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Abstract: Community assets, including physical structures and critical infrastructure, provide the
essential services that underpin our communities. Their destruction or incapacitation from severe
weather threats such as hail and tornadoes can have a debilitating impact on a community’s quality of
life, economy, and public health. Recently, prototype Probabilistic Hazard Information (PHI) from the
NOAA Forecasting a Continuum of Environmental Threats (FACETs) program has been developed
to reflect the rapidly changing nature of severe weather threats to support forecasters, emergency
management agencies, and the public. This study develops a holistic framework to merge PHI with a
geodatabase of local infrastructure and community assets to predict possible impacts during events
and to assist with post-event recovery. To measure the degree of damage of each building, this study
uses the predicted intensity from forecasters along with damage indicators from the Enhanced Fujita
scale for a range of wind speeds associated with the predicted intensity. The proposed framework
provides the possibility of (1) live prediction of risks to community assets due to local vulnerability,
and (2) provision of detailed damage assessments, such as degree of damage of systems or assets, and
affected areas, to emergency agencies, infrastructure managers, and the public immediately following
an event. With further refinement and verification, this community risk assessment prediction may be
able to better communicate possible impacts and improve community resiliency from severe weather
threats by supporting multiple phases of emergency management, including preparedness, response,
and recovery.

Keywords: community risk assessment; vulnerability; community asset; probabilistic hazard
information (PHI); severe weather threats; decision support system

1. Introduction

Community assets or resources are defined as anything that can be utilized to improve
the quality of community life, such as people, physical structures/places, and services [1].
Their destruction or incapacitation from either internal or external impacts has a debilitating
effect on a community’s quality of life, economy, and public health. According to the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), around 90% of major declared
disasters are caused by weather-related phenomena, such as tornadoes, hurricanes, storms,
and floods [2,3]. One in three U.S. adults who were polled, responded that they had been
affected by an extreme weather event in the past two years [4].

An individual’s vulnerability to severe weather hazards can vary based on a multitude
of variables including time of day [5], location [6], demographic [7,8], and the housing or
building structure [7,8]. The overall risk is dependent upon knowledge of both the hazard
(e.g., tornado and strength) and the individual’s level of vulnerability/exposure. Due to
these combinations, individuals have variable risk tolerance and may need to act at different
hazard levels with varying lead times. Public guidance and impact communication should
not only account for the hazard itself, but also include some type of vulnerability analysis
that can address the local susceptibility to the hazard (e.g., Lapietra et al., 2023 [9]).

Atmosphere 2023, 14, 767. https://doi.org/10.3390/atmos14050767 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/atmosphere

https://doi.org/10.3390/atmos14050767
https://doi.org/10.3390/atmos14050767
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/atmosphere
https://www.mdpi.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/atmos14050767
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/atmosphere
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/atmos14050767?type=check_update&version=1


Atmosphere 2023, 14, 767 2 of 26

The impacts of weather- and climate-related hazards continue to adversely affect
the stability of social facilities, services, and infrastructures, such as public health care,
transportation, telecommunication, and electrical grids [10,11]. These types of severe
weather hazards affect communities or residents by (1) interrupting services and critical
infrastructure in a community, and (2) triggering cascading failure in interdependent
systems and sub-systems [12]. While these indirect impacts may not be easily converted to
monetary values to measure by, they can exacerbate the direct impacts from severe weather
threats. For example, the 10–11 August 2020 Midwest derecho affected the infrastructure
and restoration time across multiple states—including Nebraska, Iowa, Illinois, Wisconsin,
Michigan, and Indiana [13] by way of high winds (110–140 mph), tornadoes, hail-damaged
residential and commercial properties, and public utility infrastructure such as powerlines
and communication networks. Damaged powerlines and cell towers delayed emergency
response and communications. Additionally, communication of emergency information to
the public through TV and Radio platforms proved very difficult due to power outages
in Linn County, Iowa [14,15]. Debris generated by the storms blocked road networks and
hampered the restoration of cell towers and power poles. The FCC (2022) reported that
many of the communication challenges during the derecho were associated with a lack of
power resiliency (particularly interruptions to power supply and commercial assets). The
estimated number of people affected by power outrages was over 4 million [16].

These impacts can cascade up from the local to state level due to the growing system of
interdependency in our communities. For example, Little (2002) demonstrated that damage
to the road system can cause simultaneous failures in underground water and gas supplies.
Due to the lack of water supply and pressure, any fires during/after a catastrophic event
cannot be fought effectively [17]. As power generators and sub-stations convey electricity,
they become vulnerable to cascading failures when power fluctuations exceed the margin
of tolerance. Stürmer et al. (2021) studied cascading failures in electrical grids triggered
by a hurricane and demonstrated how electrical system disruptions in certain cities can
trigger cascading system failures to the surrounding areas in Texas [11].

NWS commissioned the National Research Council (NRC) to recommend ways in
which the organization could more effectively estimate and communicate uncertainty in
weather and climate forecasts to improve public safety, property protection, and economic
viability [18]. NRC recommended (1) enterprise-wide involvement in products that effec-
tively communicate forecast uncertainty information, (2) education on uncertainty and
risk communication, and (3) ensuring widespread availability of uncertainty information.
Many hydrometeorological agencies are moving toward impact-based forecast and warning
systems (IBFW), as encouraged by the World Meteorological Organization [19]. Potter et al.
(2021) found IBFW systems can result in (1) a perceived increase in the understanding of
the potential impacts by the public, (2) added awareness of the antecedent condition by
weather forecasters, (3) a possible reduction in “false alarms”, and (4) increased intera-
gency communication. They argued that IBFW should be designed for the public with an
increased focus on understanding vulnerability and capacities.

