
Weather Year in Review    By: Krissy Scotten  
The year 2008 was very active as far as weather across the Midsouth.  In 2007, there were only two tornadoes re-

ported during the entire year!  On January 8th, 2008, the Midsouth had already topped 2007ôs tornado total with five 

tornadoes reported across Northeast Arkansas and West Tennessee just on that day alone!  If the early tornadoes 

were any indication of what was to come, no one could have anticipated the magnitude of the Super Tuesday Tor-

nado Outbreak on February 5th.  Several significant tornadoes not only swept through the Midsouth but across much 

of the Southeast.  Winter reappeared in March with a significant snow storm followed by major river flooding that con-

tinued into April.  The month of May experienced a few strong tornadoes while June had several minor wind events.  

July was the hottest month this year while August was well below normal temperature wise which was a pleasant 

surprise compared to the summer of 2007!  Hurricane Ike brought strong winds to the Midsouth in September while a 

tornado touched down in the driest month, October.  The secondary severe weather season was a quiet one with NO 

SEVERE WEATHER during the entire month of November!  What happens in December is yet to come.  We will just 

have to wait and see! 
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January  February  March  

29th  - High Wind Event 

where a 59mph wind 

gust was recorded at 

Memphis International 

Airport. 

5th  - Super Tuesday       

Tornado Outbreak brought 

significant tornadoes to 

Memphis, Jackson TN,       

and Oxford MS. 

7th  - Heavy Snow 

Storm brought              

3 to 9 inches of        

snow to the area. 

April  May June  

Major River Flooding       

continued into the first 

half of April especially 

across Northeast        

Arkansas.   

2nd & 8th - EF3 tornadoes   

occurred  in Earle, AR (2nd) 

and Tupelo, MS (8th). 

1st  - Severe storms 

brought damaging 

winds and large hail to 

East Arkansas and 

North Mississippi. 

July  August  September  

29th  - 101F was         

recorded at Memphis  

International Airport 

which was the highest 

temperature of the year. 

No 100F or higher          

temperatures were recorded 

at Memphis, Tupelo, and 

Jackson during the month. 

Memphis observed 7.45 

inches of  rain in August. 

14th  - Hurricane Ike 

brought high winds to 

the Midsouth.        

Jonesboro Municipal 

Airport recorded a      

62 mph wind gust.   

October  November  December  

7th  - EF1 Tornado 

touched down near   

Pontotoc, Mississippi. 

No severe weather reported 

during the entire month!                        

November was               

unseasonably cold and dry 

for the area. 
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On a fateful Spring day in 1977 Southern Airways flight 
242 departed Huntsville on a short-hop flight to Atlanta.   
Thunderstorms lay ahead, not unusual for April weather in 
the south.  But the day would be far from usual.   

Before reaching Atlanta the airplane encountered strong 
cells, most of them visible on the onboard weather radar 
concealed in the nose cone.  The pilots were about to 
perform a bob-n-weave routine theyôd done many times 
before, avoiding the heaviest cells and trying to get down 
and through safely.  But the cells were a bit heavier than 
their radar was showing due to a phenomenon called at-
tenuation, where the light rain they were flying in fooled 
the radar.  What they thought was a ñholeò between cells 
turned out to be a shaft of heavy rain and hail. Upon 
penetration both jet engines flamed out, leaving the pilots 
in a desperate attempt to get them restarted before time 
ran out.   Sadly, they were too close to the ground and the 
aircraft glided down powerless and landed on a two-lane 
road in a neighborhood.  Seventy souls perished.    

Upon post-accident investigation the National Transporta-
tion Safety Board determined that up-to-date weather in-
formation was lacking in the decision-making process.  
Their finding was that weather dissemination to pilots 
could be greatly improved by inserting meteorologists 
directly into the FAA traffic control centers to provide face-
to-face service.  With the stroke of a pen the Center 
Weather Service Unit (CWSU) program was born.   

CENTER WEATHER SERVICE UNITS 

There are 21 CWSUs nationally, 20 in the ñconusò and 
one in Alaska.  CWSUs provide direct consultation to the 
en-route FAA decision-makers at these facilities and use 
direct access phone systems to keep remote facilities, 
such as Towers, informed of the latest weather changes.   

Memphis Center lies in the heart of America, meaning 
most of the air traffic worked by controllers is passing 
through on its way to major airline hubs at Dallas, Hous-
ton and Atlanta.  Bad weather results in the preponder-
ance of all delays nationallyðin 2007 the figure was 76.9 

percentðand this particularly applies to the southern 
United States.  The Mid South region sees a significant 
amount of thunderstorms and severe weather every year, 
as much as any other part of the country. 

