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Mississippians are all too 
familiar with weathering 
storms that come our 
way. With the recent 
devastation of historic 
tornadoes and flooding 
fresh in our minds, it’s 
important now more 
than ever that we learn 
and grow from these 
tragic events. Taking 
those lessons with us, it 
is our responsibility as 
a state to plan for the 
worst, pray for the best, 
and expect somewhere 
in between. As our 
first responders and 
law enforcement work together to ensure severe weather 
readiness, the most important factor in surviving a disaster 
is personal preparedness. Please take advantage of the vital 
information in this guide and take the necessary steps to 
protect your family and your property. There is no substitute 
for having a plan and being prepared.

Governor Tate Reeves
State of Mississippi

One of the critical first steps taken by your local county officials after a hurricane 
(or any disaster) is to complete a comprehensive damage assessment of all 
structures within a county.

The data gathered during this comprehensive damage assessment not only is used 
by County Emergency Management to assist them in determining the scope and 
extent of the Hurricane impacts; but is also used by MEMA to help determine 
whether or not to request Federal Disaster Assistance and if a request is made, is 
used to support the Governor’s request for FEMA assistance.

MEMA is working with Crisis Track to provide every county in Mississippi with the 
Crisis Track Disaster Management Application.  The Crisis Track application will 
be used to conduct post hurricane damage assessments; as well as assist with the 
planning, conduct, and documentation of other critical disaster related response 
and recovery operations.
 
The Crisis Track application allows County Emergency Managers and other county 
staff to quickly conduct, report, and document the extent and level of damage to 
every structure within an affected county.  All information collected at the county 
level is automatically shared in real-time with MEMA’s Emergency Operations 
Center in Jackson. 
 
This tool will allow MEMA to be better prepared to respond to affected counties 
with state resources when needed and ultimately, it will speed up the delivery of 
Federal Disaster Assistance to the state and our residents when it is most needed. 
One of the key features provided by the MEMA contract with Crisis Track is the 
Resident Self-Reporting Page, which is used by residents and businesses to report 
damage to their property.  This is not an emergency reporting system, please 
use 911 to report serious injuries or emergency situations.  

Each County in Mississippi has a dedicated webpage that residents can utilize 
to report Hurricane (or other disaster) damage to their property. We encourage 
Mississippians to take advantage of this tool during disasters. For more information 
and to find the self-reporting links by county, visit our website: www.msema.org

After the storm passes, the recovery phase begins, which often 
includes major cleanup. It’s important to know the proper 
way to sort damaged household items and debris to help in 
disposal efforts. The debris sorting process is also crucial when 
trying to obtain a disaster declaration for federal funding.

MISSISSIPPI EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY
  
 1-866-519-MEMA (6362)

www.msema.org

NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE
JACKSON, MS 601-936-2189
    www.weather.gov/jan

MOBILE, AL 251-633-6443
 www.weather.gov/mob

NEW ORLEANS, LA  504-522-7330
     www.weather.gov/lix

MEMPHIS, TN 901-544-0399
 www.weather.gov/meg

MDOT TRAFFIC HOTLINE 1-866-521-6368

STORM PREDICTION CENTER
www.spc.noaa.gov

FEDERAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY  
www.fema.gov

MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION 
www.MDOTtraffic.com

MISSISSIPPI BUSINESS EMERGENCY OPERATIONS 
CENTER
Mississippi businesses that are interested in contributing 
supplies to help MEMA respond to severe weather are   
encouraged to register with our Business Emergency 
Operations Center online at www.msbeoc.org 

• If it is a life-threatening situation, call 911

• Call the local Emergency Management Director’s Office to  
 identify any immediate shelter needs

 o Phone numbers for each County EMA Director can be  
  found on our website: www.msema.org

• Call your insurance agent to begin the process of filing a claim

Those with Disabilities can Call: 
• LIFE of MS:
 (601) 969-4009  or
 1-800-748-9398  (V/TDD) 

 • Listen to your local news station or a NOAA Weather  

  Radio and/or follow your National Weather Service office  

  for the latest weather updates and/or warnings.

 • If outside during a storm and you hear thunder, go inside  

  and stand away from windows.

If a Tornado Warning is issued:

 • Go to your safe place immediately.

 • Continue to listen to weather updates on your phone and/ 

  or a NOAA Weather Radio.

 • Do not leave your safe place until the tornado warning has  

  expired for your area.