The U.S. weather enterprise, its customers, other NWS stakeholders, and end-users
have been accustomed to receiving and using deterministic products such as severe and
tornado warnings (Figure 1). In a basic sense, the warning polygon indicates that a hazard
is occurring or will occur within the polygon, and it will not occur outside the polygon.
As a series of warning polygons are issued one after the other, the lead times for those
who are on the border of polygons can vary [20]. Using 31 years of NWS tornado warning
metrics, Brooks and Correia (2018) [21] identified that mean lead time and FAR (false
alarm ratio) remained consistent through time, whereas POD (probability of detection)
increased dramatically from 1986 to the mid-2000s. While the overall accuracy of warning
alerts/polygons has been improved over time, static data and the visualization for severe
weather threats are limited in their ability to deliver the characteristics of severe weather
threats in terms of their uncertainty (Figure 1a). Following feedback from the Joplin tornado
service assessment (NOAA 2011), the NWS began adding impact-based warning tags to
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their storm-based polygons in the central United States in 2012, expanding to the rest
of the nation in 2015. For tornadoes, the damage impact tags include no tag (tornado
possible, base/no tag tornado), considerable (ongoing damage, likely long-lived tornado),
and catastrophic (severe threat to human life and structures, long-lived tornado).
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Figure 1. Deterministic/static weather information vs. probabilistic/dynamic weather information.
(a) Tornado watch areas are represented by a yellow polygon where tornadoes are possible in and
near the area. A tornado watch probability table is provided to show probabilities of two or more
tornadoes, and one or more strong to violent tornadoes. Tornado warning areas are represented
by a red polygon where tornadoes are expected as either indicated by weather radar or confirmed
by a spotter. (b) The probability of a tornado is represented by different color schemes. Darker red
(in/near the red circle) indicates a higher likelihood of a tornado and light red indicates a lower
probability of a tornado. This threat moves with the storm and likelihood increases as the red circle
moves closer to the user’s location.

To improve weather watch/warning systems, NOAA proposed a next-generation
severe weather watch and warning system, Forecasting a Continuum of Environmental
Threats (FACETs) [22]. One of the goals of FACETs is to deliver a continuously updated
stream of information, from days to minutes, prior to an event to fill the gaps in the current
deterministic weather watch/warning system. As part of that evolution, Probabilistic
Hazard Information (PHI) was designed to provide custom user-specific products that
can be tailored to adapt to a variety of needs such as longer lead times for high-risk users
(Figure 1b). The probability map (i.e., PHI plume) is continuously updated in real-time to
reflect the rapidly changing nature of severe weather threats and can support broadcast
meteorologists, emergency management agencies, and the public in better communication
and decision-making. PHI is still in the prototype stage, but multiple research efforts have
already been conducted to enhance the user interface and data visualization [20,23–26].
Some of these initial studies incorporating end-users have highlighted both the advantages
of PHI at providing additional lead time and likelihood of impacts, while also confirming
the need for deterministic warnings for specific take-cover actions such as sounding tornado
sirens. Moving forward, a combination of PHI (which will provide increased temporal and
spatial coverage) and embedded deterministic warnings will likely be necessary.

Given the growing nature of cascading effects across communities, regions, and states,
prediction of societal impacts from weather hazards is of utmost importance. Thus, there is
a need for a holistic framework to integrate multiple different system modules, including an
advanced weather forecasting system, community assets, local vulnerability to the hazard,
and physical damage assessment. This framework needs to support forecasters, emergency
management, and the public in making sound and timely decisions. This is true throughout
the multiple phases of disaster/emergency preparedness, planning, operation, mitigation,
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and recovery. The goal of this study is to provide part of such a holistic framework to
estimate physical impacts on local community assets to address local vulnerability and
critical infrastructure using probabilistic hazard information and geodatabases.

The remainder of this study is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a system-
atic review of existing means for community damage assessment from severe weather
threats. Section 3 describes a framework to blend three types of systems (PHI, the build-
ing/infrastructure database, and the damage estimation model) for community asset
damage prediction. In Section 4, the expected outcomes of this study are demonstrated in
two types of case studies. Section 5 discusses the results, limitations, and future research
topics. Finally, Section 6 provides our conclusions of this study.

2. Community Damage Assessment

The fundamental principles of disaster/emergency management are based on four
phases: mitigation, preparedness, response, and recovery [27]. Mitigation includes actions taken
to prevent/reduce the cause, impact, and consequences of disasters. Preparedness includes
planning and training activities for events that could not be mitigated such as disaster
preparedness planning and exercise plans. Response includes activities taken to save lives
and present further community damage in an emergency. Recovery refers to activities after an
emergency such as financial assistance, debris removal, and building property restoration.
Ad hoc damage assessment is designed to predict potential physical damage on a community
under different severe weather scenarios. It can be utilized to support mitigation, preparedness,
and response. A post hoc damage assessment is utilized to evaluate severe weather impacts
on a community to then determine priority response and recovery needs.

Multiple types of post hoc damage assessments have been developed, such as (1) on-
site damage surveys (e.g., Burgess et al., 2014) [28]), (2) satellite and aerial image analysis
(e.g., Yuan et al., 2002 [29]), (3) unmanned aircraft data collection and analysis (e.g., Wagner
et al., 2019 [30]), and (4) citizen-science based data collection (e.g., Lombardo & Meidani,
2017 [31]). Table 1 provides a summary of both the advantages and disadvantages of each
approach. For example, satellite-based methods can provide an overview of the affected
areas/zones after a catastrophic event. They can be very informative in understanding the
magnitude of the event and its damage over the affected areas. UAV methods can provide
high spatial-temporal resolutions [32]; with the benefits of technological developments (e.g.,
BVLOS methods, fleets of UAVs, higher performance computing for big data processing),
they can cover larger areas than before.

Since 2009, The National Weather Service (NWS) Damage Assessment Toolkit (DAT)
has been utilized to store datasets collected during NWS post-event damage assessments.
While on-site damage surveys have been widely utilized to identify community damages,
they are a labor-intensive process and can miss aspects during other disaster recovery
processes in a large-scale disaster. Thus, image-based approaches have been developed with
images from satellites, small planes, drones, and other UAVs [33–35]. Lastly, citizen science-
based methods have been implemented to fulfill part of the gap in existing methods [36–38].
These collected data and information have been used for the development of emergency
planning, debris removal operations, and reconstructions.

