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Erie County, PA



Population around 280,000

Approx. 75% 
pop. N I-90

Poor to no
coverage



May 31, 1985

“The day the twisters came.”

Twenty four years ago, a 
line of fierce tornadoes 
attacked Western Pa., 
leaving 65 dead.



Several days prior to 5/31, 
weather unstable, very warm and 
muggy with afternoon 
thunderstorms, tornado watches.

May 31, air unstable, weather 
very warm and very humid, mid 
80’s.

Weather Conditions



May 31, 1985 National Weather Service Issue Tornado Watch at 16:48



****TORNADO WARNING Number 1****
NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE ERIE PA

513 PM EDT FRI MAY 31 1985 EXPIRES 530 PMCOUNTIES AFFECTED PA 
ERIE 

THE NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE IN ERIE HAS ISSUED A TORNADO 
WARNING UNTIL 530 PM FOR THESE COUNTIES IN NORTHWESTERN 
PENNSYLVANIA...SOUTHERN ERIE

A TORNADO WAS SIGHTED BY STATE POLICE NEAR 
PENNSIDE...SOUTH OF ALBION IN ERIE COUNTY AT 505 PM...MOVING 
TOWARD THE NORTHEAST AT 30 MILES AN HOUR.

Note:  Most clocks in Albion froze at approx. 5:05 PM



Before the NWS WSR 88-D Doppler 
Radar, radar operators hand drew the 
radar echos on overlay maps.

First tornado in the series (Rated F4)

Note



****TORNADO WARNING Number 2****
NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE ERIE PA

545 PM EDT FRI MAY 31 1985 EXPIRES 630 PM MAY 31 
1985 COUNTIES AFFECTED PA ERIE AND CRAWFORD

THE NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE IN ERIE HAS ISSUED 
A TORNADO WARNING UNTIL 630 PM FOR THESE 
COUNTIES IN NORTHWESTERN PENNSYLVANIA ERIE AND 
CRAWFORD. ERIE RADAR SHOWS 3 TORNADOS ON THE 
GROUND ONE NORTHEAST OF WATERFORD ANOTHER 
NEAR CAMBRIDGE SPRINGS AND ANOTHER SOUTHWEST 
OF MEADVILLE. THEY ARE ALL MOVING TO THE 
NORTHEAST AT NEAR 35



****TORNADO WARNING Number 3***

NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE ERIE PA

620 PM EDT FRI MAY 31 1985 EXPIRES 700 PM MAY 31 1985 
COUNTIES AFFECTED PA ERIE AND CRAWFORD

THE NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE IN ERIE HAS ISSUED A 
TORNADO WARNING UNTIL 700 PM FOR THESE COUNTIES IN 
NORTHWESTERN PENNSYLVANIA SOUTHERN ERIE AND 
NORTHERN CRAWFORD. AT 620 PM ERIE WEATHER RADAR 
SHOWS NEW TORNADOS ON THE GROUND WEST OF ALBION 
AND CONNEAUTVILLE PENNA. MOVING TOWARDS THE EAST AT 
35 MPH  ANOTHER TORNADO SOUTH OF SPARTANSBURG 
MOVING INTO WARREN COUNTY AND ONE NORTH OF OIL CITY 
MOVING INTO NORTHERN FOREST COUNTY.







05/31/1985         Search and Rescue Map of Albion, Pennsylvania
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Destruction Path of 
Albion, PA issued 

August, 1985
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Available Technology-1985

Radios
Car phone (RF link via phone 
company)
Pagers
Teletypes
Dual floppy computers 









1985 Tornado Outbreak Erie, 
Pa.

Over twenty communication centers serving 
the county.
No 911, no intraoperability multiple 
communication networks (Lo-Band, VHF 
and UHF).  Trunking not available at the 
time.
Areas hit were the worst for radio coverage 
because of geography.
Within a matter of minutes all public safety 
systems were overloaded.
Unaware that other counties (and States) 
were hit until 12 hrs. later.



12 Fatalities, Over 140 injured required 
EMS transport of which over 40 (Class I 
Pts.) had critical injuries.
Not one post-disaster fatality.
Ran out of ambulances.
Initial public safety response was  
impacted with debris multiple flat tires 
putting vehicles out of service.

1985 Tornado Outbreak Erie, 
Pa.



Lost phone service and developed message 
system for rescue effort.
Amateur radio provided limited support
Medical Teams and supplies were and 
dispatched very early into response.
Local government response very early into 
incident (Municipal and County).
Early damage assessment provided early 
disaster declarations and State support.

1985 Tornado Outbreak Erie, 
Pa.







The Toll of the Tornadoes on May, 31 1985

State Number 
Killed

Number 
Injured

Homes 
Destroyed

Damage Price

Penna. 65 707 1009 $376,367,000

Ohio 11 340 300 $150,000,000

New York 0 16 21 $4,000,000 



Questions

Nick Sleptzoff
nicholas.sleptzoff@dhs.gov
202-786-9641

Tim Dunkle
tdunkle@state.pa.us
717-248-1115
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