NHEST News

Vol. 1 Issue 3 September/October 2004

 


(Screen-Reader Users: Above we placed a lightning illustration; please let us know if you experience any problems with this type of graphic at cjlaws@mfx.net.)
 

Nuts and Bolts of Lightning Safety

About 1,800 thunderstorms happen at any given moment on earth, and after floods, lightning strikes cause the most U.S. casualties of weather-related phenomenon. So how can you protect yourself? Head for a safe shelter; the outdoors can be a dangerous place in a thunderstorm. When inside, avoid corded phones, electrical appliances and running water; lightning can enter the house through phone lines, wires and pipes. 

 

Myths abound, so be careful what you believe. For example, it is true that a fully enclosed vehicle helps protect you from lightning, but not because of the rubber tires; the surrounding metal actually protects you. But avoid metal and other conductive surface, or you’ll become part of the circuit. Visit www.lightningsafety.noaa.gov/ for more tips, and be sure to check out the NHEST weather and climate page at www.nhest.org/weather.html.

 

Working on the Weather

By Don Tarbet

It is a cliché that everybody talks about the weather, but nobody does anything about it.  But that cliché is losing its force as more and more people attempt to do something about the weather, even if it is only forecasting it and staying on top of its vagaries. With the advent of satellites and sophisticated modeling procedures, we can come closer to understanding and predicting weather, including severe weather events that take lives and damage crops, structures and transportation.

 

With all our sophistication, we are still limited, though. We can be pretty certain of what the weather will be like in a few minutes or in an hour, but the farther into the future we try to peer, the murkier our prediction becomes. 

 

Still, the stakes are high and so we try. For the interested observer, a wealth of instruments exists to allow us to do our own forecasting. Some of these, such as talking thermometers and barometers, are accessible to visually impaired people (see references at the end of this article). 

 

The Pressure’s On

And remember the basics: Low pressure is associated with storms. High pressure is associated with clear, dry weather. In the northern hemisphere, low pressure systems tend to travel west to east and up coastlines. Wind spirals into a low pressure system in a counter-clockwise fashion. What this means is that if you face into the wind and stick out your right arm, you’ll be pointing roughly toward the center of the nearest low pressure system. If it is east of you, the storm is probably moving out and you can expect clearing.  If it is west of you and the winds are strong, turn on the weather radio.

 

Weather Channels

The National Weather Service of the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration maintains seven weather channels with announcements of conditions, forecasts and warnings tailored to specific listening areas. A recorded voice gives current conditions and forecasts up to seven days. Throughout most of the United States, at least one frequency can be heard. Here in my location in the wilds of central Maine, I can pick up three. Three additional channels have been set aside for future use and for a planned expansion into “All Hazards Radio.”

 

Most modern scanners will pick up the weather frequencies. Many ham, CB and family radio service (FRS) radios will also. Most blind hams use their ham radios, such as a Kenwood TH6FA -- one of the most accessible of handheld ham radios. Or you can get a special weather radio. Whatever you get, try it out first for accessibility; there is a great deal of variation. Costs also vary greatly, starting at around $20 and going way up from there. The National Weather Service lists a number of potential sources (see references). Most electronics outlets also have some equipment. 

 

Regulating Silliness

FRS radios allow you to conduct 2-way communication with friends or family if you get a pair. But be careful; due to some regulatory silliness, FRS shares channels 1-7 with general mobile radio service (GMRS) which requires a license and allows higher power than the ½ watt allowed to FRS. I, not having a GMRS license, get around that by using only FRS channels 8-14 for my family and emergency work when using an FRS unit that transmits with more than one watt on the seven shared channels (it won’t on the FRS only channels).

 

Blind ham Bob Tinney, K8LR has just purchased Maxon WX80 radios ($39 to $69) generally depending where and how hard you look) for his family and finds them fairly accessible. He has scanned the manual and uploaded it to Icanworkthisthing.com.  

 

Another blind ham, Tom Behler, KB8TYJ, writes that he finds Radio Shack models to be the most intuitively easy weather radios he has come across.

 

The newer radios can be programmed to alert you to dangerous weather or other potential hazards. If this interests you, check to see if the radio you are interested in supports SAME (Specific Area Message Encoding) technology.

 

SKYWARN

And if you get really into it, you can get training in such things as SKYWARN. Here trained observers report specific weather conditions to the nearest weather office. But you need training. Blind or visually impaired people can fulfill many roles here. Your talking instruments -- or indeed your yardstick -- can get you in. I have been a trained SKYWARN volunteer for almost a year and so far have reported only snowfall depths.

 

Tom Behler, referred to above, is the top ham radio emergency official for his county and is active in handling SKYWARN nets.  It will take awhile to get where Tom is, but it can be done. Visual impairment need not limit a person’s ability to do as much about the weather as can any sighted person.

 

References:

www.dynamic-living.com/talking_thermometer.htm Dynamic Living talking products

www.lifewithease.com/tlktherm.html Life with Ease talking products

www.nws.noaa.gov/  National Weather Service

www.nws.noaa.gov/nwr/ Weather radio

www.nws.noaa.gov/nwr/nwrrcvr.htm Radio suppliers

www.nws.noaa.gov/nwr/nwrsame.htm Specific Area Message Encoding

 

NHEST Happenings

We completed the audio CD version of our outdoor book, “Wilderlust.” You can order it now, the regular print, large print or CD-ROM version. Visit www.nhest.org/wilderlust.html for details or call us at (207) 327-1453.

 

NHEST has been approached to help with curriculum development using our mobile classroom. If you want NHEST to help you with this, or have something else we could help with, call us at (207) 327-1453. 

 

Resources

Which U.S. state holds the record for the highest temperature? What was the lowest temperature ever recorded on earth? Which state is the driest? Visit www.weathermetrics.com/news/weatherFun.htm to find the answers!
 

“Isaac’s Storm: A Man, a Time and the Deadliest Hurricane in History,” by Erik Larson RC 48811. 

 

“Iron rusts from disuse; water loses its purity from stagnation and in cold weather becomes frozen; even so does inaction sap the vigor of the mind.”

 -- Leonardo da Vinci

 

NHEST Inc., a nonprofit organization, provides educational and recreational opportunities for blind and visually impaired people of all ages. We would much appreciate your suggestions, and please consider donating a tax-deductible gift of any size. Thank you!  
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