Numerous studies have been conducted to predict potential damages from severe
weather threats. Multiple building damage models have been developed to predict hurri-
cane damage [39], wind damage [40,41], and flooding [42,43]. In the U.S., FEMAs Hazus-
MH has been widely used to predict community damages from severe weather threats,
including physical damage to residential and commercial buildings, critical infrastructure,
and facilities [44,45]. Additionally, it provides estimates of physical/economic loss and
social impacts for developing mitigation strategies from certain types of disasters such as
earthquakes, tsunamis, floods, and hurricanes.



Atmosphere 2023, 14, 767 5 of 26

Table 1. Comparision of post hoc damage assessments.

Method Advantages Disadvantages

On-site damage survey

• Higher data accuracy
• Detailed data such as the degree of

damage, structural, and
foundational failure.

• Labor-intensive process that can
take days to months to complete

• It can slow down the follow-up
disaster recovery processes such as
debris removal and reconstruction

Satellite and aerial image analytics
(optical images, SAR, LiDAR)

• Shorter data collection time
compared to on-site damage
surveys

• Less labor-intensive process

• Weather conditions can affect the
collection of data

• Sometimes, it requires having both
pre-event and post-event imagery of
the same quality and resolution for
purposes of damage detection

• Certain data may not be
available/economical/practical for
relatively small or isolated areas

Unmanned aircraft data
collection/analytics

• Can cover certain areas where
satellite images are not accessible

• Higher image resolutions

• Not applicable for large areas
• FAA restrictions for certain areas

Citizen-science based data collection and
analytics

• Cover large areas
• Shorter data collection time

• Not applicable for suburbs or rural
areas

• Uncertainty in data accuracy and
validation process

The major strength of the modeling approaches is their ability to be utilized to project
and simulate possible damages under a variety of severe weather scenarios. This allows
emergency management agencies to prepare multiple hazard mitigation and operational
strategies. Data from these models can also be used to develop educational materials for
communities to better understand risks in their local area. One main disadvantage of these
prediction models is the uncertainty in their results as it is very difficult to validate the
model outputs from the real-world data after a disaster [46]. Here, NWSs DAT and other
datasets accessible to the public (e.g., building damage images with DoD) may be able to
support the validation process of simulation models within future studies.

Community risk from severe weather threats can be measured by two components:
(1) severe weather-related data/information combined with, (2) geodatabases for commu-
nity assets, including critical infrastructure (assets, systems, and networks) and residen-
tial/commercial/industrial building property. Most community damage assessment tools,
including Hazus-MH, have been developed as independent systems where weather infor-
mation/data were designed as static data; they may not be capable of handling the dynamic
weather data retrieved from systems such as PHI in real-time. To leverage the benefits of
PHI, a community damage assessment system needs to be integrated with the advanced
weather forecasting system to enable it to predict impacts of severe weather threats on com-
munity assets. Most existing community damage/vulnerability assessment methods use
census block and block group-level data to estimate community damage [8,44,47]. While
these datasets are relatively easy to acquire and take less effort to compute, they may not
be suitable for small-scale severe weather threats such as tornadoes, hail, severe/damaging
wind, and lightning. For these types of hazards, a smaller entity than the census block (e.g.,
building footprint) is likely more suitable for estimating possible damages on community
assets. Thus, this study is designed to bridge the gap between the advanced weather
forecasting and community damage assessment for severe weather. In the next section,
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we describe the research framework and the sub-systems to predict physical impacts on
community assets from severe weather threats.

3. Research Framework

To leverage the benefits of an advanced weather forecasting system under FACETS
and PHI paradigms with a community asset geodatabase, a holistic approach to the devel-
opment of a community damage prediction system is needed. The proposed framework
integrates three sub-systems including (1) PHI/potential tornado intensity, (2) the geo-
database, and (3) a building damage estimation model to predict damages on community
assets from severe weather threats. Figure 2 illustrates the three sub-systems and how
data/information flows between them. The subsequent model output can be visualized on
a geographical information system (GIS) platform to communicate data more effectively
for decision-making between forecasters, emergency management agencies, and the public.

Atmosphere 2023, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  6  of  28 
 

 

the census block (e.g., building footprint) is likely more suitable for estimating possible 

damages on community assets. Thus, this study is designed to bridge the gap between the 

advanced weather forecasting and community damage assessment for severe weather. In 

the next section, we describe the research framework and the sub-systems to predict phys-

ical impacts on community assets from severe weather threats. 

3. Research Framework 

To leverage the benefits of an advanced weather forecasting system under FACETS 

and  PHI  paradigms with  a  community  asset  geodatabase,  a  holistic  approach  to  the 

development  of  a  community  damage  prediction  system  is  needed.  The  proposed 

framework integrates three sub-systems including (1) PHI/potential tornado intensity, (2) 

the geodatabase,  and  (3)  a building damage  estimation model  to predict damages on 

community assets from severe weather threats. Figure 2 illustrates the three sub-systems 

and how data/information flows between  them. The  subsequent model output  can be 

visualized on  a geographical  information  system  (GIS) platform  to  communicate data 

more  effectively  for  decision-making  between  forecasters,  emergency  management 

agencies, and the public. 

 

Figure 2. Research framework to predict community risk from severe weather threats. 

   

Figure 2. Research framework to predict community risk from severe weather threats.

3.1. Probabilistic Hazard Information (PHI)

Storm-based PHI provides continuously updated probability of occurrence, potential
impacts, and storm motion (which can be extrapolated to produce specific time-of-arrival
and departure information for a location). Its attributes (geometry, duration, motion, and
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trend) can be modified at semi-regular intervals by forecasters (e.g., typically between 2
and 15 min) [20]. Currently, PHI also uses machine learning models to provide a first guess
and to update the PHI probability, nominally set at 2 min intervals. One of these models,
ProbSevere [48,49], is a storm-scale forecasting sub-system within the multi-radar multi-
sensor (MRMS) system, providing storm-based probabilistic guidance to severe convective
hazards using naïve Bayesian classifiers (Figure 3). For tornadoes, PHI uses guidance
from the tornado probability algorithm by Sandmael et al., 2023 [50], a random-forest
based model that provides the likelihood of tornado occurrence using multi-moment and
polarimetric radar data. Once an initial polygon is created by either the guidance (fully
automated) or forecasters, a probabilistic trend of severe weather threats, referred to as a
PHI plume, is automatically generated by a Gaussian distribution function [23].
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Figure 3. PHI plume generation process [20]. (a) A hazard object is generated based on current storm
area with a gaussian distribution function applied to create probability (dashed circle). Red represents
a higher probability of severe weather threat and blue represents lower probability of severe weather
threats. A set of forecasted probabilities (represented in white-colored circles) are created based on
n-minute intervals along with the predicted direction of hazard (dashed line). (b) The maximum
value of probability on each grid/cell are combined to create a PHI plume.

