LIGHTNING: SECURE SHELTERS, SAFETY TIPS
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Summer is the peak season for lightning, one of the most deadly weather events. Lightning strikes can be especially dangerous when people are outdoors farming, gardening and taking part in recreational and sports activities.

 During the past 30 years, lightning has killed an average 73 people annually. These are only documented cases; the actual number probably is much higher. In addition, several hundred more have been injured, often with long-term, debilitating effects.

Yet, you can take some simple, common-sense steps to keep from becoming a lightning strike statistic. Remember to share these lightning safety gems with your family and friends.

Seeking shelter is the most important thing to do, whether you(re outdoors or indoors. Stay in the shelter at least 30 minutes after the storm has passed. And remember to follow other lightning safety tips.

LIGHTNING SAFETY OUTDOORS

Outdoors is the most dangerous place you can be during a thunderstorm. If you see lightning, hear thunder, observe dark clouds or your hair stands on end, immediately move indoors to a sturdy, completely enclosed building. Avoid carports, open garages, covered patios, picnic shelters and sports dugouts.

An alternative structure is a hard-top vehicle with closed windows. The steel frame will provide some protection. Be sure not to touch metal in the vehicle or outdoors because this substance is a great conductor of lightning. This is why you should drop metal backpacks and release such metal objects as golf clubs, fishing gear, tennis rackets, and tools.  Get off bicycles and motorcycles.

Lightning can strike water and travel quite a distance below and away from its initial entrance point. Swimming, wading, snorkeling and scuba diving are not safe; neither is standing in a water puddle even in rubber boots. If you(re caught in a small boat, crouch in the center and stay away from metal hardware.

Since lightning hits the tallest object, try to be the lowest point. If you(re in the mountains above the tree line, quickly move downward and into a grove of small trees if possible. Also, remember to stay away from clothes lines, fences, exposed sheds and elevated items that can conduct electricity.

Crouch down if you(re in an open, exposed area.  Stay twice as far from a tree as it is tall.

LIGHTNING SAFETY INDOORS

A house or other substantial building provides the best protection from lightning. Basements generally are a safe haven during thunderstorms. Don’t seek shelter in small wooden, vinyl or metal sheds because they offer little or no protection.

To remain safe while indoors, remember the three main ways lightening enters homes and buildings: a direct strike, or through wires and pipes that extend outside the structure, or through the ground. Once lightning enters, it can travel through an electrical telephone, plumbing, radio or television reception systems, and metal wires or bars in concrete walls or flooring.  Telephone use is the leading cause of indoor lightning injuries in the U.S. because charges can travel long distances in telephone and electrical wires, especially in rural areas.
Stay away from windows and doors because they can provide a direct path for lightning to enter a structure. Don(t lie down on a garage concrete floor because it might contain a wire mesh.  Also, avoid basement concrete walls that might have metal reinforcing bars. Not only do laundry appliances have contacts with plumbing and electrical systems, the dryer vent is a direct electrical path to the outside.

Remember family pet safety during thunderstorms. Most doghouses are not protected against lightning strikes.  Pets chained to a tree or wire runner easily can be struck by lightning.

Contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service for more information.

Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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