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Lightning Safety

Nowhere is safe from lightning outside; go inside a substantial building or metal-topped vehicle.  Avoid being outside during a lightning storm.

Reason: All locations outside are unsafe, whether in the open, near trees, on water, or near tall poles or similar objects.  Height and isolation are the main factors for lightning strike risk.  There is no method to know exactly where or when a flash will strike.

Learn the 30-30 Rule.

Since no place outside is safe from lightning during a thunderstorm, lightning safety experts recommend the 30-30 rule for personal safety:

• When you see lightning, count the time until you hear thunder.  If that time is 30 seconds or less, the thunderstorm is within 6 miles of you and is dangerous.  Seek shelter in a substantial building where people live or work – such a building has plumbing or wiring that grounds the structure.  If a substantial building is not available, the next best choice is a metal-topped vehicle with the windows rolled up.  Avoid small structures without substantial wiring and plumbing that only protect from rain or sun.

• Wait 30 minutes after the lightning has left your area before going outside. Lightning dangers continue longer than expected after the main part of the storm has passed.

• Provide enough time to reach a substantial building or metal-topped vehicle before lightning is a threat, and stay there until the threat is over.

Another popular guideline is: “When thunder roars, go indoors!”

Dispelling Common Myths

Rubber does not insulate or protect you from lightning.

Lightning contains hundreds of millions of volts and travels many miles through a natural insulator -- air – to reach you.  An inch or two of rubber in your shoe or a rubber ground covering is an insignificant obstacle for lightning.

Metal does not attract lightning.

Materials containing metal do not attract lightning, and removing or putting or aside objects made of metal does nothing to reduce the risk of lightning.  Instead, the important factors are:

1) Tall objects tend to be made of metal, and have a greater lightning strike risk because they are often taller than the surroundings.  Trees are not made of metal, but millions of trees are struck every year.

2) Metal conducts electricity, so if a tall metal object is struck and you’re near or touching it, the lightning current can be conducted to you.  Water is also an excellent conductor of electricity.

The rain is not usually as dangerous as lightning from a thunderstorm.

Most people correlate storm hazards to the amount of rain.  It is true that heavy rain can cause flash flooding, but lightning is always dangerous.  Lightning can occur before, during, and after the heaviest rain from a thunderstorm.  When you’re outdoors and assessing the danger from a storm, watch the lightning.
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