National Weather Service testing new computer system
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Any North Texan can testify: A single cloud could turn into a raging thunderstorm in a matter of minutes.

Trying to predict where a thunderstorm will form an hour later, and how strong it will be, is a tall order even for veteran weather experts.

With the peak of thunderstorm season here, the National Weather Service in Fort Worth is testing a prototype computer system designed to increase the warning time before a storm forms.

"Even an hour in advance is useful," said Bill Bunting, meteorologist-in-charge. Getting severe-weather information out faster can keep residents, who are more likely to be outdoors this time of year, away from dangerous weather.

The Auto-nowcaster, developed by the National Center for Atmospheric Research, automatically compiles and processes more data than a human forecaster could to study the creation, life and eventual decay of thunderstorms.

The system tracks convergence lines, such as the Texas "dry line" where moist, unstable air from the east meets with warm, stable air from the west during the spring. Using multiple mathematical formulas, it then "sees" where the next storm will form.

Auto-nowcaster was developed for the Federal Aviation Administration's en route air traffic control facilities, said Rita Roberts, the center's project scientist who is overseeing testing in North Texas.

The system hasn't had many chances to show its stuff after being turned on this month. But "in our few thunderstorms, we have seen promising results," short-term forecaster Greg Patrick said.

If the test goes well, the Auto-nowcaster would be deployed at National Weather Service offices around the nation, Bunting said.

The Fort Worth office has access to a lightning-detection system that can monitor "in-cloud" lightning activity. Usually, lightning is measured by ground strikes, but about 70 percent of lightning never hits the ground, experts said.

The new systems can help monitor North Texas' full lightning activity as well as tell weather experts about the workings of the storms -- and, perhaps, give them a better idea of their dangers.

Although the weather has been relatively mild so far in 2005, meteorologists warn that every year is different. Last year, after a mild spring, North Texas was barraged with summer storms.

So stay alert, North Texas.

"This is a potentially dangerous time of year that we're coming into," said Gary Woodall, warning coordination meteorologist for the National Weather Service. "Peak season runs from the middle of April through the middle of May. If we don't have our severe-weather plans in place, this is the time to do it."

IN THE KNOW
Safety tips
1. Severe weather planning:

• Know where to go if bad weather hits.

• At home, have a designated area, such as interior closets, interior hallways or bathrooms.

• At work or at school, have a similar designated area.

• Conduct drills to practice moving quickly to the safe area.

• Do not underestimate the power of a storm without a tornado. The May 5, 1995, thunderstorm was the costliest storm in North Texas history, yet it did not have a tornado.

2. Stay informed

• Have as many ways as possible to get severe-weather information.

• Consider buying a weather radio that can receive information from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and has an alarm feature. They are available at electronics and home-improvement stores.

• The Web site for the Fort Worth office of the National Weather Service has forecast, watch and warning information: www.srh.noaa.gov/fwd.

3. Biggest danger

• Flash flooding accounted for 10 of the 11 weather-related deaths in North Texas in 2004, and the other was tornado-related. The Metroplex is an area where many motorists drive after dark. Pavement causes runoff. The terrain is also suited to create flash floods.

• Of the 10 flood-related deaths, nine involved vehicles being driven into flooded areas.

• Storms later in the evening tend to produce less hail but more heavy rain.

• A 2-foot-deep flood is enough to float some vehicles. A 9-inch flood is enough to knock a person down.

• More information on flood safety: www.srh.noaa.gov/tadd.

