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Even now, tornadoes tough to forecast
By Tim De Chant
TRIBUNE REPORTER

In a time of increasingly reliable 10-day weather forecasts, the 12-minute advance
warning that a troop of Boy
Scouts
received
before
Wednesday’s tornado in Iowa
seems like the blink of an eye.
But that brief span is close to
the limit of modern tornado
prediction.
Most modern forecasting
models have advanced roughly in step with computing
power, yet tornadoes remain

elusive. In fact, the decision to
issue a tornado warning still
relies in part on old-fashioned human observations.
The complexity and fast
tempo of the weather changes
that go into creating a tornado make predictions notoriously difficult. Tornadoes
are often less than a quartermile wide, too small for the
current radar system used by
the National Weather Service
to detect in any detail. The radar can spot larger cloud
movements that are often
linked with tornadoes, but

it’s nearly impossible to predict precisely when and
where an individual tornado
will emerge.
Tornadoes are “very small
scale, both in space and time,”
said Greg Carbin, warning coordination
meteorologist
with the National Weather
Service’s Storm Prediction
Center in Norman, Okla.
The essential ingredients
needed for a tornado are well
understood. Winds that cross
at different altitudes roll a
section of air into a rotating,
horizontal tube. By them-

selves, these formations are
not dangerous. If thunderstorms shove them into a
more threatening vertical position, tornadoes can form.
Meteorologists rely on
three types of information to
issue a tornado warning, said
Gino Izzi, a weather service
meteorologist. The first is radar imagery that reveals
cross-sections of the rotating
columns of air. Another piece
comes from storm spotters,
individuals trained by the
weather service. Specialists
also analyze conditions re-

ported at weather stations, including wind speed and direction, temperature, and humidity.
Both meteorologists and
storm spotters are trained to
recognize features that could
lead to funnel clouds. About
1,000
volunteers
attend
weather service training
each year in the Chicago area
alone, Izzi said.
The radar imagery fuels
computer algorithms that
can alert meteorologists to
conditions known to spawn
tornadoes. Such programs

are not foolproof, but they
help as a backup if meteorologists are overwhelmed with
monitoring multiple storms,
said Kevin Manross, research
associate at the Storm Prediction Center.
Issuing a warning still
comes down to a judgment
call. “You get to a certain
point, and it tips you over the
edge and you think that the
threat is great enough that
you need to issue a tornado
warning,” Izzi said.
tdechant@tribune.com
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Tribune correspondent Jo Napolitano contributed to this report from Iowa City.
etorriero@tribune.com

500-year flood plain

As Midwesterners neared the end of a miserable week of
weather, some areas began recovery Thursday from floods
and tornadoes. But for others, the worst may be ahead.
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Cedar Rapids

CEDAR RAPIDS, IOWA
Thousands of residents within the 500-year flood plain were
evacuated. (The 500-year flood zone is a FEMA-designated
area that is predicted to be equaled or exceeded by floodwaters every 500 years on average.) About 23,000 customers
are without electricity. A railroad bridge collapsed, and
prisoners were removed from Linn County jail.
ELSEWHERE
IN IOWA
Nine rivers are at or
above historic flood
levels, and more
than two dozen
highways and roads
are closed. Gov.
Chet Culver
declared 55 of 99
counties disaster
areas.
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The couple then stopped on
a nearby bridge to take pictures when one of the cats
jumped into the river.
Schmitt jumped in to save
the cat, and Lambreacht followed to save Schmitt. For 45
minutes, the couple floated,
hanging on to the bins for stability until they found a
building to climb in.
“We kept calling 911, but
the phone went out,” he said.

Wet and windy in the Midwest
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Risky rescue of pet