- Food & Water - Extra Shoes
- Flashlight - Car Keys  
- Phone Charger - Extra Batteries 
- Personal Documents - Cash
- Prescription Medications - First Aid Kit  
- Multi-Purpose Tool
- Portable Radio and NOAA Weather Radio 

 

Depending on your family’s needs, you may also want to include: 
extra medical items, baby supplies and pet supplies.

Additional Emergency Supply Kit Items for those with Disabilities:
 • A week-long supply of medications along with a list of  
  dosage
 • Descriptions of required accommodations, medical   
  conditions, and/or functional needs
 • List of medical supplies needed
 • Extra eyeglasses and/or hearing aid batteries
 • Extra wheelchair batteries and/or oxygen
 • List of medical devices and instructions for operating  
  equipment
 • Copies of medical insurance and Medicare cards
 • Contact information for doctors and relatives

Before the Storm
Preparedness Checklist

 KNOW YOUR SAFE PLACE
 Criteria for Your Safe Place:
 1. Most interior room of your home
 2. Lowest level
 3. No windows or doors to the outside

 If You Live in a Mobile Home:
 • Your local storm shelter is the safest place to be during 
  severe weather
 • Know where the shelter is located and the fastest way to  
  get there

 HAVE AN EMERGENCY KIT READY
 Put all the emergency kit supplies listed below in a bag or  
 backpack and keep it in your safe place.

  HAVE MULTIPLE WAYS TO RECEIVE WARNINGS
 • Wireless Emergency Alerts on Your Phone
 • NOAA Weather Radio
 • Local TV News Stations
 • Internet
 • Mobile Phone Weather Apps
  o The FREE ‘Tornado’ app by the American Red Cross is  
   a great resource.

 PRACTICE YOUR SEVERE WEATHER PLAN WITH YOUR   
  FAMILY  

DisasterAssistance.gov     MSEMA.org
1-800-621-3362 or hearing impaired 1-800-462-7485

Smartphone mfema.gov

• Mississippi Coalition of Citizens
 with Disabilities:
 601-969-0601

 • Help injured or trapped persons and give first aid when   
  appropriate.

 o Don’t try to move the seriously injured unless they are in  
   immediate danger of further injury. Call for help.

 • Use a radio to get the latest emergency information.

 • Stay out of damaged buildings and wait to re-enter your home  
  until authorities say it is safe.

 • Use the phone for emergency calls only.

 • Clean up spilled medicines, bleach, gasoline or other   
  flammable liquids immediately. Leave the building if you smell gas  
  or chemical fumes.

 • If you come across a fallen power line, stay back at least   
  500 feet and never touch the line.

 • Take pictures of the damage--both to the house and its   
  contents-- for insurance purposes.

Please remember to help your neighbors who may require special 
assistance -- infants, the elderly, and people with disabilities.
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A thunderstorm is a rain shower during which you hear thunder. On average, 
a typical thunderstorm is 15 miles wide and lasts usually about 30 minutes. 
However, some storms grow larger and stronger, ultimately becoming severe. 
A severe thunderstorm is defined as a storm that is capable of producing hail 
greater than an inch in diameter, has wind gusts over 58 mph or could produce 
a tornado. Of the estimated 100,000 thunderstorms that occur each year in the 
United States, about 10% are classified as severe.

There are three basic ingredients for a thunderstorm to form: moisture, 
instability and lift and in Mississippi these ingredients are frequently in place to 
produce strong thunderstorms. A thunderstorm develops in three stages. The 
first stage of a thunderstorm’s lifecycle is called the cumulus stage and during 
this time, the cloud grows vertically as warm air rises forming an updraft. During 
the mature stage, the updraft continues to feed the storm, but precipitation 
begins to fall creating a downdraft. It is most common to experience the 
heaviest rain, hail, strongest wind and even tornadoes during the mature stage. 
Finally, the thunderstorm loses strength in the dissipating stage as the updraft is 
overcome by the storm’s downdraft and rainfall begins to taper off. 
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Located in the heart of ‘Dixie Alley’, Mississippi 
experiences active weather most months of the year. 
Our primary severe weather season stretches from 
March until May each year along with a secondary 
season that begins in November and runs through 
December. Mississippians are vulnerable to all 
hazards associated with severe weather, which 
includes tornadoes, hail, damaging wind, flash 
flooding and lightning.

For this reason, Governor Tate Reeves, the 
Mississippi Emergency Management Agency’s 
Executive Director Gregory Michel and the National 
Weather Service urge Mississippians to prepare for 
severe storms by creating a severe weather safety 
plan for you and your family.

