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A day in the life of a . .. 

Severe weather meteorologist 

Th is bank of radar screens at the Ontario Weather Centre f orms the basis of most successful 
severe weather fo recasting. 

It was a day of severe thun dersto rm , 
ha il , funnel c louds a nd to rnadoe ... a 
day the evere weather meteo ro logist 
would not soon fo rget. 

Tha t pa rticula r day (May 2, 1983) wa 
chosen beca use it how th i evere 
wea ther ex pert a t his bus iest a nd a ll ow 
us t o ze r o 1n o n t he m y ri a d 
meteoro logica l a nd technica l deta il he 
ometimes ha to dea l with in a ingle 

weather day. 

The events too k place in Onta rio a nd 
centre round an ano nymou evere 
weather meteoro logist ( WM) a young, 
married , specia lly-trained meteo ro logi t 
with lo t of ent hu iasm fo rt he job and no 
mean gift as a weather raconteur. 

T he story a lso involve the SWM 's 
co ll eag u e , a ma ll gro up of 
meteorologists a nd techn ician with 
great e prit de co rps who occupy a co rner 
of the wea ther centre where the wa ll a re 
pla te red with cha rt , tephigra ms, big 
a nd sma ll wea ther ma ps and radar 
di plays. 

Norma lly the SWM begi ns hi day a t 
9:00 a m by reviewing wha t ha ppened in 
yesterday's weather. A va riety of 
info rmation has piled tt p: from a tellit e 
imagery, wea ther ma ps to teletype print
outs. He studies all the available data , 
including histo rica l and prognostic 
cha rts, a nd predicts the like lihood o f a ir 

mass instabi lity in the Ontario Weather 
Centre's area of re ponsibility. At 10:00 
am new data arrive from the upper a ir 
statio n etting the tage for the SWM to 
firmly project the kind of wea ther his 
region may ex pect tha t day. 

On a rriva l a t the wea ther centre on thi 
p a rt ic ul a r d ay co ndit io n fo r 
spectacularly to rmy wea ther were 
a lready evident. T wo dozen to rnadoe 
associa ted with a co ld front had already 
been repo rted in the Mi si sippi Va lley. 
Fo r now, outhern Onta rio wa in bright 
sun hine. T he WM' a na ly i indica ted 
tha t a qua II line would develop ahead of 
the approaching cold front a nd there was 
the threa t o f a qua il li ne moving righ t 
aero the province. 

Although professional , meteorologists 
ta ke grea t persona l int eres t in unu ual 
weather phenomena. At 10:30 a m 
D et ro it ra d a r sh o wed a ra p idl y 
developing line o f thundersto rms with 
tops a lmost IO km high. The centre bega n 
to buzz with in fo rmed opinions. At 11 :00 
am Exeter radar picked up the qua il line 
a nd a t noon the Windsor weather office 
pho ned in a report o f ha il and funnel 
cloud s west of Detroit. Momenta rily 
centre sta ff left their des ks to dash in and 
observe the Exeter screen. 

" I'll bet this sto rm knocks out the 
Exeter radar," the SWM exclaimed. 

Heads turned. If the severe weather 
person spoke this way, the storm would 
obviously produce considerable damage. 

A SWM juggles very complicated da ta. 
The data a re spread out over a la rge land 
a rea, but also includes a large portion of 
the tephigra m. In so vast a volume of 
atmosphere, a ll so rts of meteorological 
events occur, some predictable, some 
ambiguous, and some unex pected . The 
wo rse the weather, the greater the 
complica tions. From all his data , the 
SWM must pred ict where and when 
sto rm wi ll trike and i sue severe 
weather watches a nd warnings to the 
pub lic in adva nce of the sto rm. 

On t his day, the S WM-'issued his first 
wea ther watch a t 11 :30 a m. It took in a 
broad a rea includi ng Lake Huro n, Lake 
St. Clair and Lake Erie. It added a 
provi o tha t the watch might be ex tended 
to include the whole of southern Ontario. 
Thi proved ,accurate. Moving fa irly 
uniformly a t 50 km an hour, the squall 
line moved vio lently acros the province 
right to the Ottawa valley. 

The SWM does not rely on technology 
fo r a ll hi weather info rmation. AES has 
recru ited a large netwo rk of vo lunteer 
wea ther wa tcher . At 2: 15 pm, the 
weather cent re received it first wea ther 
wa tcher report - a to rnado at Walpole 
I la nd . Reports of other to rnad oe soon 
fo llowed, as well as reports of hail and 
100 km per hour wi nds. 

At 12:55 pm the squall li ne appeared 
on the Woodbridge rada r creen. AES 
per onnel dropped in to watch the show. 
Thi was too much for the SWM . 
Herdi ng them a ll out aga in, he grumbled , 
"We need a li ttle elbow room around 
here." 

