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DEFINITIONS AND CRITERIA

DEFINITIONS AND CRITERIA
 

2.1  General.  This chapter defines those common meteorological terms, subject to 

multiple interpretations, that are used by agencies preparing severe local storms forecasts and warnings. 

2.2  Severe Local Storm. TC \l2 "2.2  Severe Local Storm. 

A severe local storm is a tornado, waterspout, or a thunderstorm with winds of 50 knots (25 m/s/58 mph) or greater and/or hail 3/4" (20 mm) or greater in diameter at the ground.  Significant wind damage (several downed trees) or sightings of large hail or a tornado can help supplement official observations (METAR and SPECI) to determine where severe local storms occur.

2.3  Severe Local Storms Season(s). TC \l2 "2.3  Severe Local Storms Season(s).

Tornadoes and severe thunderstorms may occur anywhere and at any time of the year.  The months and location of greatest frequency of severe thunderstorms and tornadoes shifts from  the southeast U.S. in the early Spring, to the southern and central Plains and lower Midwest during the rest of the Spring, and into the northern Plains and upper Midwest during the late Spring and early summer.  The lowest frequency of occurrence is west of the Rockies. 
2.4  Squall Line. TC \l2 "2.4  Squall Line.

A squall line refers to a line of active thunderstorms, either continuous or with breaks, including contiguous precipitation areas resulting from the existence of the thunderstorms. Squall lines can extend hundreds of miles in length, and can be especially disruptive to aviation activities. 

2.5  Density/Risk of Severe Thunderstorms. TC \l2 "2.5  Density/Risk of Severe Thunderstorms. 


The Storm Prediction Center issues daily severe weather outlooks describing forecast coverage of severe thunderstorms across the conterminous U.S.  Three risk categories (Slight, Moderate, and High) are used to symbolize the coverage and intensity of the expected severe weather. Their definitions are:

· Slight risk - Well-organized severe thunderstorms are expected, but in small numbers and/or low coverage. Depending on the size of the area, approximately 5-25 reports of  ¾ inch or larger hail, and/or 5-25 wind events, and/or 1-5 tornadoes would be possible.


· Moderate risk - A potential for a greater concentration of severe thunderstorms than the slight risk, and in most situations, greater magnitude of the severe weather.


· High risk - A major severe weather outbreak is expected, with a high concentration of severe weather reports and an enhanced likelihood of extreme severe (i.e., violent tornadoes or very damaging convective wind events occurring across a large area). In a high risk, the potential exists for 20 or more tornadoes, some possibly F2 or stronger, or an extreme wind event potentially causing widespread wind damage and higher end wind gusts (80+ mph) that may result in structural damage  

2.6  Thunderstorm Intensity Categories. TC \l2 "2.6  Thunderstorm Intensity Categories. 


Primary hazards in a thunderstorm are wind, hail, flash flooding, and lightning. Flash flooding and lightning may be mentioned in severe weather watches/warnings, if it will have a significant impact on the general public.  The following thunderstorm intensity classes will be used in the forecasting and warning functions of concerned agencies: 


!
Thunderstorm - Wind gusts less than 50 knots (25 m/s/58 mph) and hail, if any,



of less
than 3/4-inch diameter (20 mm) at the surface. 

!
Severe Thunderstorm - Thunderstorm related surface winds (sustained or gusts) of 50 knots (25 m/s/58 mph) or greater and/or surface hail 3/4-inch (20 mm) or larger.  Wind or hail damage may be used to infer the occurrence/existence of a severe thunderstorm.  The word "hail" in a watch bulletin implies hail at the surface as well as aloft, unless a qualifying phrase such as "hail aloft" is used.

NOTE:  The USAF uses an additional intensity definition:  Moderate Thunderstorm - Wind gusts between 35 and up to 50 knots, and/or hail, if any, of ½ in diameter up to ¾ in diameter at the surface.

2.7  Funnel Cloud. 


A condensation cloud, typically funnel-shaped and extending outward from a cumuliform cloud, associated with a rotating column of air that may or may not be in contact with the ground. 

