SECTION 5.4.5: RISK ASSESSMENT – SEVERE STORM

5.4.5

SEVERE STORM

This section provides a profile and vulnerability assessment for the severe storm hazards.
HAZARD PROFILE
Hazard profile information is provided in this section, including information on description, extent,
location, previous occurrences and losses and the probability of future occurrences within the Town of
Blooming Grove
Description
For the purpose of this HMP and as deemed appropriated by the Town of Blooming Grove, the severe
storm hazard includes hailstorms, windstorms, lightning, thunderstorms, tornadoes, and tropical cyclones
(e.g. hurricanes, tropical storms, and tropical depressions), all of which are defined below. Since
most northeasters, (or Nor’Easters) a type of an extra-tropical cyclone, generally take place during the
winter weather months, Nor’Easters have been grouped as a type of severe winter weather storm, further
discussed in Section 5.4.6 (Severe Winter Storms).
Hailstorm: According to the National Weather Service (NWS), hail is defined as a showery precipitation
in the form of irregular pellets or balls of ice more than five millimeters in diameter, falling from a
cumulonimbus cloud (NWS, 2009). Early in the developmental stages of a hailstorm, ice crystals form
within a low-pressure front due to the rapid rising of warm air into the upper atmosphere and the
subsequent cooling of the air mass. Frozen droplets gradually accumulate on the ice crystals until, having
developed sufficient weight; they fall as precipitation, in the form of balls or irregularly shaped masses of
ice. The size of hailstones is a direct function of the size and severity of the storm. High velocity updraft
winds are required to keep hail in suspension in thunderclouds. The strength of the updraft is a function of
the intensity of heating at the Earth’s surface. Higher temperature gradients relative to elevation above
the surface result in increased suspension time and hailstone size. Hailstorms are a potential damaging
outgrowth of severe thunderstorms (Northern Virginia Regional Commission [NVRC], 2006). They
cause over $1 billion in crop and property damages each year in the U.S., making hailstorms one of the
most costly natural disasters (Federal Alliance for Safe Homes, Inc., 2006).
Windstorm: According to the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), wind is air moving from
high to low pressure. It is rough horizontal movement of air (as opposed to an air current) caused by
uneven heating of the Earth's surface. It occurs at all scales, from local breezes generated by heating of
land surfaces and lasting tens of minutes to global winds resulting from solar heating of the Earth
(FEMA, 1997). A type of windstorm that is experienced often during rapidly moving thunderstorms is a
derecho. A derecho is a widespread and long-lived windstorm associated with thunderstorms that are
often curved in shape (Johns et al., 2011). The two major influences on the atmospheric circulation are
the differential heating between the equator and the poles, and the rotation of the planet. Windstorm
events are associated with cyclonic storms (for example, hurricanes, thunderstorms and tornadoes
(FEMA, 1997).
Lightning: According to the NWS, lightning is a visible electrical discharge produced by a thunderstorm.
The discharge may occur within or between clouds or between a rain cloud and the ground (NWS, 2005).
The discharge of electrical energy resulting from the buildup of positive and negative charges within a
thunderstorm creates a “bolt” when the buildup of charges becomes strong enough. A bolt of lightning
can reach temperatures approaching 50,000 degrees Fahrenheit (F). Lightning rapidly heats the sky as it
flashes but the surrounding air cools following the bolt. This rapid heating and cooling of the
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surrounding air causes thunder. Annually, on average, 300 people are injured and 89 people are killed
due to lightning strikes in the U.S. (NVRC, 2006).
Thunderstorm: According to the NWS, a thunderstorm is a local storm produced by a cumulonimbus
cloud and accompanied by lightning and thunder (NWS, 2005). A thunderstorm forms from a
combination of moisture, rapidly rising warm air and a force capable of lifting air such as a warm and
cold front, a sea breeze, or a mountain. Thunderstorms form from the equator to as far north as Alaska.
These storms occur most commonly in the tropics. Many tropical land-based locations experience over
100 thunderstorm days each year (Pidwirny, 2007). Although thunderstorms generally affect a small area
when they occur, they are very dangerous because of their ability to generate tornadoes, hailstorms, strong
winds, flash flooding, and damaging lightning. A thunderstorm produces wind gusts less than 57 miles
per hour (mph) and hail, if any, of less than 3/4-inch diameter at the surface. A severe thunderstorm has
thunderstorm related surface winds (sustained or gusts) of 57 mph or greater and/or surface hail 3/4-inch
or larger (NWS, 2005). Wind or hail damage may be used to infer the occurrence/existence of a severe
thunderstorm (Office of the Federal Coordinator for Meteorology, 2001).
Tornado: A tornado is a violent windstorm characterized by a twisting, funnel-shaped cloud. It is
spawned by a thunderstorm (or sometimes as a result of a hurricane) and produced when cool air
overrides a layer of warm air, forcing the warm air to rise rapidly. Tornado season is generally March
through August, although tornadoes can occur at any time of year. Tornadoes tend to strike in the
afternoons and evening, with over 80 percent (%) of all tornadoes striking between noon and midnight
(New Jersey Office of Emergency Management [NJOEM], 2007). The average forward speed of a
tornado is 30 mph, but can vary from nearly stationary to 70 mph (NWS, 1995). The NOAA Storm
Prediction Center (SPC) indicates that the total duration of a tornado can last between a few seconds to
over one hour; however, a tornado typical lasts less than 10 minutes (Edwards, 2011). High-wind
velocity and wind-blown debris, along with lightning or hail, result in the damage caused by tornadoes.
Destruction caused by tornadoes depends on the size, intensity, and duration of the storm. Tornadoes
cause the greatest damage to structures that are light, such as residential homes and mobile homes, and
tend to remain localized during impact (NVRC, 2006).
Tropical Cyclone: Tropical cyclone is a generic term for a cyclonic, low-pressure system over tropical or
sub-tropical waters (National Atlas, 2011); containing a warm core of low barometric pressure which
typically produces heavy rainfall, powerful winds and storm surge (New York City Office of Emergency
Management [NYCOEM], 2008). It feeds on the heat released when moist air rises and the water vapor
in it condenses (Dorrego, Date Unknown). Depending on their location and strength, there are various
terms by which tropical cyclones are known, such as hurricane, typhoon, tropical storm, cyclonic storm
and tropical depression (Pacific Disaster Center, 2006). While tropical cyclones begin as a tropical
depression, meaning the storm has sustained winds below 38 miles per hour (mph), it may develop into a
tropical storm (with sustained winds of 39 to 73 mph) or a hurricane (with winds of 74 mph and higher).
Tropical Depression: A tropical depression is an organized system of clouds and thunderstorms with a
defined surface circulation and maximum sustained winds of less than 38 mph. It has no “eye” (the calm
area in the center of the storm) and does not typically have the organization or the spiral shape of more
powerful storms (Emanuel, Date Unknown; Miami Museum of Science, 2000).
Tropical Storm: A tropical storm is an organized system of strong thunderstorms with a defined surface
circulation and maximum sustained winds between 39 and 73 mph (FEMA, 2011). Once a storm has
reached tropical storm status, it is assigned a name. During this time, the storm itself becomes more
organized and begins to become more circular in shape, resembling a hurricane. The rotation of a tropical
storm is more recognizable than a tropical depression. Tropical storms can cause a lot of problems, even
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