“We were up there for two
hours.”
By nightfall, with waters
lapping at streets on the
fringe of downtown, residents fought to protect what
was barely dry.
Some 500 volunteers, many
in knee-deep water, formed a
line to put sandbags around
Mercy Hospital.
Other volunteers funneled
sandbags to the nearby door
of the landmark Old Iowa
Theatre where water was
seeping into the basement.
With one historic theater
and the city’s symphony venue already flooded, volunteers hoped to save at least
one city icon. If the main floor
remained dry, the building
could be the stage of the traditional summer opera performance scheduled to open
in 10 days.
“The next few hours will be
crucial,” said theater company director Casey Prince,
who like many in town had
their emotions sucked bonedry by the ravaging river.
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“We’re trapped with nowhere to go,” said Gloria
Hines, who lives in a southwest side neighborhood a dozen blocks from where the
river spilled over.
Water gushed from the
storm drains, making her
street impassable. A few
small fish spilled out of the
sewage ways.
“It’s a double hit,” she said
as she sought refuge on her
family porch.
A boat ride toward dusk
through the stricken downtown saw government crippled. From the library to the
federal building, water rippled through basements, taking furniture and files.
“Watch that desk,” one rescuer warned, standing on the
deck of an aluminum pontoon
as it navigated the waters covering a main street.
“Heads up for that power
line,” another yelled.

“A chair to the left,” the
skipper said as it floated by.
Fumes wafted from the
now-empty county jail. Just
hours earlier, inmates — including some from a recent
federal immigration raid on
an Iowa meatpacking plant —
were evacuated.
From atop a nearby building, a young couple waved
and yelled for help. They were
helped onto the pontoon
along with two plastic storage
bins.
Inside were a few belongings and two cats that almost
cost the couple their lives.
A shaken Charles Schmitt,
19, told of how he and girlfriend Kayla Lambreacht fled
his nearby home as the basement was flooding.
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‘Nowhere to go’

Tribune photos by E. Jason Wambsgans

Gary Nelson is rescued Thursday from his home just south of downtown Cedar Rapids, Iowa. The Iowa National Guard patrolled to enforce a curfew as efforts
continued to rescue trapped residents. The police station and City Hall were abandoned.
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new round of rain.
The storms were even more
intense around nearby Iowa
City. Facing rounds of evacuations, Iowa City saw its grim
future in Cedar Rapids.
Officials predict the swelling Iowa River will continue
to rise some 10 feet past flood
stage and will not crest until
well into next week. The University of Iowa faces the
threat of devastating flooding.
“Our predictions of a 100year flood, or greater, are really coming to pass,” a somber Iowa City Mayor Regenia
Bailey said. “The flows will
continue to increase.
And residents and visitors
like Willard Miller of Ottawa,
Ill., will face new problems as
the waters keep rising.
Miller traveled more than
155 miles to Iowa City for cancer treatment. He booked a
room at a local hotel and
dropped off his clothes and
medication before visiting
with doctors at the University
of Iowa Hospitals and Clinics.
The hospital visit went
well, but when Miller returned to the Heartland Inn
on Thursday evening, he
found the parking lot flooded
with sandbags blocking the
doors. His cancer drugs were
still in the hotel.
Miller, 84, whose leukemia
is in remission, said one of
the cars in the lot was flooded
up to its steering wheel. As
for his car, water was gathering by the tires but it was not
yet submerged. Still, he was
unable to get to it and with
roads blocked off in many directions, he wouldn’t have
been able to drive very far.
So Miller and his wife
checked into the nearby Baymont Inn and Suites, a hotel
on higher ground.
To the north in Cedar Rapids, nothing could stop the
spreading water. Sandbags
didn’t help. Neither did
levees. Entire neighborhoods
were submerged up to the
rooftops. Several thousand
people were homeless.
Even areas miles from the
river suffered because sewers
backed up, sending contaminated streams into the
streets.

Areas of major flooding
on Thursday
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About 1,500 people
were evacuated in
Cedar Falls.

IOWA
Cedar Rapids

Downtown
Waterloo
was ordered
evacuated.
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Iowa City

Des Moines

In Des Moines,
officials urged
evacuation of more
than 200 homes
north of downtown.
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Plans are under way
allowing Iowa City’s
mayor to order the
city’s evacuation.
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KANSAS
A tornado ripped a six-block path of destruction through
Chapman, about 140 miles west of Kansas City, killing a
woman and damaging or destroying 100 homes. Tornadoes
also caused major damage at Kansas State University in
Manhattan and killed one person in the town of Soldier.

WISCONSIN
As new storms swept across
southern Wisconsin, FEMA and
Small Business Administration
officials began to assess damage
from this week’s heavy rains.
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Locations of tornadoes
on Wednesday
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Volunteers race Thursday to protect the Old Iowa Theater in Cedar Rapids. Officials still
hoped to stage the traditional summer opera performance scheduled to open in 10 days.
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