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When tornadoes ripped through 
southeastern Louisiana early this 
year, a brand-​new weather satellite 

was watching. A brief video released by the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration (NOAA) the day after the twister 
onslaught shows a sequence of images of the 
episode captured by the agency’s Geostation-
ary Operational Environmental Satellite 16 
(GOES-16).

NOAA meteorologists said the clip demon-
strates the enhanced ability of new satellites 
to provide bird’s-​eye views of extreme 
weather as it develops. GOES-16, which is the 
first in NOAA’s new GOES-R satellite series, 
was launched on 19 November 2016.

Real-​Time Resolution
The tornadoes that struck on 7 February 
injured dozens and caused major damage to 
parts of New Orleans, particularly in the east-
ern part of the city. In all, nine tornadoes 
touched ground, NOAA reported. 

In the video of the storms as seen by the 
NOAA satellite (see http://​bit​.ly/​tornadoes​
-louisiana), wispy clouds in the west become 
an expansive roiling mass as the storms move 

to the east. Bubbly, cauliflower-​shaped fea-
tures arising from this churning stew are the 
storms that caused the tornadoes, said Steven 

Goodman, senior scientist for the GOES-16 
satellite. The frothing shapes reflect vigorous 
upwelling of wind, which helps form the tor-
nado’s funnel shape.

A More Watchful Eye
From an earlier generation of satellites that 
remain in operation, meteorologists get 
updates about every 15 to 30 minutes. By con-
trast, GOES-16 scans the continental United 
States every 5 minutes.

With this new scanning frequency, “even 
before the radar shows you typical [tornado] 
signs, you’ve got some real indication that 
the storm environment is changing to a dan-
gerous situation,” Goodman said, which gives 
meteorologists better tools with which to 
warn the public of the coming danger. Good-
man estimates that data from the new satel-
lite may give affected areas 5-​6 minutes more 
lead time to prepare for a storm—a nearly 
50% increase from the prior 13-​minute aver-
age.

Future of Forecasting
Currently, NOAA scientists are testing and 
calibrating the satellite to ensure the accu-
racy of readings, so its images remain experi-
mental. However, once the satellite is fully 
operational this November, images like those 
in the video, taken by its Advanced Baseline 
Imager, will allow meteorologists to track a 
storm in almost real time, Goodman said.

He hopes that the highly resolved data will 
“personalize the risk a lot better.” Meteorol-
ogists already have trouble convincing the 
public of real and impending danger. Good-
man suggested that having such rapidly 
updating information will help meteorolo-
gists and TV broadcasters better communi-
cate hazards.

When it is fully operational, the satellite 
will image Earth every 30 seconds, with high-​
resolution images of the entire Earth disk 
every 15 seconds, the continental United 
States every 5 minutes, and areas of high 
storm activity every 60 seconds.

NOAA released the first images from 
GOES-16 on 15 January, showing a high-​
resolution view of Earth.

By JoAnna Wendel (@JoAnnaScience), Staff 
Writer

NOAA Video Shows Satellite Views 
of Louisiana Tornadoes

Once the satellite is fully 
operational this 
November, images like 
those in the video will 
allow meteorologists to 
track a storm in almost 
real time.

A still from a brief video of storms sweeping across southeastern Louisiana on 7 February. Tornadoes spawn in the 

thick mass of clouds at upper right where concentrated bumpy regions indicate upwelling winds that may form torna-

does. NOAA’s newest weather satellite, GOES-16, took the image. 
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