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Storm Mongers ask:  Will there be some Severe Summer Storms this Year? 
By Greg Gust ,Warning Coordination Meteorologist-NOAA/NWS Grand Forks ND 

ARE  YOU 
PREPARED?  

Well the short (and easy) answer to this is… yes!  And I can say this with a high degree of confidence for a couple of reasons:  1) We’re 
in the right “zone” and 2) El Nino is on the wane. 
 
First off, we’re in the right zone. Here in the Northern Plains of the U.S. we are in the climatological epicenter of summertime  
convective. Looking at the composites of the 25-Year Average of Tornadoes per State by Month (online: http://www.spc.noaa.gov/wcm/
permonth_by_state/] we see that in the wintertime, while we northerners are huddled with the rest of the frozen chosen, the far South-
ern Plains and Gulf Coast states are still quite convectively active… especially this past winter season, when El Nino was keeping those 
areas charged with super-abundant low level moisture transport and upper level energy via the southern branch of the Polar Jet Stream. 
 
In the springtime, that zone of convective chaos starts climbing northward, through the Southern Plains and into the Central Plains 
states, as moisture transport and polar jet stream energy adjust with the northward shift of sunlight.  We occasionally get some late 
spring severe storms (late April and May) into the Dakotas and Minnesota, especially if the winter has been mild and snow cover slight 
(like this year)… but we really are quite dependent on low level moisture transport to bring in the fuel (water vapor) for those really big 
storms.  And since we are so far north of the Gulf of Mexico, that low level moisture transport doesn’t really start to kick in for us until 
we start to get some crop growth, especially corn fields, down in those Southern and Central Plains. 
 
So it’s not until true summertime, June, July and August, that all our ingredients are typically in place – that would be heat (sunshine and 
warming temperatures), low level moisture (evaporation, transpiration, and transport), upper level energy (Polar Jet Stream energy), and 
then whatever favorable combination of storm system interactions which can generate the appropriate shear (change in wind direction 
with height) that can foster really deep storm development, storm tilt, and the types of storm rotation that produce tornadoes. 
 
During the summer months in an area like the thirty-plus counties in the Red River Basin, we are going to have, on average, nearly one 
tornado per county per year. Some years we’ll have only half that many tornadic storms and some years twice that many… but we will 
always have some really nifty, really BIG storms, somewhere in the neighborhood. 
 
 

Second, El Nino is on the wane.  While a strong El Nino has been a major factor in our exceptionally mild and fairly snow-sparse  
winter season, NOAA scientists do detect that it is beginning to weaken.  In general, an El Nino pattern doesn’t tend to have much if any 
direct impacts on our Northern Plains summer storm environment anyway. Those typical El Nino patterns tend to provide an abundance 
of moisture and energy across the southern states, and maybe even into the Central Plain states throughout the winter months, but in 
the summer those patterns tend to shut down. The article linked here explains some of those seasonal and global scale El Nino impacts: 
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/featured-images/global-impacts-el-nino-and-la-nina. 
  

There can be a residual or secondary effect which shows up on occasion… in that a more moist Southern Plains will tend to enhance 
convection into the Central Plains, and a more moist Central Plains tends to enhance convection into the Northern Plains. So if anything, 
a waning El Nino doesn’t typically lead to a Northern Plains drought! 

“Tornadoes commonly develop in spring due to a large difference in the cold dry air masses pushing southward from Canada and the 
warm, moist air flowing north from the Gulf of Mexico. Ropelewski and Halpert (1986) note that the PNA and reverse PNA patterns  
associated with ENSO warm and cold events, respectively, cause changes in regional temperatures. Warm events [El Nino] tend to  
decrease the temperature gradient between the gulf coast and Great Plains, which is less conducive for tornadic activity. However, cold 
phase [La Nina] tends to increase the temperature gradient between these two areas, making an environment more conducive to  
tornadic development.”  http://coaps.fsu.edu/papers/impacts_enso_tornadic_activity/ 

The current El Nino has produced an exceptionally mild winter across the Northern Plains and an  
exceptionally robust (and especially deadly) winter period tornado count in the Southern Plains and Gulf 
Coast states, pretty much as anticipated.  From Dec. 1, 2015, into the end of February, 2016, our NWS 
Storm Prediction Center has tallied a preliminary total of 244 winter tornado events,  and multiple storms 
reaching the EF3/EF4 realm. [online: http://www.spc.noaa.gov/climo/online/monthly/newm.html#2015].  
The number of tornado events and their relative intensities/impacts appear to be at least double the long 
term normals for those core DJF winter months. 

