Lightning Lowdown: Go inside or get down

PATRICK JOSEPH

The worst place you can be in a lightning storm is outdoors.

And that's exactly where we were: standing atop a treeless ridge in California's Sierra Nevada when several bolts of lightning materialized out of nowhere to zap an adjacent peak.

The odds of actually being struck by lightning are, of course, famously remote. And yet, according to the National Weather Service, an average of 73 people are killed each year by lightning in the United States more than those who die in hurricanes or tornadoes. Of all weather events, only floods claim more victims.

But the death toll is only part of the story. Given that a bolt of lightning carries hundreds of millions of volts of electricity and is hotter than the surface of the sun, it is stunning to learn that 90 percent of all lightning victims survive. One hesitates to call them lucky, however. Most survivors suffer debilitating aftereffects ranging from chronic pain to serious neurological problems.

Clearly, lightning is nothing to mess with. While there is no guaranteed protection against lightning strikes, an increased awareness of the danger can help reduce the incidence of death or injury.

In brief, lightning occurs when thunderheads, or cumulonimbus clouds, their bases negatively charged, cause a positive charge to accumulate in objects on the ground. When the electrical potential becomes great enough to overcome the insulating atmosphere between cloud and ground – shazam! – you get a lightning strike.

The first rule of lightning safety is simply to avoid being outdoors during an electrical storm. Check the weather reports. If thunderstorms are in the forecast, postpone your activity.  If you see thunderheads forming as you set off, reconsider your plans.

It's a good idea to familiarize yourself with local weather patterns, keeping in mind that lightning activity is not uniform across time or geography. While lightning storms occur year‑round, the summer months are high season for casualties, with the greatest number ‑ nearly 70 percent ‑ occurring in the afternoons.

According to the National Lightning Safety Institute, lightning frequency is greatest in the lower latitudes and at high altitude. That said, Florida, with its combination of warmth and humidity, is the lightning capital of the United States.

Where there's thunder, there's lightning, the former being the acoustic shock wave associated with the electrical discharge.  The events are actually simultaneous, but because sound travels more slowly than light, there's a time lag. That delay can sometimes be used to estimate your distance from a lightning strike. Count the seconds between the flash of lightning and the sound of thunder. Five seconds equal a mile.

Experts advise anyone within six miles, or 30 seconds, of a lightning strike to take immediate precautions. Namely, seek shelter.

A tent is inadequate. So, too are open structures such as picnic shelters or lean‑tos and spaces such as shallow eaves. Though not always available on outings, a. metal‑topped vehicle would be your best bet, followed by a fully enclosed building, such as a climber's refuge or ski cabin. Once inside, close windows and avoid contact with conductive surfaces, such as metal pipes, that are exposed to the outside. To be safe, wait at least 30 minutes after the last lightning activity for the danger to pass.

No such shelter presented itself to my friends and me that day in the Sierra, but a healthy dose of fear did send us scampering off the ridgeline. It was the right impulse, according to John Jensenius, warning coordination meteorologist with the National Weather Service.

"You're always going to be vulnerable in that situation," he says, "but the best thing you can do is to get to a lower spot."

As a last resort, exposed individuals should hunker down. The taller an object is relative to its immediate surroundings, the more likely it is to be struck Jensenius says. If you feel your hair standing on end or metal objects begin to vibrate, a strike might be imminent. Crouch low with your feet together and no other part of your body touching the ground, hands covering your ears.

"The good news," Jensenius says, "is that lightning doesn't seek you out. It typically seeks ground in about a 50‑yard radius. The bad news is that if you're the tallest thing in that area, well then, guess what? You're it."
The National Weather Service maintains a lightning safety Web page at www.lightningsafety.noaa.gov. 