The challenge of any CWSU forecaster, particularly those 
in the Memphis CWSU, is to accurately predict where and 
when these storms will form, how long they will last, how 
fast they will move, and how tall the storm tops will be--all 
several hours before they occur.  Itôs a rather daunting 
task.    

SPECIALIZED SERVICE 

All things considered FAA planners require more precise 
weather information than required by the average citizen, 
although traffic planners are interested in shorter periods 
of time, often as narrow as the 0-2 hour range.  Memphis 
forecasters monitor latest radar and satellite trends and 
use sophisticated computer predictions to estimate 
ground conditions in advising planners on short term 
weather changes.  For longer term planning (2-6 hours) 
they participate in a process known as Collaborative Deci-
sion Making, or CDM.   The weather component of CDM 
is called CCFP, or Collaborative Convective Forecast 
Product, which is a graphic depiction of thunderstorm cov-
erage out to six hours.  The product is derived through an 
on-line chat session held every two hours during the tradi-
tional ñthunderstorm seasonò.  The final output gives FAA 
personnel at both the en-route and national facilities a 
good idea of where they might need to move aircraft to 
avoid the weather.   
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How the National Weather Service Keeps Our Skies Safe  
By: Doug Boyette  
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ñFederal Expressôs worldwide package hub 

makes Memphis the busiest cargo airport in 

the world.ò   

Network of Air Route Traffic Control Centers ðeach has a 
CWSU. ñZMEò is Memphis. 

Continued on Page 3  

CWSU  Operations Desk in  Memphis Center  



craft arrive in a short period Monday through Friday eve-
nings, which puts a strain on air traffic controllers during 
the best of conditions.  Deteriorating weather, especially if 
unexpected, can cost millions of dollars and result in impor-
tant packages and letters not getting to their destination on 
time. 

To make things work smoothly, it requires accurate and 
early planning, which begins around 6:00pm.  CWSU fore-
casters work with the various Memphis facilities to provide 
the best input into these traffic plans, updating and advising 
accordingly as the night goes on.    

OUTREACH 

Not all weather delivery remains inside, though.  The Mem-
phis CWSU is involved with NWS forecasters at the main 
Memphis office, FAA Safety personnel, commercial airline 
pilots, and volunteers from the private sector in providing 
weather seminars to regional pilots and other interested 
personnel through the Aviation Team of the Mid South, 
referred to as ATOMS.  These events promote weather 
awareness and flight safety.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                 

   

IN CONCLUSION 

Americaôs last major weather-related aviation disaster was 
nine years ago. No doubt better training for pilots, improved 
technology in FAA facilities, and better awareness of haz-
ards has played a major role in reducing accidents, tech-
nology such as terminal wind shear and microburst depic-
tions and 3D renderings of radar information, such as the 
commercial Gibson Ridge (GR)-2 Analyst program. 

But one would be remiss to ignore the consistent face-to-
face support provided by CWSU meteorologists when dis-
cussing this safety record. The availability of an on-site 
forecaster immersed in the business of air traffic control 
becomes critical when aircraft are moving at 300-600 mph 
and conditions are rapidly changing.  In sum, the bottom 
line is a safer flight for taxpayers and visitors flying through 
the skies of America. 
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Problem is, the thunderstorm season never really ends in the 
MidSouth.  This means forecasters must fill gaps in the loss 
of CCFP service during the ñoff-seasonò and as many know, 
some of the worst severe storms on record have slammed 
the Mid South during the winter months.  Vigilance must re-
main high all year round.   

T h u n d e r s t o r m s 
arenôt the only 
weather that contrib-
utes to hazards and 
delays.  Low clouds 
and fog, icing, turbu-
lence, and strong or 
shifting winds can 
produce as many 
headaches for traffic 
managers if heavy 
fog slows down land-
ing rates or severe 
turbulence constricts en-route airspace.  Additionally, if sur-
face winds shift unexpectedly during a busy airport landing 
period the result will be delays and wasted fuel from having 
to reconfigure approach patterns.      

Working with other NWS facilities, such as the Memphis 
Weather Forecast Office,  CWSU forecasters assess infor-
mation pass along their best estimates of the onset or ending 
of hazardous conditions, which are factored into FAA esti-
mates of how many aircraft can land at a given airport per 
hour or use the same slice of en-route airspace.   Erroneous 
forecasts can not only lead to holding and delays but if bad 
enough to ñnear missesò or worse.  The job of FAA Traffic 
Managers is to spread out the traffic so as to avoid these 
events but to do so they need quality input from the forecast-
ers. The pressure is always on when bad weather is present.   

