to get the car out of mud later if necessary than to cause a crash.]  Get out and seek shelter in a sturdy building.  If in the open country, run to low ground away from any cars (which may roll over on you).  Lie flat and face-down, protecting the back of your head with your arms.  Avoid seeking shelter under bridges, which can create deadly traffic hazards while offering little protection against flying debris.

In an office building, hospital, nursing home:  Go directly to an enclosed, windowless area in the center of the building – away from glass.  Then, crouch down and cover your head.  Interior stairwells are usually good places to take shelter, and if not crowded, allow you to get to a lower level quickly.  Stay off the elevators; you could be trapped in them if the power is lost.

In the open outdoors:  If possible, seek shelter in a sturdy building, If not, lie flat and face-down on low ground, protecting the back of your head with your arms.  Get as far away from trees and cars as you can/ they may be blown onto you in a tornado.  Watch out for those Power Lines!

In a shopping mall or large store:  Do not panic.  Watch for others.  Move as quickly as possible to an interior bathroom, storage room or other small enclosed area, away from windows.

At school:  Follow the drill!  Go to the interior hall or room in an orderly way as you are told.  Crouch low, head down, and protect the back of your head with your arms.  Stay away from windows and large open rooms like gyms and auditoriums.

AFTER THE TORNADO…….

Keep your family together and wait for emergency personnel to arrive.  Carefully render aid to those who are injured.  Stay away from power lines and puddles with wires in them; they may still be carrying electricity!  Watch your step to avoid broken glass, nails, and other sharp objects.  Stay out of any heavily damaged houses or buildings; they could collapse at any time.  Do not use matches or lighters, in case of leaking natural gas pipes or fuel tanks nearby.  Remain calm and alert, and listen for information and instructions from emergency crews or local officials.

For more information on Tornadoes or other Weather Related concerns contact:

Marshall County Emergency Management Agency

P.O. Box 688

Arab, Alabama  35016

(256)  931-3900
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