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README

Storm Events Database

May 2008
The storm events database can be a useful newsroom tool by helping add context to your weather stories. For instance, if a tornado hits your area, you have a resource to determine how the twister ranks against previous ones in terms of damage amount, fatalities and injuries. Other weather events, such as hurricanes and snow storms, can be similarly analyzed.

The database can also yield enterprise stories, such as determining the most costly weather events to have hit your area, just be sure confirm totals regarding damage amounts or number of fatalities are accurate. NOAA will often leave fields blank until finalized numbers are available. For instance, damage amount is listed as $0 for a hail storm that damaged the cars and roofs of at least a third of Columbia, Mo, in March 2006.
Some of the most common entries involve thunderstorms/winds, hail, tornadoes and flooding. One problem to note is that identical event types can appear separately because they have been entered using different wording e.g. hail and hail storm.

Mapping some of the data is also possible. Certain severe weather events - such as tornadoes, large hail and flash floods - include latitudes and longitudes information. Other larger scale events don’t have latitude and longitudes recorded. ArcMap users should import the storms data into a new table that excludes the memo field.
On that note, be aware of another characteristic of the database. The geographic area hit by an event is listed either by counties or by National Weather Service forecast zones. This is recorded in the COUNTYNAME or ZONENAMES fields. Events recorded by county are listed separately according to each county hit. For instance, one tornado may be listed four times in the database if it hit four counties (See the lookup table listed below).
New for 2006: Please note the NCDC converted location data from degrees/minutes to decimal degrees as of October 2006. NICAR did refine those fields (see record layout) to include the decimal place and make those values consistent with previous years.
Two small notes about the 2005 data:  First, you’ll notice that most of the records for Hurricane Katrina do not list numbers for fatalities or injuries even when numbers are provided in the remarks.  According to William Brown at the National Climatic Data Center these fields the numeric fields are not filled in until they have final numbers.  The numbers provided in the remarks are still considered preliminary.

Second, unlike previous years, NOAA did not provide data with the refnum field for 2005 or 2006.  According to Brown, this is simply an internal record number incremented sequentially for each storm.  NICAR filled in this reference number so it can be used as a primary key.
The data, which is kept by the National Climatic Data Center (NCDC) in Asheville, N.C., is collected from 122 National Weather Service forecast offices. The NCDC Web site is www.ncdc.noaa.gov. 

This slice of data is current through December 2006.  It includes a total of 651,768 records.
ON THIS CD, in addition to the readme file and the record layout:

storms.dbf - This is the main table, with records from 1950 through 2006. Its fields include property damage and crop damage totals plus injury and death data. It also has information on the location of the event, including states and counties. (The file with the .dbt extension contains the memo field information. This must be stored in the same location on your computer as the STORMS table for the main table to open.)
wfo.dbf - A lookup table for the 122 National Weather Service forecast offices around the country. It includes the office abbreviation and the corresponding location. Join WFO field in storms.dbf with ID field in wfo.dbf.

fips.dbf - This folder includes a lookup table for state and county FIPS codes and documentation explaining the FIPS codes. The FIPS codes are the most current available as of September 2000.

If you are working in Microsoft Access, here’s how to open the DBF files:

1) Copy the tables from the CD to your hard drive (be sure to take the .dbt files as well)

2) Open a blank database in Access, name it and save it. 

3) Inside the new database, in the File menu select “Get external data”

Then select “Import.” 

4) An import wizard will ask you to locate the file(s). 

You will need to change the “file of type” to “dBase IV”. 

5) Each table will need to be imported separately.
Note: Since the storms database is quite large it will take several minutes to import.
Data for years prior to 1996 is incomplete and might be incorrect. If using the pre-1996 data, double check the accuracy with the National Weather Service, which reports the data to NCDC.

On another note, NICAR has added the following fields: DEC_LAT, DEC_LONG, DEC_LATEND, DEC_LONEND, STFIPS, COFIPS, CROPCASH, PROPCASH and TOTCASH, N_BGN_TME, N_END_TME.

The “EXP” fields contain multipliers for crop and property damage figures in the field next to it. For instance, $1 million in damage is recorded as 1 in one field and M in the next. To convert the fields into a usable format, NICAR used FoxPro string functions to put figures in the CROPCASH and PROPCASH fields and to add those two fields to get the TOTCASH field for each record. In fields where EXP was missing or incorrect we did not calculate the numeric values.
The fields beginning with “DEC_” refer to latitude and longitude beginning and ending points. The original NCDC data doesn’t include the implied decimal points in the original latitude and longitude fields, and it does not show negative values for longitudes, important for mapping software. The fields starting with “DEC_” take care of both of those problems, easing the process of mapping the events.

If you have any questions about this CD, please call NICAR at (573) 884-7711 or (574) 884-7332. 