While tornado PHI plumes could be entirely automated with probabilities and storm
motion derived from the machine learning processes, in practice they are currently only
issued when created by NWS forecasters. Typically, the forecasters use the machine learning
algorithms as a first guess and modify the attributes based on their storm interrogation and
analysis (Karstens et al., 2018 [23]). For tornadoes, the PHI plumes are created within the
Prototype PHI software. This software allows forecasters to modify multiple functions (mo-
tion/duration, guidance, trend interpolation) to create PHI plumes that are entirely automated,
entirely manually drawn, or a combination of both (Figure 4). In addition to the probability,
storm motion, and current location, forecasters are asked to provide impact-based details
such as tornado intensity (base/no tag, considerable, or catastrophic) similar to the damage
tags in current NWS tornado warnings, as discussed earlier [51,52] (Figure 5).
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3.2. Building Geodatabase

A community asset can be defined as anything that can be used to improve the quality
of community life [1]. It consists of multiple types of physical and non-physical objects such
as buildings, networks, and services. These types of data/information can be represented
as points, lines, or polygons in a geodatabase. A geodatabase is a data storage and data
management framework for GIS, containing a collection of multiple geographic datasets,
such as attribute data, geographic features, satellite and aerial images (raster data), 3D data,
utility and transportation network systems, global positioning system (GPS) coordinates,
etc. The main benefits of a geodatabase are (1) it offers centralized GIS data management
as multiple spatial and tabular data formats that can be stored in the same geodatabase,
which makes GIS data easy to manage and access; (2) geodatabases can accommodate
large sets of features without tiles or other spatial partitions; and (3) it supports two-,
three-, and four-dimensional vector features (x, y, z, and m values), true curves, and
complex polylines. In the U.S., most emergency management agencies, and state and
local municipal governments, utilize geodatabases to manage community assets, including
critical infrastructure, and to share emergency information and data with the public.

In this study, we designed a geodatabase containing multiple types of residential,
commercial, and industrial building data including locations, types, building footprints,
etc. (Table 2). Specifically, for our case study, we include residential building property data
from the Oklahoma county assessor’s office [53], city zoning data from Oklahoma City [54],
and building footprints for the Oklahoma City area from Microsoft [55]. The Oklahoma
county assessor data includes 152,792 records after removing properties with any missing
data. Additionally, critical infrastructure geodata from FEMA, including hospitals, fire
and police stations, and schools [56] are hosted in the database. The data fields include
latitude, longitude, name, address, city, state, telephone, type, status, website, etc., and are detailed
in Table 2.

Table 2. Data fields in the geodatabase. Field, represents the name of the field. Note, is a description
of the field. Type, is the data type in terms of categorial, numeric, and identifier.

Field Note Type

Account number Account number for Oklahoma County Assessor record Identifier
Account type Type of account for Oklahoma County Assessor record Categorical
Area Area of building polygon in square meters Numeric
Building Number Numeric identifier for the building (in case parcel has multiple buildings) Numeric
Construction Type Type of building construction Categorical
Damage Indicator Damage indicator number from EF scale documentation Categorical
Exterior Type Type of exterior material for building Categorical
Feature ID Unique identifier for each building polygon Identifier
Foundation Type Type of foundation for building Categorical
Number of Stories Number of stories for building Numeric
Number of Vertices Number of vertices in building polygon Numeric
Parcel Number Real Estate parcel ID number Identifier
Parcel Type Type of parcel Categorical
Perimeter Perimeter of building polygon in meters Numeric
Physical Address Physical address for parcel of land Identifier
Roof Type/covering Type of roof construction and covering materials Categorical
Year Construction year Numeric
Zoning Ordinance City zoning code for parcel where building polygon is located Categorical

To add geolocation data (latitude and longitude) to the residential property data from
the Oklahoma county accessors, the Google geocoding API was applied to identify latitude
and longitude for each building property (Figure 6). Following this, building footprints, zon-
ing, and building property data were spatially joined in the database. Finally, the combined
139,296 geocoded buildings were added to the geodatabase. To apply building damage
prediction functions in the next section, building properties in the geodatabase were classi-
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fied into 28 categories defined by the Enhanced Fujita Scale (or EF-scale) damage indicators
(Table 3). These damage indicators (DIs) include categories for residential, commercial, and
professional buildings, other structures, and vegetation [57]. The finalized dataset has been
processed to predict a DI for each building in Oklahoma metropolitan areas [58].
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Table 3. Damage indicators for EF-scale. EF-scale provides a description of typical construction,
photos, a series of degree of damage, and a plot of expected, lower, and upper bound wind speeds.

DI No. Damage Indicator (DI)

1 Small Barns or Farm Outbuildings (SBO)
2 One- or Two-Family Residences (FR12)
3 Manufactured Home—Single Wide (MHSW)
4 Manufactured Home—Double Wide (MHDW)
5 Apartments, Condos, Townhouses [3 stories or less] (ACT)
6 Motel (M)
7 Masonry Apartment or Motel Building (MAM)
8 Small Retail Building [Fast Food Restaurants] (SRB)
9 Small Professional Building [Doctor’s Office, Branch Banks] (SPB)
10 Strip Mall (SM)
11 Large Shopping Mall (LSM)
12 Large, Isolated Retail Building [K-Mart, Wal-Mart] (LIRB)
13 Automobile Showroom (ASR)
14 Automobile Service Building (ASB)
15 Elementary School [Single Story; Interior or Exterior Hallways] (ES)
16 Junior or Senior High School (JHSH)
17 Low-Rise Building [1–4 Stories] (LRB)
18 Mid-Rise Building [5–20 Stories] (MRB)
19 High-Rise Building [More than 20 Stories] (HRB)
20 Institutional Building [Hospital, Government or University Building] (IB)
21 Metal Building System (MBS)
22 Service Station Canopy (SSC)
23 Warehouse Building [Tilt-up Walls or Heavy-Timber Construction] (WHB)
24 Electrical Transmission Lines (ETL)
25 Free-Standing Towers (FST)
26 Free-Standing Light Poles, Luminary Poles, Flag Poles (FSP)
27 Trees: Hardwood (TH)
28 Trees: Softwood (TS)

