
 

Tornadoes touching down in new areas.
Season is starting sooner and lasting longer,
experts say

April 3 2023, by Ezra Maille
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John Sergeant, chief of emergency medical services at the Naperville
Fire Department, was 12 years old when he first saw what a tornado
could do. At the time, Sergeant had gone to help family members in the
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aftermath of the devastating tornado that killed 29 people and injured
350 others in Plainfield in 1990.

As a first responder, Sergeant said he was among the first to arrive on
the scene after a tornado struck Naperville, Woodridge and Darien on
Father's Day in 2021, damaging hundreds of houses and trees. A
Woodridge woman lost her unborn child when she was struck by a tree.

From gas leaks to downed power lines to confused victims, the chaos
extends beyond deaths, injuries and lost property, Sergeant said.

"When I pulled up in my car and I could see the devastation, I was
instantly reminded of what I saw as a young kid. I instantly could
remember what my family members went through over the next days
and weeks and months and years, dealing with their own PTSD from
those events," Sergeant said. "This is not just a today problem. We have
a today problem, but these people are going to have a months and a years
problem."

Although the role of climate change in tornadoes is not fully understood,
researchers say locations are shifting, the season is lengthening and the
number of tornadoes in a single event is increasing.

Victor Gensini, an associate professor in the Earth, Atmosphere and
Environment Department at Northern Illinois University, said the biggest
impact of climate change is on the location of tornadoes throughout the
United States. He said the number of tornadoes in Plains states is
trending down while the Midwest and mid-South are seeing an increase.

"That's a really, really big deal for human exposure and vulnerability,"
Gensini said. "A tornado that goes through a wheat field in Kansas is not
a big deal, but a tornado that goes through southern Cook County is a
huge deal."
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On Friday, a devastating tornado tore through Mississippi, leaving at
least 25 dead and dozens injured or missing. The small, rural town of
Rolling Fork was nearly wiped out. This tornado was rare because it
carved a path nearly 60 miles. According to a Washington Post report,
less than 1% of tornadoes travel more than 50 miles.

On Dec. 10, 2021, another unusual tornado stayed on the ground for 165
miles in Kentucky. That tornado and several others left at least 88 dead
in five states, six of them in Illinois,

In addition to seeing more tornadoes in new areas, Gensini said data
shows tornado season is starting sooner than usual and lasting longer into
the fall and winter months.

In Illinois, two tornadoes in February, one in Naperville and another in
Champaign County, took residents by surprise. These events don't
typically happen in February, though experts say tornadoes have the
potential to form anytime.

Illinois has averaged 54 tornadoes a year based on data collected from
1991 through 2020, according to the Illinois state climatologist.

The Enhanced Fujita scale, or EF scale, measures the intensity of a
tornado on a scale of 0 to 5, based on the amount of damage caused,
which is also used to estimate the wind speed. The Plainfield tornado,
which ranks as an EF-5, packed 200-plus-mph winds and was one of the
worst in Illinois history.

"We have seen an increase in severe weather in Illinois, specifically
tornado activity," said Kevin Sur, public information officer for the
Illinois Emergency Management Agency. "Tornadoes can happen at any
time and anywhere. Metro/urban areas are not immune to tornadoes as
several tornadoes have been identified within city limits of Chicago."
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Jeff Trapp, a professor and head of the Department of Atmospheric
Science at the University of Illinois, said tornadoes have the potential to
occur every month of the year in Illinois. He said the state typically sees
three tornadoes in March versus 15 in May, the height of the season.

"Generally speaking, days on which there are multiple tornadoes, those
days have increased across the country," Trapp said.

On July 24, the National Weather Service confirmed two tornado
touchdowns in the Chicago suburbs, one in Naperville and one in Crest
Hill. On April 30, three tornadoes were confirmed in Illinois, one in
DuPage County and two in Boone County.

The Chicago area was hit hard by storms in summer 2021. The Father's
Day tornado on June 20, where Sergeant arrived as a first responder, was
one of four tornadoes that day. The EF-3 Naperville tornado was the
most intense with wind speeds up to 165 mph.

On June 25 through June 26 another four tornadoes were confirmed and
downtown Chicago had its first tornado warning issued since June 23,
2010. At least seven touched down during a three-hour period on Aug. 9
in the northwest suburbs.

A rare derecho spawned 15 tornadoes on Aug. 10, 2020, in northern
Illinois, including one that touched down in the Rogers Park
neighborhood.

Harold Brooks, a research meteorologist at NOAA with a doctorate from
the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, said the United States sees
roughly 500 EF-1 or greater tornadoes per year.

When including EF-0 tornadoes, in which there is little damage and
winds are less than 86 mph, the country averages roughly 1,200

4/7



 

tornadoes annually, according to the National Weather Service.

Typically, cold fronts move through the center of the United States and
into the Gulf of Mexico. When a cold front mixes with warm, moist
winds from the south and creates a thunderstorm, spinning air currents
within the storm can lead to a tornado.

A warming atmosphere could mean more moisture and instability,
resulting in more energy for tornado formation. But some research
suggests that wind shear, the change in speed and direction with
elevation, could decline. There is also concern that climate change could
alter the tornado season, especially in the winter months when wind is
plentiful as the polar jet stream dips into the Midwest.

Last week, the U.N. Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
released a report that found the planet is unlikely to be on track to meet
its most ambitious climate target—limiting warming to 2.7 degrees
Fahrenheit above preindustrial temperatures—by the early 2030s. More
extreme weather, such as flooding, drought and severe storms, is
expected as the planet warms.

Gensini said there are very few areas of the United States that don't have
the potential to see tornadoes. Referring to future projections and trends
of the past 50 years, Gensini said the Great Plains will likely continue to
get drier and more arid, and severe weather will shift away from that
area into the North and East.

He emphasized that even if there aren't that many more tornadoes, the
movement of those that do occur to more densely populated areas as a
result of climate change would be detrimental.

"Let's say we have two times as many tornadoes in the future due to
climate change," Gensini said. "That's pretty amazing, but if they're all
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happening in western Kansas, is it really that big of a societal issue?
Humans continue to grow, our cities continue to sprawl and the dart
board continues to grow in terms of the likelihood of being hit by a
tornado."

Born and raised in the Midwest, Sergeant described living with the threat
of tornadoes as "just a fact of life," adding that he's used to it. He stays
prepared by keeping flashlights, spare batteries and extra shoes in his
basement, where his family knows to go in the event of severe weather.

As a reminder, Sergeant said residents shouldn't necessarily rely on
tornado sirens to alert them to impending storms. He said the sirens were
designed as an outdoor warning but were not made to be heard indoors.

Additionally, given that sirens may only provide a few minutes of
preparation time, Sergeant recommends using a weather radio as the
tried-and-true method for getting updates from the National Weather
Service and more immediate notifications for imminent tornado activity.

"Normally, we can see big storms developing, and we can give people at
least 30 minutes warning of a severe thunderstorm," Sergeant said.
"(Weather radios) are as important as a smoke detector in a house. At
least then, we're only dealing with damaged property and not necessarily
people injured severely."

2023 Chicago Tribune.
Distributed by Tribune Content Agency, LLC.
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