At 2:30 pm the Exeter rada r was 
knocked out of service. The SWM issued 
severe weather watches fo r all counties 
in the path of the oncoming sto rm. 
Lo nd on Weather Office reported hai l, 
a nd there were reports of hai l and heavy 
winds west and north of Toront o. 
Kitchener reported a funnel cloud a nd 
another funnel cloud was reported over 
La ke Ontario just off Sca rborough. The 
SWM had a lready issued tornado 
warnings for the Niagara-Toronto a rea 
- and fo r the Peterborough a rea. 
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The , torm mo ve d relentl e s ly 
ea, tward . At 4:05 pm . it reached 
K ing,ton and Renfrew, then left the 
regio n. The WM remai ned a t his post. 
( He wi ll be home la te for upper tha t 
evening) . Around 6:00 pm a seco nd squall 
line wi th hail developed north of 

oro nto. Thi lin e moved rapidly into 
ea tern Onta ri o a nd disa ppeared when 
urface temperatures declined afte r 

sun et. 
As day light bega n to fade, the SWM 

reviewed his day. There had been three 
strong tornadoes with great damage, 
three tornado touchd ow ns with no 
reported damage, and numerous violent 
to rms. Total da mage was la ter es timated 

a t over $30 000 000. 
The WM was quite pleased with his 

performance. Most of the areas hit by 
torm had received hi weather watches 

one to three hours in advance and his 
wea ther warnings ha lf an hour o r so 
before damage occurred. Information 
pho ned in from the Windsor weather 
o ffice had been very timely in prompting 
the WM to i sue hi fir t weather watch 
a nd a phoned-in report o f funn el clouds 
nea r Windso r was a key factor in getting 
the WM to mention the risk of 
to rnadoes. Thi ha ppened only half a n 
hour a head of the devas tating Wa lpole 
Isla nd a nd Reece's Corners tornadoes. 

The May 2, 1983 outbreak of severe 
wea ther wa the most wide pread in 

outhern Onta rio ince the Sarnia 
tornado in May, 1953 . It wa a day the 

WM would not soon forget. 

Pi /Ure ·ho 11·s the mature funnel of a tornado 
that 11arro 1l'~I' missed Regina. Sask. some 
1°£'ar. ago. 

Low (Depression): A regio n of the 
atmo phere that ha relatively lo 
atmospheric pressure. The lowest 
pre ure i a t the centre of thi feature. 
Wind flow around a low pres urea rea in 
a counter- lockwise direction. LO\ are 
usually as ociated with torm \ eather. 

Severe storms in Saskatchewan 
A number of funnel cloud a nd 
to rnad oe were repo rted in southeastern 
Sa katchewan during the afternoon of 
May 12, 1984. The maj o rity of sight ings 
were near the Trans-Ca nada Highway. 
T he to rnadoes were associated with a 
single thunderstorm cell that tracked 
slowly southeastward through the area 
fo r more than two hours. 

Damage was not ex tensive, a lthough 
there were reports of damage to a few 
fa rms, one quite seve re. The town of 
Whitewood received damage to severa l 
buildings and its water treatment pla nt. 

First reports of severe weather were 
received at about 1600 CST. Several 

other confirming reports were recei ed 
from vo lunteer watchers a nd the public 
in the en uing two hours. Prairie 
Weather Centre responded with a severe 
weat her warni ng at 1630 CST. 

Meteoro logica ll y th is occu rrence was a 
rare "cool air ma " event , as ociated 
with a single iso la ted thund ers torm. 
Prior stability and dyna m ic assess ment 
did n o t provi d e ev id e n ce th a t 
thund ersto rm were likely to occur, let 
a lone a severe development. As such, it 
was nea rly impossi ble to predict such a 
mesosca le torm event in adva nce with 
current systems. 

Busiest Ontario storm season 
1983 was the most active severe storm 
season in recent yea rs producing over one 
hundred damaging storms in Ontario 
including 34 tornadoes. Total damage 
cou ld well exceed $75 million . 

A coo l spring across Ontario resulted 
in an unusually late start to the severe 
weat her seaso n. Then, as if to make up 
for lost time, came May 2 when severe 
thunderstorms and tornadoes cut a 150 
km wide swa th from Lake St. Clair 
northeasterwards to the Ottawa River 
Valley resulting in tens of millio ns of 
dollars damage. However, the rest of 
May and the first half of June were ve ry 
quiet again. 

Then for 12 weeks, fro m mid-June 
until mid-September, Ontario was hot 
a nd severe weather was frequent. Severa l 
item are worthy of note. The first week 
of July sa w da magi ng tornad oes a t 
Orillia a nd Hali burto n. During the 
period from July 17 to July 23 a lmo t 
daily occurrence of tornadoes, wind 
da mage a nd hail were reported in 
Southwestern Onta ri o. An ea rly morning 
outbrea k o n August l ca used widespread 
damage. Augu t 8 b ro ught so me of the 
la rges t ha ilstone e e r recorded in 
Ontario. Da ma ge to crop- and property 
was reported a ll over Southern Ontario. 

1983 was the bu ie t uinmer since the 
beginning of the Weather Watch 

a rning P rogram in Ontario in 1978. 
The Ontario Weat her Centre i ued a 
total of 236 seve re v eather me sages to 

the public between 7 March a nd 13 
October 1983 . I 08 ca lls we re received 
from Weather Watchers during the 1983 
seaso n as compared to only 56 the yea r 
before. The two most active days of the 
summer, May 2 a nd August 8, together 
produced 37 calls. During a very active 
summer, about 75% of a ll seve re sto rms 
were preceded by a seve re weat her 
message from the Weather Centre a nd on 
average these messages were issued 2½ 
ho urs before the occurrence of these 
storms. Co nsidering the nature of 
thunders torm s thi s is a highl y 
sa t isfacto ry record . With the on-go ing 
support of a ll watche rs the Onta rio 
Weather Centre will co ntinue to provide 
timely wa rning of these da ngerous 
storms during 1984. 

Excerpts from an A ES Ontario Region 
letter 102 000 volunteer weather watchers 
in 1he Province. 

Marine Warning: Marine warnings, 
prepa red by Environment Canada, are 
broadca ton Weatheradio, Coast Guard 
mari ne radio and so me commercia l radio 
station when actual or expected weather 
conditi ons may endanger live and 
propert y. Warning s are issued 
specifically for hurricanes, storm and 
gale force wi nds and for freezing spray. 
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