To enhance the level of community asset damage predictions in the future, detailed
aspects of the various community assets are critical and need to be included. Property
data from the city and county (e.g., assessor) provide specific information about residential
properties. However, it is a cost- and time-consuming process to access and individually
build data for each municipality. Kim et al. (2022) developed a random forest methodology
to predict residential building types based on building footprints and city zoning data in
Oklahoma [58]. The result of this study showed that building footprint and city zoning
data can be applied to classify multiple building types with an accuracy of 96%. This has
enabled us to acquire residential building type data in the Oklahoma metropolitan area.
However, this approach may not be applicable for all commercial and industrial buildings.
Thus, image-based machine learning methods [59,60] could also be necessary to analyze
building types and provide data for a variety of locations and zones.

3.3. Building Damage Prediction Model

The building damage prediction model is designed to estimate building damages
using data from PHI and the geodatabase. The basic functions are retrieved from damage
indictors within the EF-scale (Wind Science and Engineering Center, 2006b) (Table 3). For
each DI, information/data are provided as a description of typical construction, a series
of degree of damages (DoDs), the lower and upper bound wind speed from the expert
elicitation for each DI, and photos of DIs and DoDs. Thus, damages for 28 types of DIs
can be estimated based on building structure type and wind speed. PHI provides data
related to severe weather threats such as speed, direction, area (polygon), probability of
occurrence, and damage impact tags. The building geodatabase provides building data (in
the path of severe weather threats) to the building damage prediction model. Then, the
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model calculates the expected damage for each building unit using the data from PHI and
the underlying geodatabase (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Building damage estimation logic using graph from Wind Science and Engineering Cen-
ter [57], and an example of the functions used to estimate degrees of damage for the 28 damage
indicators. In this case, the function for one- and two-family residents (FR12) is used. Red annotations
and lines are for an example PHI plume with the “considerable” impact tag and range of wind speeds
between 75 and 145 mph (DoD 4–6).

For current NWS tornado warnings, forecasters may add “considerable” and “catas-
trophic” impact tags representative of potential tornado damage. Smith et al., 2015 [61] link
the maximum rotational velocity (vrot) from WSR-88D radar, nearly linearly, to tornado
damage. Following these results, the NWS Radar and Applications Course training [62]
was updated to recommend using maximum vrot thresholds (vrot ≥ 40–50 kt for consid-
erable; vrot ≥ 70 kt for catastrophic) when determining which impact-based tag to add, if
any, during warning issuance (see Figure 1 of Bentley et al., 2021 [63] for details on this
guidance). For this current study, thresholds were determined using Smith et al., 2020 [64]
to match potential building DIs to vrot. Following Smith et al., 2020a [64] and Smith et al.,
2020b [65], we use the most likely range of wind speeds (approximately the 10th and 90th
percentile for a given Vrot value from Figures 9 and 10 of Smith et al., 2020b [65]) to match
the impact tags to DI wind speeds (see Table 4).

Table 4. Impact tag and wind speed range adapted from Smith et al., 2020a [66], Smith et al., 2020b [67]
and NWS (2023) [62].

Impact Tag Vrot (kt) Wind Speed Range (mph)

Base/no tag <40 60–110
Considerable 40–70 75–145
Catastrophic >70 100–205

For example, for a PHI polygon with a “considerable” tag (40 kt ≤ vrot < 70 kt), the
estimated wind speed is likely to be between 75 and 145 mph (Figures 9 and 10 of Smith
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et al., 2020b [65]). If a one- and two-family residential building is within the PHI tornado
threat area, the degree of damage for the building can be estimated to be between 4 and 6.
Linking this to a specific DI of 5 (the entire house shifts off the foundation; Figure 8) provides a
moderate estimate of potential damage due to the tornado. For our wider application, the
degree of damage within this study is estimated based on the corresponding impact tags
provided within PHI by forecasters, where DIs of 4–6 ideally correspond to “considerable”
tags and DIs of 7–10 correspond to “catastrophic”. Ongoing research using machine
learning models may be able to provide more specific guidance to forecasters on this tag
selection and increase the precise correspondence to actual damage.
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4. Prototype Case Study

We conducted two types of hypothetical case studies in the Oklahoma City metropoli-
tan area to demonstrate expected outputs from the proposed framework: (1) critical in-
frastructure damage assessment at a single time, and (2) accumulated PHI and predicted
potential building damages over an entire event. Impact-based tags and the associated
wind speed were assigned based on the statistical model simulating tornado potential and
wind speed (e.g., Cohen et al., 2018 [69]).

4.1. Case Study 1: Critical Infrastructure Damage Assessment

Three types of PHI plumes were created in/near the Oklahoma City metropolitan
area with different wind speeds corresponding to the variable impact tags provided by
forecasters when creating PHI (Figure 9). Note that “base/no tag” corresponds to 60–110 mph;
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“considerable”: 75–145 mph, and “catastrophic”: 95–205 mph, from adaptation of the NWS
training recommendations and the corresponding 10th and 90th percentile wind estimates of
Smith et al., [65] (Table 4).
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Figure 9. Three types of PHI plumes were created with different wind speeds (impact tag: base/no
tag, considerable, and catastrophic) on the Oklahoma City metropolitan area.

