PSNH Interview with Dr. Eric Hoffman
Hello this is Matt Chagnon from PSNH today I’m speaking with Dr. Eric Hoffman a professor of meteorology at Plymouth State University about the severe ice storm we had in New Hampshire on December 11, 2008.
Matt:
What conditions had to come together for an ice storm of this magnitude to occur?  

Eric:
Essentially for any ice storm you need warm moist air aloft at about 5,000 feet above the surface so that the clouds are producing rain and then you need cold air at the surface so that rain is falling into a cold air layer that could do one of two things if the cold air layer is fairly deep it will freeze into ice pellets and we will get sleet.  If the cold air is relatively shallow that’s when you get freezing rain.  Because the drops remain liquid and don’t freeze until they hit the ground, trees, cars, electric poles and wires!  The drops freeze on contact in that case.  So you need warm moist air at upper levels and you need cold air near freezing temperatures around ground level.  

Matt:  
Eric you studied weather patterns that have lead to some of the largest power outages in New Hampshire history.  Why was this storm so much more devastating than the storms we typically see in New Hampshire?

Eric:
There are a couple of reasons why.  First, this storm was typical of a winter storm that causes damage to the electric grid in NH from our studies.  But what made it A-Typical was two things one was the amount of precipitation was very, very large and a good chunk of the precipitation fell in the freezing rain category.   Often with the storms we see a narrow band where there’s freezing rain and more often some wet snow and sleet but in this case their was more of a large area of freezing rain and in addition to that we got a lot of precipitation much more than we would normally get from a winter storm.  So those two things were not good news for folks.
Matt:
So comparing this ice storm to the other big storms that have hit New Hampshire, does it make sense to you that it resulted in more than three times the amount of power outages that we ever experienced before?  I mean this is more than our past top four storms combined.

Eric:
Yeh, that’s a real curious thing because the meteorology of it is that it is a winter storm with a lot of precipitation with it but it was a bit surprising at how much damage it did to power and to trees and to peoples communities.  So that I think is a bit surprising.  Again I think it was due to the duration of the storm and the duration of the freezing rain.  Also the quantity of the freezing rain.  We may not have seen that quantity of the precipitation associated with the freezing rain for quite some time.  

Matt:
Now a lot of people are talking about JanICE in 1998.  How does this storm compare to the ice storm of 1998?  At PSNH affected 55,000 customers.

Eric:
Two things.  The January 1998 ice storm took a different track.  It came up through the Great Lakes in ’98 rather than up and along the coast like this storm.  Secondly, the Ice Storm of ’98 was a persistent light event that played out over several days to almost a week so it wasn’t heavy precipitation (all in about a 12 to 24 hour period) rather it was  light precipitation spanning for several days.  The other interesting thing my colleagues living in NH in 1998, I was living in NY, the storm of ’98 affected more central and northern NH because that is where the air was cold enough to fall as freezing rain.  And also there was certain elevations that were prone to freezing rain in 1998 and I think people probably remember that in southern Quebec there was tremendous damage from the 1998 ice storm that we sort of missed most of here in NH.

Matt:
Now that we seem to be talking about Geography?  Why there were so many power outages is the southern part of NH rather than the northern region?

Eric:
In the north, we experienced more sleet and less freezing rain.  So the accumulation of ice on the branches of the trees, electric wire and poles, was much less than areas that were further south.  In the Northern part of the state they got snow fall which means the air up there was cold enough to let the precipitation to fall as snow.  Perhaps their may be infrastructure reasons why southern NH had more issues.  Perhaps there are more power lines above ground then below?  I’m not sure.

Matt:
This storm was pretty remarkable for all of us in NH.  Have you ever seen a storm with this set of conditions before?

Eric:  
No, not in my lifetime.  There certainly have been storms with large amounts of freezing rain.  So these freezing rain events certainly occur.  No, I have not personally experienced this in my lifetime.  I have not been in the WRONG place at the RIGHT time.    

Matt:
Thank you so much Eric for helping us out with this.  It’s been a pleasure.


Thanks for joining us on this podcast.  My thanks to Dr. Eric Hoffman.  You can get up to date information on the ice storm at www.psnhnews.com or twitter.com/psnh

