Tornadoes Coming Earlier in 'Tornado Alley'
by Daily Climate Staff
Sept. 17, 2014 – Tornado activity in the central and southern Great Plains is peaking up to 2 weeks earlier than half a century ago.  Tornado records from Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and northern Texas – an area of high tornado activity dubbed "Tornado Alley" – suggest peak tornado activity is starting and ending earlier than it did 60 years ago.  Climate change may be behind the shift.
The shift isn't linked to any single cause, researchers say.  But the early tornado activity observed is in line with what scientists expect in a warmer world.  The research, led by scientists at Montana State University and published last week in the journal Geophysical Research Letters, finds that tornado activity has moved an average of 7 days earlier across the region, over the past 6 decades.
For some states and for stronger tornadoes, the season – which runs from early May to early July – now starts an average of 14 days earlier, compared to the 1950s.  "If we take Nebraska out [of the data], it is a nearly 2-week shift earlier," John Long, a research scientist at Montana State and the paper's lead author, said in a statement.
Public Safety Alert
For tornadoes rated above F0, the lowest rung on the original Fujita scale of tornado strength, the shift is also closer to 14 days, according to a preliminary analysis by Long and co-author Paul Stoy, which is not included in the article.
F1 tornadoes have winds of 73 to 112 mph, while the strongest tornadoes, F5, have winds of 261 to 318 mph, according to the original Fujita scale.  The Fujita scale was updated in 2007, but Long and Stoy said they stayed with the original scale, because most data in this new study originates from prior years. 
The findings – if true – could have public safety ramifications.  Long said the research could help residents in the region be better prepared for severe weather.  About 1,300 tornadoes hit the United States annually, killing an average of 60 people, according to the National Weather Service's Storm Prediction Center.
"From a public safety perspective, if this trend is indeed occurring, then people need to begin preparing for severe weather earlier in the year," Greg Carbin, warning coordination meteorologist at the Storm Prediction Center in Norman, Okla., said in a statement.  He was not involved in the new study.
A February Tornado
Long said his interest in tornado timing was sparked by a strong tornado that hit Branson, Mo., in late February 2012.  A native of Missouri, Long said the state isn’t officially part of Tornado Alley, but it does experience tornadoes, and the February tornado seemed unusually early.  Long decided to investigate, conducting research in his spare time while earning his doctorate at MSU. 
He now works in the university's Spatial Sciences Center.
While Long and Stoy couldn't tag any one reason for the shift in tornado season, it is in line with what scientists expect as the climate changes.  The most recent National Climate Assessment, released last year, warns that winters are growing warmer and rainstorms more intense across the Great Plains.  Winter and early spring rainfall is increasing across the region, too.  Downpours in the Great Plains, for instance, have increased more than 30% in intensity from the 1901 to 1960 average, according to the report.
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