In conclusion.  This El Nino pattern and its related North American winter season impacts are expected to 
diminish by the time our traditional summer storm season begins, but we are still a long way from seeing 
any developing edges of a La Nina pattern (maybe by this coming winter?! ). 

Thus our El Nino climatology tells us we should expect this mild winter to be followed by an early spring… 
and a move towards near normal precipitation and near normal storminess.  But next year… ;) 

Weather Spotter 
Classes-Free! 

March 29, Fargo 
6:30-9:15pm 
Cass Co. Annex 
1010 2nd Ave. So. 
 
April 26 Sabin, MN 
6:30-9:15pm 
Sabin Fire Hall 
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Do One Thing 
 

March-Sheltering: Choosing the best place in your home or workplace to shelter from a tornado isn’t always easy. Many 
newer buildings don’t have a really good shelter area. Use these rules of thumb to find the best tornado shelter possible: 
 Stay away from windows and skylights 
 Shelter “down and in” - Put as many walls between yourself and the outside as you can (think of the ceiling as a wall) 
 Avoid rooms with large ceiling expanses 
 Find an area large enough for everyone to stay comfortably for at least 45 minutes 

 
April-Dietary Needs Kit: Some people are on special diets for health reasons. There can be serious effects if the right food 
is not available during a disaster. If you use special equipment, like a blender, food scale, or feeding tubes, make sure you 
take those with you. Think about keeping extra equipment at a friend or relative’s home in case you have to evacuate. 
 
Talk to your healthcare provider or a nutritionist about non-perishable menu options that can be used if you can’t get to a 
grocery store, or that can be prepared at an emergency shelter. Keep a description of your medical condition and the diet 
in your emergency kit. 
 
May-Know how others are planning: Talk to other people when you are developing an emergency plan for a school, work-
place or organization. Get input from people who work there and other people who use the building. It is especially impor-
tant to include people with disabilities. Think about asking your local police and fire departments to review the plan. Make 
sure that what you are planning won’t interfere with emergency response.  
 
Find out if your community has designated evacuation routes for floods, fires, or other disasters. Include that information in 
your plans. Make sure that the plans you develop will work for everyone. 

Zika-Travel Advisory and Guidance for Pregnant Women 
 

CDC travel notices  are constantly being updated with the latest areas where Zika has been confirmed. Mosquitoes that 
spread Zika are aggressive daytime biters. They also bite at night. There is no vaccine or medicine available for the Zika 
virus. The best way to avoid a Zika infection is to prevent mosquito bites.  
 
Some travelers to areas with ongoing Zika virus transmission will become infected while 
traveling but will not become sick until they return home and they might not have any 
symptoms. To stop the spread of Zika, travelers should use insect repellent for three 
weeks after travel to prevent mosquito bites. 
 

People who do have symptoms have reported fever, rash, joint pain, and red eyes. 
Other commonly reported symptoms include muscle pain and headache. The illness is 
usually mild with symptoms lasting from several days to a week. Severe disease  
requiring hospitalization is uncommon and the number of deaths is low. Travelers to areas with ongoing Zika virus  
transmission should monitor for symptoms or illness upon return. If they become sick, they should tell their healthcare  
professional where they have traveled and when. Until more is known, CDC continues to recommend that pregnant women 
and women trying to become pregnant take the following precautions: 

Pregnant women and women trying to get pregnant 

 Consider postponing travel to any area where Zika virus transmission is ongoing. If you must travel to or live in one of 
these areas, talk to a healthcare provider first and strictly follow steps to prevent mosquito bites. 

 If you have a male partner who lives in or has traveled to an area where Zika transmission is ongoing, either abstain   
from sex or use condoms consistently and correctly for the duration of your pregnancy. 

 Before you or your male partner travel, talk to your healthcare provider about your plans to become pregnant and the 
risk of Zika virus infection. 

 
Guillain-Barré syndrome (GBS) has been reported in patients with probable Zika virus infection in French Polynesia and 
Brazil. Research efforts underway will also examine the link between Zika and GBS. 

 
For the latest information on Zika, go to FargoCassPublicHealth.com. Sign up for this e-newsletter!  

               torecchia@cityoffargo.com 
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