Determining a ‘safe place’ to shelter during a severe 
thunderstorm or tornado warning is a key component 
of any severe weather safety plan. Other aspects 
include developing an emergency supply kit and 
creating a communication plan for when you and your 
family are directly impacted by a severe storm.

This guide will not only help you prepare for severe 
weather season and teach you about the science 
behind the storm, but it will also explain the best 
ways to respond when the threat of severe storms is 
imminent.

A tornado is a violently rotating column of air extending from the base of a 
thunderstorm down to the ground that can have wind speeds over 200 mph. 
Tornadoes form within a thunderstorm when there is strong vertical wind shear 
(where winds change in speed and direction with height), which creates a 
rotating cylinder of air. Ultimately, that rotating column of air narrows becoming 
stretched and begins to spin faster and faster until it reaches the ground.

Tornadoes can destroy buildings, flip cars, and create deadly flying debris. 
Although most tornadoes are usually brief, lasting a few minutes, some can 
last for more than an hour and travel several miles causing substantial damage. 
Tornadoes are particularly dangerous in Mississippi, because they are often 
very difficult to spot due to the rolling terrain and the fact that they are usually 
rain-wrapped.

After the storm passes, members from the National Weather Service survey 
the impacted areas and assess the damage to determine the strength of the 
tornado based on the Enhanced Fujita (EF) Scale. This scale is broken down 
into six categories that describe how tornado damage relates to wind speed. 
An EF-0 is the weakest category on the scale with wind gusts up to 85 mph and 
an EF-5 is the strongest with wind gusts over 200 mph.

Hail is a type of precipitation consisting of solid ice that forms inside severe 
thunderstorms. Hailstones form when raindrops are carried upward by the 
thunderstorm’s updraft into extremely cold areas of the atmosphere and 
freeze. The hailstone will continue to grow as liquid water droplets freeze onto 
its surface. However, when the hail is heavy enough to overcome the storm’s 
updraft it will fall to the ground sometimes at speeds exceeding 100 mph.

Depending on the strength of the thunderstorm, hailstones can vary in size from 
the size of a pea to as large as a grapefruit. Hail is a dangerous hazard of severe 
thunderstorms, because not only can it cause damage to homes and cars, but it 
can also pose a threat to people.  

Severe weather rarely happens without any warning, which is why it’s important 
to stay up to date with the latest weather forecast from your local National 
Weather Service office, especially during severe weather season.

The Storm Prediction Center located in Norman, Oklahoma monitors the 
threat for severe weather across the country. They work with the local National 
Weather Service offices to provide severe weather outlooks, so you can 
prepare for incoming severe weather days in advance. 

Ahead of severe weather, local television meteorologists and your National 
Weather Service office will often share the Storm Prediction Center’s 
convective outlook graphics. This graphic displays up to six different colors 
representing the risk level of a possible severe weather event. The scale ranges 
from a level 1 ‘marginal risk’ representing the possibility of isolated severe 
storms up to a level 5 ‘high risk’ where widespread severe storms are expected.

Flash flooding is caused by heavy or excessive rainfall in a short period of 
time. It can occur in a matter of minutes or a few hours. Here in Mississippi, we 
experience this threat quite often during severe weather season when strong 
thunderstorms move through and drop a lot of rain very quickly.

Flash flooding is one of the most dangerous hazards, so it’s important to never 
underestimate the power of water!

Flood Facts:

 • 6 inches of fast-moving water can knock you off your feet
 • 12 inches of fast-moving water can carry away a small car
 • More than 50% of all flood fatalities are vehicle related

Stay Safe During Flash Flooding:

 • ‘Turn Around Don’t Drown’
  o If you can’t see the road, DO NOT drive through the water
 • Never drive around barricades into flood waters
 • Move to higher ground if flooding is imminent in your area 
 • Do not allow children to play in or around flood waters

Damaging winds that are not associated with rotation are often called 
‘straight-line’ winds and at times can exceed 100 mph. Most of the time, winds 
associated with severe thunderstorms that produce substantial damage are a 
result of an outflow created by the storm’s downdraft.

On average, damage from severe thunderstorm winds account for half of 
all severe reports and can be just as destructive as a tornado. A severe 
thunderstorm warning is categorized by wind gusts greater than 58 mph. So, 
when a warning is issued, it’s important to seek shelter immediately in a sturdy 
building away from doors and windows.