Given the hypothetical PHI plumes above, the number of affected critical infrastructure
(fire station, hospital, police station, and school) and the DoDs based on the range of wind
speed and building types were estimated (Figure 10). We assigned (1) DI-20 for fire station,
hospital, and police station; (2) DI-15 for elementary school; and (3) DI-16 for middle and
high school. In this scenario, 29 schools, 13 fire stations, 10 hospitals, and 8 police stations
could be affected; their degree of damage varies by DI and wind speed. A range of potential
building damages (i.e., DoD) for each critical infrastructure is described in Table 5.
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Figure 10. Severe weather impacts on critical infrastructure in the Oklahoma City metropolitan area.
Icons under the PHI plumes represent the affected facilities from severe weather threats. (a) The
DoD for the three facilities in the red-colored box is 3–7 (i.e., damage to roof and wall, loss of rooftop
or HVAC equipment). The DoD for the three facilities in the blue-colored box is 6–11 (i.e., uplift or
pre-cast concrete roof slabs). A user can access basic information of facilities from the geodatabase,
such as name, address, telephone, number of beds, shelter availability, school capacity (number of
students/teachers), and website. For example, nine middle/high schools were estimated to have
severe building damages (DoD 6–10). This information can be used to estimate the affected number
of students, patients, and areas with the lack of fire protection system. (a). Fire station (13 affected)
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Table 5. Potential DoD on critical infrastructure under the three types of impact tags.

Critical Infrastructure Type Impact-Tag Potential DoD (Min–Max)

Fire station/Hospital/Police station(DI-20)
Base/no tag 1–3
Considerable 3–7
Catastrophic 6–11

Middle/High school(DI-16)
Base/no tag 2–4
Considerable 4–8
Catastrophic 7–11

Elementary School(DI-15)
Base/no tag 2–4
Considerable 3–7
Catastrophic 6–10

Note: Wind speed range: 60–110 mph (Base/no tag); 75–145 mph (considerable); and 95–205 mph (catastrophic).

Most affected types of critical infrastructures are hospitals and schools in the south
side of the Oklahoma City metropolitan area under the PHI with the “catastrophic” impact
tag: Five hospitals and nine schools are estimated to have severe building damages (DoD
6–11). The total number of affected patient beds is 808 and the total number of students
is 6034 (data was retrieved from Oklahoma state department of health [66] and National
Center for Education Statistics [67]). Under the PHI with the “considerable” impact tag,
only a few critical infrastructures including 4 fire stations and 3 schools are expected to
have moderate building damages (DoD 3–8). The highest number of critical infrastructures
are under the PHI with “base/no tag” and their DoDs are between 1–4.

Additionally, the spatial probability of a tornado occurrence within the PHI plume
enables the estimation of risk probability (a conditional probability of how likely a severe
weather event is to occur at that specific location) for each building (Figure 11). The risk
probability supports rapid risk assessment in communities or regions and enables decision
makers to prioritize in planning and mitigation strategies. For example, while potential
DoDs for two fire stations (with red circles) are three, their probability of tornado occurrence
(derived from PHI plume) is 50% and 20% for each. Given limited resources, these estimates
could be key parameters in decision making to estimate non-serviceable areas (due to
malfunction of fire stations) and to distribute critical resources to affected areas.
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4.2. Case Study 2: Predicted Potential Building Damages under Accumulated PHI

When severe storms move across the city an accumulated PHI plume can represent
the conditional risk for an event (Figure 12). This enables the estimation of the number of
building properties at risk across the entire event, given a tornado. We estimated potential
building damages for an event under two different tornado damage impact-based warning
tags”: (1) the more common “base/no tag”, and (2) a worst-case scenario “catastrophic”. In
this event, the total number of building properties under the path of the accumulated PHI
plume (t0–t6) is 49,572.
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represented by black-dashed lines. Black-colored boundary represents Oklahoma City metro area)
where the building data (type) is available.

As a PHI plume provides live probabilistic hazard grids that update as the storm
moves, users can identify building properties with the highest risk of damage and how that
evolves during an event. Figure 13 highlights the number of building properties within
different ranges of risk probability for the entire event. For the analysis, we consider the
most-likely areas of damage (probability of tornado occurrence over 80%) and the DoDs.
Then, compared the results of two potential strength tornadoes scenarios: the more typical
“base/no tag”, the worst-case scenario of “catastrophic” damage.



Atmosphere 2023, 14, 767 18 of 26Atmosphere 2023, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW  19  of  28 
 

 

   

(a)  (b) 

   

(c)  (d) 

   

(e)  (f) 

Figure 13. Building properties under different probabilities of hazard occurrence. Grey dots repre-

sent building properties under each probability range. The number of building properties under 

different probabilities are 15,870 (over 80%), 6647 (60–80%), 6231 (40–60%), 8242 (20–40%), 8045 (10–

20%), and 4536 (under 10%). The number of buildings at each time step is 2557 (t0), 4243 (t1), 4460 

(t2); 10,547 (t3), 22,217 (t4), 15,723 (t5), and 3805 (t6). (a) 15,870 units (within over 80% probability); (b) 

6647 units  (within  60–80% probability);  (c)  6231 units  (within  40–60 probability);  (d)  8242 units 

(within 20–40% probability); (e) 8045 units (within 10–20% probability); (f) 4536 units (within <10% 

probability). 

   

Figure 13. Building properties under different probabilities of hazard occurrence. Grey dots represent
building properties under each probability range. The number of building properties under different
probabilities are 15,870 (over 80%), 6647 (60–80%), 6231 (40–60%), 8242 (20–40%), 8045 (10–20%), and
4536 (under 10%). The number of buildings at each time step is 2557 (t0), 4243 (t1), 4460 (t2); 10,547 (t3),
22,217 (t4), 15,723 (t5), and 3805 (t6). (a) 15,870 units (within over 80% probability); (b) 6647 units (within
60–80% probability); (c) 6231 units (within 40–60 probability); (d) 8242 units (within 20–40% probability);
(e) 8045 units (within 10–20% probability); (f) 4536 units (within <10% probability).
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During this event, 15,870 out of 49,571 building properties are within >80% probability
of occurrence of a tornado (Figure 13). Of these 15,870 building properties, the number of
buildings at different estimated DoD levels in the case where the tornado is “base/no tag”
(max wind speed is less than 80 mph) is 9358 (no damage), 5366 (DoD = 1), 925 (DoD = 2), 186
(DoD = 3), 29 (DoD = 4), 5 (DoD = 5), and 1 (DoD = 6) (Figure 14). When we classify DoD = 1
and 2 as minor damages, there are 221 building properties that could be severely damaged
under this scenario. The majority of these severely damaged buildings are manufactured
homes (single and double wide) with damage descriptions such as “Unit rolls on its side
or upside down; remains essentially intact”, “Uplift of roof deck and loss of significant
roof covering material”, or “Destruction of roof and walls leaving floor and undercarriage
in place”.
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Figure 14. Comparison of the number of estimated building properties (within >80% probability of
tornado occurrence) associated with each DoD. In the case of a base/no tag tornado (most-likely
scenario), the majority of buildings (15,649) are at no or minor damage predicted (DoD ≤ 2). Only
221 building properties (DoD ≥ 3) may have severe damages (1.4% of the buildings). In the case of a
catastrophic tornado (worst-case scenario), 15,112 out of 15,870 (95% of the buildings, DoD ≥ 3) may
have severe damages.