2.8  Tornado.
2.8  Tornado.
 


A violently rotating column of air, in contact with the ground, either pendant from a cumuliform cloud or underneath a cumuliform cloud, and often (but not always) visible as a funnel cloud.  

2.9  Waterspout. TC \l2 "2.9  Waterspout. 
In general, any tornado over a body of water. Consists of an intense columnar vortex (usually containing a funnel cloud) that occurs over a body of water and is connected to a cumuliform cloud.  
2.10  Flash Flood
.

A rapid and extreme flow of high water into a normally dry area, or a rapid water level rise in a stream or creek above a predetermined flood level, beginning within six hours of the causative event (e.g., intense rainfall, dam failure, ice jam). However, the actual time threshold may vary in different parts of the country. Ongoing flooding can intensify to flash flooding in cases where intense rainfall results in a rapid surge of rising flood waters. 

2.11  Other Warning Criteria.

 

All phenomena, other than those classified as severe local storms, paragraph 2.1,  described in the various warnings, bulletins, and advisories should be categorized as "other warning criteria" and are not called severe weather phenomena.  Such other warning criteria will be listed separately in the appropriate NOAA/NWS publications. 

2.11  Types of NWS Messages - General Categories:
	Product
	Lead time
	Certainty of event
	Purpose/outcome

	Outlook
	Hours to a few days
	Possible occurrence of hazardous weather
	Adequate notice to those who need hours to longer lead times

	Watch
	Less than 1 day for severe weather (e.g., thunderstorms, flash floods, tornadoes)

1-2 days for large-scale events (e.g., winter storms, hurricanes)
	Risk of hazardous weather has increased but not necessarily occured
	Notify public to carefully monitor local weather conditions; prepare to protect life/property

	Advisory
	Hours for large-scale events
	A hazardous weather event is occurring, is imminent, or has a very high probability of occurrence
	Conditions may require immediate action to protect life and property; impacts are genrally not as severe as with a warning

	Warning
	Hours for large-scale events

Minutes for severe weather
	A hazardous weather event is occurring, is imminent, or has a very high probability of occurrence
	Conditions require actionto protect life and property


2.12 Convective SIGMETs.  Convective SIGMET bulletins are issued as scheduled products 

hourly at 55 minutes after the hour (H+55), and, as non-scheduled specials, by AWC for thunderstorms  occurring or expected to occur in lines, for areas covering at least 3,000 square miles and for severe or embedded thunderstorms.   Special Convective SIGMET bulletins cover the conterminous United States and the adjacent coastal waters   For thunderstorm areas less than 3,000 square miles, the Center Weather Service Unit (CWSU) may issue Center Weather Advisories (CWAs) within their Center boundaries.  

2.13  Collaborative Convective Forecast Product (CCFP).  The CCFP is a graphical representation of expected convective weather at 2-, 4- and 6-hours after issuance time, produced through a collaborative process involving NWS meteorologists at the Aviation Weather Center (AWC), the Center Weather Service Units (CWSUs), and airline meteorologists.  The CCFP is issued every 2 hours, and supports the strategic system-wide planning for the National Airspace System (NAS), and is intended to help reduce traffic flow disruptions cause of convective weather.
2.14  Special Marine Warnings (SMW).  SMWs are for hazardous over-water events of short duration (up to 2 hours), and not adequately covered by existing marine warnings and 

forecasts.  These events include convective activity, squalls or wind shift lines, waterspouts, cold air funnels and other localized short-lived phenomena.  The nationwide criteria for the SMW issuance is forecast winds of 34 knots, and/or hail ¾ inch or more in diameter , and/or a waterspout.

�In accordance with JAG Action Item 2008-1.1,  inserted definition of Flash Flood, derived from NWS Manual 10-950.  While not a criterion for severe thunderstorm definition, flash flooding is often (though not exclusively) associated with local convection, to the extent that it merits mention here.
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