Jim Wades checks information from the teletype machine at his
amateur radlo station In his Farmington Hills home.
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Desplte the avallabilily of high speed
computers to analyze data and sophls.
ticated radars to probe the clouds,
there i2 atil] a need to have tralned peo-
ple in the fleld to watch the akies whea
seyere weather threatens,

Fiva years ago, Farmington Hills
resident Jim Wades decided to orga-
nize the Oakland County chapter of
Skywarn and !ts parent organization
the Radio Amateur Civil Emergency
Service {(RACES).

Slnce that time tha group has grown
to 125 active members in Oakland
County, 30 of whom live In Farmington
and Farmlogton Hills. Another 100
Oakland County resldents have been
tralned by the National Weather Ser-
vice as spotters.

hey stand watch for severe storms

h that are

WADES, 23, I8 an engl-
neering student at the Dearborn cam-
pus of the Unlversity of Michigan, He
bolds an Extra Class amateur radio UI-
cense — the most advanced license the
Federal Communleation Commission

s,

Skywarn spotters aro tralned by Lhe
National Weather Service to ideotify
clouds that are capable of producing
severe weather. :

“The value of training is very im-
portant,” aald Wades. “Certain cloud
formations can be mistaken for torna-

. docs by untrained Indlvidaals.”

THIS YOLUNTEER group of ama-
teur vadio operators takes to Lhe high-
ways during threatening weather when
most of us are seeking shelter indoors.
Their job is to bo on the lookaut for

P g ball,
kigh winds or tornadoes. When threat-
ening conditions are sighted the
spolters radlo the locatlon, speed and
dlrectlon of the cloud movement.

“One of the things we atress is acou.
racy,” said Wades.

Reports from the field are sent to
other members of the Skywarn team
located In the Ozkland County Emer-
gency Operations Center or the Oak
Park Public Safety Office, From there
the reports can be sent to the Natlonal
Weather Service at Detrolt Metroopoll-
tan Alrport.

WADES ADMITS TO “a Uttle bit of
fear for my personal safety” when out

on patrol.
“We had & ham (amatuer radio oper-

ator) In Wayne County who had the
windowa busted out of his car by the
heavy hall in early May,” Wades sald.
But despite the potential danger,
Wadea enjoys hls position as director
for the Oakland County Skywarn pro-
gram because, “you feel llka you're
doing something for the public.

He also feels Lhat Skywarn spotters
provide a valuable service in the over-
all weather warnlng program. “

N . N

“Radar is pot (ke infaillble tool for
predicting tornadoes that a lot of peo-
ple think it is. In a lot of casea it only
reports the largest tornadoes. Toroa-
does have been alghted by apotters and
even ripped up nelghborhoods but nev-
er showed up on the radar screens. The
spotter Is-an Important tool for the
weather burcau.”
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Gathering storm

A towering cumulonimbus or thunder-
head looms over the clty of Farmington.
‘This storm is stlll In its devsloping stage
and produced no rain as it passed over
the city. The billowing, caullflowes ap-
pearance around the edges of the cloud
are caused by hundreds of individual
cells of rapidly rising air. About 40 min-
utas after this plcture was taken the
cloud formation had traveled northeast,
and rain began to fall in the city of Ro-
chesler, approximately 40 miles away

By Randy Borst
stafl wrlter

In a darkened room, Iola Pation
stares Intenily at a glowing screen as
one-half-million watts of radar ener.
gy sweep the skies of southeast Michi-
gan. The invislble beams are search-
ing for what can be one of nature’s
most violent weather phenomenon —
the thunderstorm,

A1 a National Weather Service ra-
dar speclallst at Detrolt Metropolitan

* Alrport, she Is watching for the bright
radar echoes of large hail and rain
drops that are the tell-tale signs of a
severe storm. 3

“Sometimes my heart jumps when
I see gevere weather on the screen,”
shosald.

<] Thie diagrar, suppiied by the

‘< ® WARM,

THE FURY OF thunderstorms can
be witnessed by atata reaidents 30 to
40 days a year. This year the Detroit
area bas been particularly hard hit by
‘wet weather. For instance, May 2 will
stand out In many persons’ minds as
the day hall stones, some the size of
golf balls, battered their automobiles.

But not all storms are viclent, The
atmosphere must contaln the proj
ingredlents in just the right amounls
to produce a thunderstorm. While
most of ua rely on dark clouds as a
warsing to cancel that family plenlc
or bring the outdoor wedding Lnside,
some more acientific ways lo predlct
thunderstorms do exist,

Three baslc conditions are neces-
sary for Lhunderstorm formation:

BUMID

AIR ~ Humidl-

The tremendous energy the
thunderstorm expends takes it toll not
only on people below the storm, but on

the storm itself.

ty Is the measure of how much water
vapor the atmosphere contains, When
humldity Is high a hot summer day
can feel very uncomfortable.

| ® UNSTABLE AIR — Instabillty
of the atmosphere promotes the lift-
Ing of air near the ground to higher
altitudes, Stable air resists the up and
down movements of alr currenta,

- Willy developed. th

understorm., . | '/
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® LIFTING 'ACTION — Some-
thing bas to act as a trigger to make
the alr rise. This can be caused by
coal alr passing over land that has
been heated by Lhe sun. The warm
ground heats the alr above It forcing
it to ascend. A cold air mass sliding

- under warm alr can also force the
warm air to rise. .

“The typlcal weather situation that
produces the most violent type of
thunderstorm s extremely warm,
molst alr belng displaced by much
cooler, drier air,” explaina Joe
Schaefer, chlef sclentist at the Na.
tlonal Sévere Storms Forecast Genter
in Kansas City, Mo. ’

meet s called a front. How severe a

storm will be [s determined by the

differesce in" temperature between
* the two alr masses.

Al thunderstorms begin thelr llves
as small, pufty, white cumulus or fair
weather clouds. Theso are formed by
warm, humid alr llfting from ground
favel through an unstable layer of alr.

i

Tola Patton adjusta the cbnlroll of the Weather Service Radar at
the Nstional Weather Service office at Detrolt Metropolitan Air-

port. The ra

starts the thing golng,” says Schaefer,
Cumulus clouds can bulld rapidly

shape. The gathering cumulus merge
and are-transfomed into giant cumu-
lonlmbus or thunderheads. :

THE PLICKERING OF lightning
can be seen within the cloud and the
distant rumble of thunder rolls acroas

pe. A dark, ragged raln

blasts of gusty wind about three miles
ahead of the main body of the cloud. .
* Wi, bumid alr ls sucked into tbe
the veloclty of the

the cloud tops

arange of about 280 miles.

up to ten miles above the Earth, La-
tent heat from rapldly condensing alr
naw provides the maln energy source
for Lhe storm a3 it grows In Intensity,
The mature stage -has begun; the
thunderstorm has come to life.

MANY OF THE common side ef-
focts of thunderstorms such as light.

Lightning is the massive discharge
of static electricity. Larga charges
bulld Instde the cloud due to friction

wplml.ll‘lblllulllylhellM'
thing,” says

Schaefer.
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