For the same set of 15,870 buildings in the case where the tornado is “catastrophic”
(max wind speed is less than 140 mph), the number of buildings at different estimated DoD
levels are 758 (DoD = 2), 2014 (DoD = 3), 3304 (DoD = 4), 3809 (DoD = 5), 3188 (DoD = 6),
1967 (DoD = 7), 672 (DoD = 8), and 158 (DoD = 9). The number of buildings that may be
considered as severely damaged are15,112 in this worst-case scenario (compared to the 221
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building properties in the “base/no tag” scenario). In this case, manufactured homes (single
and double width) could be destroyed with damage descriptions such as “Undercarriage
separates from unit; rolls, tumbles, and is badly bent”, “Complete destruction of unit;
debris blown away”. Additionally, most one- and two-family residences could be severely
damaged with “Most walls collapsed, except small interior rooms” or “all walls collapsed”.

5. Discussion

Community impact assessment based on a combination of local vulnerability and
hazard type, can provide an invaluable role in emergency planning, operations, and
decision-making. Specifically, it can provide a basis for more integrated problem solving by
identifying the more vulnerable buildings, blocks, or systems. FEMA (2013) highlighted the
importance of identifying natural hazard disaster risks and vulnerabilities to (1) develop ef-
fective hazard mitigation planning, and (2) minimize the impact of disasters [70,71]. Recent
studies have used probability to address similar impact assessments of flooding based on
local hazard risk due to anthropogenic modifications [72,73]. These studies emphasize the
positive impact of additional information for decision-making under uncertainty. Similarly,
Ripberger et al., (2022) note that with this proper contextual information, probabilistic
guidance generally improves decision making [74].

Currently, most people infer some type of uncertainty into deterministic forecasts (such
as weather warnings in the United States) [75]. Due to this inherent uncertainty, individuals
go searching for additional information to provide both context and confirmation of the risk
of warnings [76,77]. The framework proposed in this study provides a method to supply
context by assessing potential impacts within a given PHI plume or subsequent tornado
warning. This additional context could be useful for both decision-makers responsible for
infrastructure as well as individuals determining when and where to take shelter, as not all
end-users have the same thresholds for taking actions [78].

In contrast to the existing tornado watch and warning alerts/information, which
includes potential exposure at a macro level such as a possibly affected population and
damages on critical infrastructure (schools, hospitals), the outcomes of this study can assess
the community impacts at a micro level (i.e., building property/unit level) by leveraging
PHI data and the geodatabase. More vulnerable blocks/areas or critical infrastructure in a
community, predicted from this study, can be used in the assessment step of the mitigation
planning process, which is the foundation of a short- and long-term strategy to reduce
disaster loss and break the cycle of disaster damage, reconstruction, and repeated damage.
Additionally, multiple types of scenarios can be applied to support tabletop and full-scale
exercises for organizations, teams, or personnel. Such assessments may be able to reveal
strengths and weaknesses in existing mitigation strategies such as plans, protocols, logistics,
and equipment. Finally, the outputs of this study can be utilized to increase severe weather
awareness and promote emergency preparedness for the public.

In case study 1, we demonstrated the expected DoD for different components of critical
infrastructure. In this case, the geodatabase also enables decision-makers to analyze (1) the
number of beds (to estimate the number of patients to be transported) for each hospital;
(2) the number of students and teachers in schools; (3) shelter accessibility/availability in
schools; and (4) vulnerable areas/blocks when fire stations or police offices are compro-
mised. In case study 2, two different tornado scenarios, “base/no tag” and “catastrophic”,
were conducted to examine the most likely and worst-case scenario numbers of building
properties at risk. In the “base/no tag” tornado scenario, we are able to filter out 33,702
buildings under low risk (lower probability of occurrence and DoDs) out of 49,571 building
properties under the path of a simulated PHI plume (Figure 13). As shown in Figure 14,
only 221 out of 49,571 building properties, 0.4% of the total number of buildings, are under
high risk of physical damage (DoD ≥3) in this scenario; however, these are the most vulner-
able building types (such as manufactured homes). In the “catastrophic” tornado scenario,
15,112 building properties (95.2% of the total number of buildings) were at risk of severe
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damage. This shows that the community can have 68 times more building damages under
the “catastrophic” tornado scenario compared to the “base/no tag” tornado scenario.