Lightning is a giant spark of electricity within thunderstorm clouds or between 
the clouds and the ground, which occurs in all thunderstorms. The United 
States experiences about 25 million lightning strikes a year and on average, 
each lightning strike contains enough energy to light a 100-watt light bulb for 
three months!

Unfortunately, there is no safe place outside during a thunderstorm. If you 
hear thunder, then you are likely within striking distance. Just remember, 
‘when thunder roars, go indoors’.  When you’re safely inside and the storm has 
passed, wait 30 minutes after you hear the last clap of thunder before you go 
back outside. 

MEMA’s first priority is, and always will be, the safety 
of Mississippians.  Though we have been fortunate 
enough for the last two years to avoid a devastating 
hurricane season, Mississippi has endured some of the 
longest duration flood events and a record number of 
tornadoes during 2019.  For that reason, we always stress 
preparedness!

Severe weather is not a seasonal event in Mississippi. We at MEMA urge citizens to 
remain as prepared as possible. Through this severe weather guide, we hope to inform 
you of the different types of severe weather you can encounter throughout the year. 
Flooding and tornadoes have ravaged our state the past couple of years; because of 
that we want Mississippians to be fully prepared for what Mother Nature throws at 
them. 

Between January 1, 2019, and December 31, 2019, MEMA responded to 115 confirmed 
tornadoes across the state as well as experiencing the longest federally declared 
weather event, Backwater Flood, in the history of FEMA.

I hope this guide will help you prepare for those dark and stormy days. It is important 
to know where you will go and what supplies you will need to take with you. Prepare for 
days, perhaps weeks, without electricity after a storm passes. Be sure to discuss your 
evacuation plan with loved ones and have multiple ways to receive emergency alerts 
and warnings.  We urge homeowners and renters to carry insurance, including flood 
insurance, on your homes and belongings.  MEMA will be there to assist you should a 
disaster affect you, but carrying the proper insurance is the only way to guarantee a full 
recovery. 
 
We live in a beautiful state and I am proud to serve Mississippians in this role as 
Director of MEMA. Continue to always be prepared and stay alert to your local and 
state officials when severe weather threatens our state. 

Greg Michel

MEMA Executive Director

Staying informed 
and being prepared

 is key to 
staying safe.

Staying informed 
and being prepared

 is key to 
staying safe.

Mississippi is no stranger to severe weather,
especially during the spring months.
The types of weather that Mississippians 
can experience includes flooding, hail, 
strong damaging wind gusts and of 
course tornadoes.  The peak season for 
severe weather occurs in April and April 
of 2020 unfortunately did not disappoint. 
The Easter Tornado Outbreak of 2020
was historically significant as it produced
the widest tornado on Mississippi record of
2.25 miles, which impacted five Mississippi 
counties. It is events such as this that brings about the importance of ensuring 
you have multiple ways of receiving severe weather information (NOAA 
Weather Radio, Television, mobile phone, etc.) and have a safety plan in place 
in the case shelter due to weather is required. Being prepared is key during the 
severe weather season in Mississippi, and we at the National Weather Service 
in Jackson, Mississippi will always be ready to fulfill our mission to protect life 
and property.

 • Definition = Severe storms (capable of producing large hail or damaging   
  wind) are possible within the watch area.
  o Be prepared!
 • Usually issued a couple hours before the severe weather event.
 • A watch area covers numerous counties or even states.
 • The NWS issues Severe Thunderstorm Watches in light pink.

 • Definition = Tornadoes are possible in and around the watch area.
  o Be prepared!
 • Usually issued a couple hours before the severe weather event.
 • A watch area covers numerous counties or even states.
 • The NWS issues Tornado Watches in yellow.

 • Definition = A tornado has been sighted on the ground by spotters or   
  indicated by radar.
  o Take action and seek shelter!
 • Issued when there is imminent danger to life and property due to a tornado. 
 • A warning area covers a much smaller area, usually only portions of a 
  county or a few towns/cities and is shaped like a polygon.
 • The NWS issues Tornado Warnings in red.

 • Definition = A severe storm producing damaging wind or large hail has 
  been reported by spotters or indicated by radar.
  o Take action and seek shelter!
 • Issued when the threat of a severe storm is imminent .
 • A warning area covers a much smaller area, usually only portions of a 
  county or a few towns/cities and is shaped like a polygon.
 • The NWS issues Severe Thunderstorm Warnings in yellow.

Severe Thunderstorm WATCH

Severe Thunderstorm WARNING

Tornado WATCH

Tornado WARNING
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