Severe Weather: Stay Alert, Stay Alive
By April Phillips, Naval Safety Center Public Affairs
It’s been a few years since Hurricane Katrina, but that natural disaster still lingers in our national psyche and reminds us that storms kill and injure many people, damage houses and equipment, and wreak havoc whenever they hit. Tornados can also pack an explosive punch, as do the strong afternoon thunderstorms that frequently pop up during the summer months.  In fact, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration says that thunderstorms, which may touch off tornados and are almost always accompanied by heavy lightning, are nature’s most violent storms.
According to NOAA, on average, tornados kill 70 people and injure another 1,500 each year.  Lightning is responsible for an average of 80 deaths and 300 injuries per year.  Flash flooding is the number one cause of deaths associated with thunderstorms, killing nearly 150 people per year.
NOAA says the best way to prepare for the unexpected is to develop a family disaster plan.  Pick two places to meet.  One should be outside your home for an emergency such as a fire, and another place should be away from your neighborhood, in case you can’t return home, such as in the wake of a tornado that causes heavy damage.  Make sure you choose and out-of-state relative or friend as a “family check-in contact” and make sure everyone knows to call this person if you get separated.

A disaster supply kit should include a three-day supply of water and non-perishable foods, a change of clothes and shoes for everyone, blankets, a first aid kit including prescriptions, a battery-powered radio with extra batteries, and an extra set of car keys.

Nearly 2,000 thunderstorms are occurring at any moment around the world.  That’s 16 million per year.  The recipe for a thunderstorm is simple:  moisture, added to unstable air, mixed with a little lift, caused by cold or warm fronts, sea breezes, mountains, or the sun’s heat.  These ingredients are most likely to mix during the summer – and as many golfers know, storms can pop up unexpectedly.

Just because you’re in the middle of the game of your life doesn’t mean you should tempt fate during a lightning storm – after all, golfers are carrying around a bag of lightning rods.
Dan Steber, who works for the Naval Safety Center, remembers that as a young Sailor he was golfing with a group of shipmates at the Patuxent River golf course when a severe storm approached.

“My playing partners didn’t flinch, even with my constant reminders about the weather. We had carts and easily could have returned to the clubhouse,” he said.  “But instead, we huddled under, of all places, a group of trees. I fell to the ground, lifted my spikes off the ground, and got as small as I could get. The storm passed, but I learned a valuable lesson. I told my shipmates that I never would take that risk again, and I haven’t,” Steber said.
Golf courses aren’t the only danger zones. The U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) charted the risk of being hit. Open fields (parks, playgrounds) account for 27% of lightning strike deaths. People under trees accounted for 14%. Water-related strikes were 8%, and golf courses were 5%.

The best way to avoid becoming a statistic is to be prepared.  Watch the weather reports, check the sky, and plan your events so weather doesn’t become a factor. If you are caught in a storm, find shelter, and avoid tall, isolated trees or other tall objects.  If you’re stuck in an open field, get as low as possible, preferably in a ditch, and put your hands on your knees with you head between them.  Don’t lie flat on the ground.

You should also avoid taking showers or talking on the telephone when storms are present of imminent. 

A little common sense can go a long way toward making sure thunderstorms are more of a nuisance than a disaster.

Resources or other links: 
· National Lightning safety institute “It can’t happen to me” Library: www.lightningsafety.com/nlsi_lls/incidents.html 

· FEMA: www.fema.gov/areyouready/thunderstorms.shtm 

· National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration:  http://www.nws.noaa.gov/om/severeweather/index