These types of enhanced community impact predictions can be shared with an existing
communication pipeline such as NWSchat. Developed as an instant message/chat and
utilized by NWS personnel to share critical warning decision expertise and other types of
significant weather information; this information is shared in real-time with emergency
agencies and media [79–81]. Shared information/data could also support emergency
management agencies and other authorities in prioritizing their emergency and follow-up
actions more effectively (e.g., debris removal operations, emergency medical and food
services) and could help the public be well-prepared for hazards. For example, the output
of this study (the number of damaged buildings and locations) can be used to estimate the
required resources (e.g., loaders, hauling trucks, and capacity of temporary debris removal
sites) for debris removal (e.g., Kim et al., 2018 [82]). Additionally, the results of damage
assessment can be used to assess the ramifications of the loss of critical infrastructure. In
the most likely case (wind speed under 80-mph), the majority of hospitals may have no,
or minor, physical damages such as “Threshold of visible damage (DoD = 1)” or “Loss of
roof covering (<20%) (DoD = 2)”. However, they could have severe damages under the
“catastrophic” tornado case such as “Uplift of pre-case concrete roof slabs” or “Uplift of
metal deck with concrete fill slab”. In this case, neighboring hospitals (which were not in
the path of the tornado) could face a markedly increased volume of incoming patients from
hospitals and other areas damaged by the tornado. In case study 2, six hospitals were under
the accumulated PHI plumes and the total estimated number of beds was 1946. This type
of data may support neighboring hospitals in anticipating patient surge and developing
surge capacity strategies for each tornado intensity and associated expected severity of
building damages (e.g., [83–85]).

Additional improvements can be made to the proposed framework. While the EF-scale
provides means to measure possible damages of multiple types of community assets, the
damage indicators are limited to 28 categories, including 23 buildings, electrical trans-
mission lines, free-standing towers, free-standing light poles, and soft- and hard-wood
trees. However, a few types of buildings may not be classified into one of the EF-scale
damage indicators. For example, Apartments, Townhouses, and Condos (DI 3) are supposed
to be limited to three stories or less in the EF-scale, but some building types —apartment,
condo, or townhouse—are four stories or have an exterior type other than solid masonry.
Furthermore, the building damage estimation method retrieved from EF-scale has a wide
range of upper and lower bounds. For instance, the degree of damage for manufactured
homes against 100 mph wind can range from unit slides off block piers but remains upright
(DoD = 3) to unit rolls or vaults; roof and walls separate from floor and undercarriage (DoD = 7).
Therefore, wind simulation-based building damage data/methods need to be integrated
into the proposed framework so it can be enhanced to predict damages on a wide range of
community assets and not be limited to certain assets provided from the EF-scale. Addi-
tionally, the framework would benefit from expanded analysis and output that could be
refined into products that effectively assist in decision-making, such as added distributions
of damage estimate information corresponding to the ranges of estimated wind speeds
from hazards. Finally, there can be indirect damages caused by flying or wind-born debris
coming from tornado-affected community assets such as roof gravel, roof tiles, framing
members, etc. [86–88]. This debris may penetrate the building and threaten human life and
property during tornado events. These types of indirect impacts from tornadoes need to
be integrated into community risk models so they can be communicated to parts of the
community that are most at risk.

Community asset and building type identifications are keys to enhancing building
damage estimates. While our study employed building datasets from the Oklahoma county
assessor, this approach can be limited when acquiring data for each county. Recently, studies
have used a real estate database (e.g., Zillow ZTRAX) to understand the characteristics of
community building properties such as floods [89,90] and fires [91]. Future use of similar
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datasets that include detailed descriptions of buildings, such as size, structure, exterior
types, and building images, could be used in combination with machine learning methods
to better provide damage indicators.

6. Summary and Conclusions

Community assets, including physical structures, critical infrastructure, services, and
networks, play a key role in providing essential services for the community’s quality of life,
economy, and public health. Around 90% of declared disasters in the U.S. have been caused
by severe weather phenomena such as tornadoes, hurricanes, storms, and floods [2].

State and local governments, emergency management agencies, and weather forecast-
ing offices make an effort to share up-to-date weather information with communities so
they can minimize inevitable physical or cascading impacts on a community from severe
weather threats [92–95]. In the past, the means of short-term severe weather information
were often limited to deterministic forecasting such as weather warnings. However, multi-
ple studies have shown that both key decision-makers (such as emergency managers) and
individual members of the public can make use of uncertainty information to make better
quality decisions when contextual data is provided. Unfortunately, existing platforms for
emergency decision-making are limited in their ability to deliver the dynamics of severe
weather threats and accurate levels of risks (that may change every minute or hour) and
are currently often supplemented by other communication channels such as NWSchat.
Thus, there are limitations in the prediction of community impacts from severe weather
threats under the existing weather forecasting systems. While existing community risk
management systems such as FEMAs Hazus-MH are designed to predict community risks
from hurricanes, floods, and earthquakes, their prediction is based on county-level census
data, except for critical infrastructure. Therefore, they may be (1) limited in their leverage
of the benefits of improved storm-based weather forecasting systems (e.g., PHI and/or
Warn-on-Forecast) and longer lead times, (2) unsuitable for smaller-scale severe weather
threats such as tornadoes and hail, and (3) unable to provide practical information or data
at an operational level during emergency response and recovery.

To overcome the bottlenecks of current severe weather forecasting systems and commu-
nity risk management systems, prototype Probabilistic Hazard Information (PHI) from the
NOAA Forecasting a Continuum of Environmental Threats (FACETs) program provides the
future of weather forecasting and severe weather warning/watch systems. Beginning from
deterministic watch-warning products to high resolution and probabilistic information of
risks, to a community from severe weather threats [22]; this system is designed to deliver
detailed information/probability of severe weather threats in real-time to communities. To
leverage the benefits of PHI and better understand the real-time vulnerability of locality,
this study proposes a holistic framework to predict community risks from severe weather
threats. This framework is designed to integrate PHI information/data with a geodatabase
of community assets to predict physical damage to each building property. Compared
to existing community damage assessment models including FEMA HAZUS-MH, the
proposed model is designed to reflect the uncertainty of severe weather threats as well as
predict building damage on a micro level (i.e., possible damage for each building unit).
It would be able to provide more practical risk assessment data/estimates to emergency
agencies and the public for rapid disaster planning and responses. However, the benefits
of this model could be limited until we expand the geodatabase to additional communities
and identify a more accurate wind speed for each building block.

Future research is needed to adequately model building structures for different regions,
as building codes and construction practices can vary greatly across communities. However,
with further refinement/verification using NWS damage survey data and the NOAA
damage assessment toolkit, this information may be able to support decision-makers in
(1) live prediction of risks to community assets, and (2) provision of detailed damage
assessments for an entire event, such as degree of damage of systems or assets, and affected
areas, to emergency agencies, infrastructure managers, and the public.
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