
 

Storm Watching 

Look Back to October 1987 
The winds which swept across southern Britain in 
October 1987 left the worst-hit areas totally 
devastated. Eighteen people lost their lives in winds 
which reached 100 mph (161 km/h). The storm 
uprooted millions of trees, ripped roofs off buildings, 
destroyed cars and even destroyed an Isle of Wight 
pier.  The worst affected areas were along the south 
coast.  

The stormy weather was first predicted at the beginning 
of the week when the Meteorological Office identified a 
depression strengthening over the Atlantic. 

In a now famous BBC forecast before the storm Michael 
Fish reassured viewers the system would track along the 
English Channel, but instead it cut a swathe right across 
the south of the country.  

The storm was not exceptional for the UK, and storms of that strength sometimes arrive in 
the north of Scotland. However they are much rarer in the more densely-populated south of 
England. 

Weather Watchers 
If the storm happened today, we’d have many more 
photographs of it. And we’d also have somewhere to put 
them: BBC Weather Watchers, the online community 
where  people can share information and photographs of 
the weather wherever they are. Since it launched in 2015 
it has received over 1.5 million reports, including images 
of storm clouds, lightning, and the aftermath of storms.  

Photographs taken by Weather Watchers are used daily in 
BBC weather forecasts on television and also online.  

To join, go to www.bbc.co.uk/weatherwatchers  

Your local library can help you get online with Weather Watchers – ask at the information 
desk. 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Weather forecasting 
Since 1987 weather forecasting has changed enormously, largely thanks to bigger and faster 
computers that can run complex models of the weather, but also because forecasters are 
making many more measurements using ships, aircraft, weather buoys, radar stations, and 
satellites. 

More measurements 
Weather forecasters in the 19th Century relied solely on basic observations such as 
temperature, pressure, sky conditions, and experience. Now they have improved data 
sources (including satellite data), and very different scientific models that take account of 
factors including ocean-atmosphere coupling, precipitation/ice microphysics, soil type/
conditions, and vegetation type/density, topography. Meteorology is now an advanced 
scientific discipline. 

Better models 
Understanding the atmosphere and how it moves is the key to forecasting weather. A 
model that operates at a detailed scale is also more accurate, so modelling the air at 10km 
resolution will give you a more reliable forecast than modelling at 100km. Unfortunately it 
also means you have a thousand times as much data to store and calculate with.  

Faster computers 
Early weather forecasters worked by hand and were slow and unreliable. Today they use 
supercomputers to solve the complex equations of fluid motion, physics and 
thermodynamics that describe how the atmosphere changes. 
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“Perhaps some day in the dim future it will be possible to 
advance the computations faster than the weather advances and 
at a cost less than the saving to mankind due to the information 

gained. But that is a dream.” 

-Lewis Fry Richardson, Weather Prediction by Numerical Process, 
1922



Taking Storm Photos 
Storms of all types provide the opportunity for dramatic weather photographs, and with a 
little effort you can take excellent pictures. However storms are also dangerous, and high 
winds and floods are not to be treated lightly.   

Storms can vary in intensity. In the last few years the Met Office have been naming storms 
to help raise awareness. A storm will be named when it has the potential to cause an amber 
'be prepared' or red 'take action' warning. You should always take care when out in extreme 
whether but if a storm is named it indicates that it could be serious and you need to be 
extra vigilant. 

See https://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/warnings for current weather warnings 

Always think about your safety when taking photos, especially when it’s windy or raining 
hard and follow any safety advice that may be issued by official agencies. Weather 
Watchers takes your safety very seriously and will not feature photographs where it 
looks like you might have been in a dangerous situation when you took the photo, 
however dramatic the weather may look. 

Plan ahead 
If you know that a storm is coming your way 
then you can plan how to get good photographs.  

Storms look good when they are coming towards 
you and you can photograph the looming clouds, 
and when they have passed over and you can 
capture the light show or even take photographs 
of the impact they have had on your 
neighbourhood.  

They are less photogenic – and a lot harder to 
photograph – when they are directly overhead. 
That’s the time to take shelter and look through 
your first batch of pictures. 

Composition Matters 
Don’t forget your photography skills. A good composition is vital: be sure to include things 
in the foreground like rocks or trees to provide some scale and perspective, and think about 
where you want to place the horizon. 

Use a Good Camera 
You can get a good photo with a phone camera, especially the latest generation, but a 
camera with interchangeable lenses and more options for focus and aperture control will 
give you a better chance of getting the perfect shot. Wide angle lenses are great for storms.  
If you have any filters then take them with you – the lighting conditions for a storm can 
change very quickly. 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Thunderstorm in Basildon, Essex  
by Weather Watcher Scott



Weather Watching: Your Storm Photographs 

Further reading: ask at your local library 
Photographing Weather by Storm Dunlop, 2007 

Extraordinary Weather: Wonders of the Atmosphere from Dust Storms to Lightning 
Strikes by Richard Hamblyn, 2012 

Introducing Meteorology: A Guide to Weather  by Jon Shonk , 2013 

Hurricane (Nature's Fury) by Anne Rooney, 2009 

The Weather Handbook: An Essential Guide to How Weather is Formed and Develops 
by Alan Watts, 2014
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Cumulonimbus in Ayr  
by Weather Watcher Gary Aye

Lightning in Christchurch, Dorset 
by Weather Watcher annietay

Aftermath of Storm Desmond in Cockermouth, 
Cumbria, by Weather Watcher cruisa

Waterspouts off Suffolk Coast 
by Weather Watcher Offshoresailor


