
 
 

VILLAGE BOARD MEETING STAFF REPORT 
 
REPORT TO: Burt R. McIntyre, President       
   Village Board of Trustees 
          
REPORT FROM: Director of Public Safety Ed Janke 
 
AGENDA ITEM: Information regarding Tornado Sirens 
 
ACTION REQUESTED:  ___Ordinance    ____Resolution    ____Motion   _X__ Receive/File 
 

 
POLICY ISSUE 
Should the Village Board plan for and authorize additional tornado sirens in the Village of Howard.? 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
Tornado Sirens 
Tornado sirens, formally known as civil defense sirens, were used during WWII to warn of a nuclear 
attack and of natural phenomena such as tornadoes, according to Academic Dictionaries and 
Encyclopedias.  During the Cold War, also in response to fears of nuclear attack, the Federal Civil 
Defense Act of 1950 led to public warning systems such as outdoor warning sirens. 
 
Outdoor Warning Systems 
Tornado early warning systems, or outdoor warning systems, were developed by Edward S. Holden, 
who worked for the US Naval Observatory.  In 1883, Holden felt that if there could be a system 
developed to provide the residents of a town even five minutes of warning, it could save lives, and 
the Holden Tornado System was developed.  
 
Today’s Tornado Sirens 
Today’s technology and improvements in weather service products allow people to simply find the 
emergency information they desire on TV, a weather radio or the Internet and be informed whether 
there will be a tornado in the area.  Serving the public since WWII, tornado sirens have been around 
and have come to be an expectation.  Do these sirens still serve a purpose to inform the public even 
with the technology available for people to inform themselves of incoming severe weather?  Or 
should they be discontinued?  That is a policy question for the Howard Village Board to answer. 
 
Problems 
There have been a number of problems cited regarding Tornado Sirens.  The system may seem 
simplistic, however the technology regarding activation still leads to countywide alerts, many times 
miles from the actual path of the tornado.  If people are only relying on tornado sirens for their 
information, there are many false alarms. 
 
Tornado sirens can lead to a false sense of security; weather conditions as well as construction can 
become an inhibitor to the alerting features of a tornado siren.  People who cannot   
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION CONTINUED 
 
hear the sirens are potentially in jeopardy of being in between siren ranges but can’t hear any of 
them. 
 
Sirens in Brown County are activated by radio frequencies sent from the Brown County Public 
Safety Dispatch center.  These frequencies can be jammed or blocked by other signals.  Additionally, 
the radio system, both sending and receiving units can fail.  It is not uncommon for tornado sirens 
in Brown County to malfunction, with no ability for the Dispatch Center to recognize whether in fact 
the system worked as designed. 
 
Right or Wrong 
It seems that the controversy surrounding tornado sirens continues.  The conflict largely looms due 
to the costs of tornado sirens.  Initial costs of the siren and installation can be as much as $50,000, 
which does not include on-going maintenance.  Siren costs alone are approximately $15,000 to 
$18,000.  These sirens generally provide a range of 1.5 to 2 miles.   
 
In Brown County, Emergency Management will maintain the sirens after a community installs them.  
Brown County Emergency Management is also responsible for activating the sirens.  With the 
National Weather Service’s polygon warning system, siren systems can now be zoned according to 
location, better enabling them to take advantage of sending warnings to specific locations rather 
than to an entire county. 
 
Tornado sirens are probably best suited when considering where citizens in the community may be 
active without access to the technology that alerts them to dangerous weather conditions.  Parks 
and other outdoor venues are priority areas for coverage by the alerting features of a tornado siren 
system. 
 
Appendix A shows the sound propagation of the sirens currently positioned in the Village of 
Howard.  There are population centers as well as outdoor venues not currently “covered” by the 
existing siren system.  Appendix B shows siren placement throughout Brown County. 
 
The potential acquisition and placement of additional tornado sirens in the Village is a policy 
decision.  This staff report is merely for information; due to the significant budgetary impact, should 
the Board wish to address this issue, a substantial amount of planning will need to take place. 
 
In the interim, Staff will continue to work with Brown County Emergency Management to provide 
information to Village residents that will assist them in making appropriate decisions regarding the 
use of technology for hazardous weather early warning.  Staff will also make available to Village 
residents the current tornado siren warning placement map. 
 
Academic Dictionaries and Encyclopedias. "Siren (noisemaker)". en.academic.ru. Accessed Aug. 25, 
2010. 
Coleman, T.A. and Pence, K.J,. Dec.2009. “The Proposed 1883 Holden Tornado System”. Bulletin of 
the American Meteorological Society. ametsoc.org. Accessed Aug. 25, 2010. 
Laidlaw, E. Jan./Feb. 2010.“The Controversy Over Outdoor Warning Systems”. Vol.63, Issue 1. 
Weatherwise. weatherwise.org. Accessed Aug. 26, 2010. 
Off, G. Mar. 8, 2009. “Without Warning: A Tulsa World Analysis Shows Not Everyone in the County 
Can Hear the Blaring Tornado Sirens”. The Tulsa World. tulsaworld.com. Accessed Aug. 27, 2010. 
 

  

http://n.academic.ru/dic.nsf/enwiki/437592
http://journals.ametsoc.org/doi/pdf/10.1175/2009BAMS2886.1
http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/weatherwise/access/1964690131.html?FMT=ABS&FMTS=ABS:FT:PAGE&date=Jan%2FFeb+2010&author=Emily+Laidlaw&pub=Weatherwise&edition=&startpage=16&desc=THE+CONTROVERSY+OVER+OUTDOOR+WARNING+SIRENS
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PRIOR ACTION/REVIEW 
 
N/A. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
RECOMMENDED ACTION  
Village staff recommends the Village Board consider all information contained within this report 
and decide whether the purchase of additional tornado sirens for placement within the Village is 
necessary.  Staff will determine costs and most efficient placement if directed. 
 
POLICY ALTERNATIVE(S) 
N/A 

 
ATTACHED INFORMATION 

I. Appendix A – Brown County Tornado Siren Map with Streets 
II. Appendix B – Brown County Tornado Siren Map without Streets 

 
 

FISCAL IMPACT: 
 
1. Is There A Fiscal Impact?    Yes 
2. Is it Currently Budgeted?    No 
3. If Budgeted, Which Line?   No 
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 

 