CARGO HUB 

Federal Expressôs worldwide package hub makes Memphis 
the busiest cargo airport in the world.  Upwards of 130 air-
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Memphis CWSU forecaster staffs booth at  
Aviation Career Day 2006.  

An example of a preliminary CCFP chart. Shadings represent 
coverage and confidence.    Meteorologists through the 

National Airspace System use a chat session to comment on 
the product, which is produced by the NWS Aviation Weather 

Center and used by FAA air traffic planners  



Weôve heard it all ï ñYou guys are really lucky because you 
only need to be accurate half the time and you still have a 
job!ò  Well, itôs not all that bad, but perhaps you were wonder-
ing what the qualifications are for becoming a meteorologist 
with the National Weather Service. 

Although it may not seem like it, meteorology is a physical 
science.  Because the atmosphere behaves like a fluid of 
water itôs important to have an understanding of mathematics 
and physics to describe how it flows across the Earth.  For 
meteorologists, we use mathematical equations to help pre-
dict where the ñfluid of airò will go.  After all, itôs kind of like 
trying to predict where a leaf is going to be three days from 
now as it flows down the Mississippi River.  Ever heard of the 
Jet Stream?  

Ok, it can be complicated, if not impossible to predict pre-
cisely, but amazingly our science is able to track storms rea-
sonably well.  So, what kind of experience and education 
does it take to issue a tornado warning or predict a winter 
storm?  For service as a government meteorologist you need 
a college degree in meteorology or a combination of educa-
tion and experience.  The course work requires a fair amount 
of mathematics and physics.  And thatôs before you take the 
heart of your course work in meteorology.  Why so much 
math?  Math is the language of science and is used to de-
scribe physical processes.   

For those interested, weôve included some of the courses one 
must take: 

Weather Analysis & Prediction of Weather Systems 

Atmospherics Dynamics 

Atmospherics Thermodynamics 

Physical Meteorology 

Remote Sensing 

Calculus and Ordinary Differential Equations 

Physics 

We also need three electives that may cover the following 
areas: Physical climatology, radiative transfer, aeronomy, ad-
vanced thermodynamics, advanced electricity and magnetism, 
light and optics, computer science. 

 

What fun!  After all that course work youôll be ready to issue 
you first flash flood warning!  Well, not exactly.  Youôll need 
some time, maybe a year or so, gaining experience at a 
weather office before you can make that decision, but youôre 
on your way to becoming a National Weather Service meteor-
ologist! 
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Hey! Are you a Meteorologist with the National Weather 
Service?  What does it take to get a job like that?  

By: Jim Belles  

Mid-South Chronicle 

1. Why are you a Skywarn Storm Spotter?  

I love the weather!! As well as helping people, if I could save one 
life with my abilities of storm spotting, I feel it would ALL be worth it. 
I have always sat there at the computer looking at the weather, and 
giving my own forecast, to see if I could predict the weather, and 
believe it or not, I get pretty close ALOT. 

 2. What is the most interesting weather event you have       

experienced?  

I have been through several tornadoes and have volunteered in 
several hurricanes. The most interesting I believe would have to be 
the 3 tornadoes that I have volunteered that went through Madison 
County over the past several years. I believe that's just because 
they was right here in my backyard. 

 3.Where are you from and where do you currently reside?  

I am originally from Ft. Myers, Florida in Lee County. I reside in 
Alamo, Tennessee in Crockett County. 

 4. How does your community react when severe weather threatens the area?  

We as a group here in Crockett County, try to be in our positions well before the storm reaches our area. This way I feel we 
can be the most ready for the event. We can watch as it comes in, and we will have tracks of the event before it gets to our 
county. 

 5. If you had one piece of advice for amateur storm spotters, what would it be?  

Don't be afraid to get involved, there are great teachers everywhere. I love to help people, and I love the weather, so when you 
put them both together you get the best of both worlds with Amateur Spotters. You also get to know GREAT people like I have 
here. One has to be ready, but never try it alone, look for guys like my friends. 

Spotter of the Half Year:  Robert McLaughlin  
By: Krissy Scotten  

Left to right: Randy Smith (KI4OAS), Robert McLaughlin - 
Spotter of the Half Year (KI4WKW), and Andy Russell 

(KJ4CLS) from the Skywarn group in Crockett County, TN.  


