SEASONS OF THE DESERT
Summer -- the Monsoon
The word “monsoon” is derived from the Arabic word “mausim”, meaning “wind-shift”.  During the winter, the wind flow in Arizona is from the west or northwest.  As summer begins, the winds shift to a southerly or southeasterly direction.

This wind shift produces a moisture increase, which, together with strong daytime heating, is the key to the beginning of the summer rains.  The criterion for the onset of storms is three or more consecutive days of dew points averaging 55°F or higher.  For Phoenix, the optimum temperature for the production of storms is about 105°F.  Optimum temperatures for Tucson are somewhat lower.

Thunderstorms generally last 30-40 minutes, and occur in three stages.  The first stage is the updraft stage.  Warm moist air lifts and condenses to form cumulus clouds.  Little or no precipitation occurs during this period.

The second stage is the mature stage.  The precipitation causes strong downdrafts, which hit the ground and are forced out ahead of the storm.  These gust fronts are potentially dangerous, because they pick up large quantities of dust and sand.  Pilots who are flying through a storm and become caught in one of these downdrafts may lose control of their aircraft.

The third stage is the dissipating stage.  The rains cool the air, reducing lift.  Cool downdrafts flow down mountainsides, lifting moist, warm air.  As this air rises and cools, new storms can develop.

Summertime Safety

The monsoons bring much-needed rain to the desert.  They can also bring hazardous conditions, including dust storms, flash floods, and lightning.

Most dust storms are of short duration, but can completely block visibility.  The best thing to do in a dust storm is pull completely off the road and stop; turn off your lights so as not to confuse other drivers.  Drivers have occasionally rear-ended vehicles parked on road shoulders with their lights left on.

Rain falling many miles from your location can still cause flooding.  Never hike, bike, or drive in streambeds during a thunderstorm.  Flash floods can tear down whole trees, sweep away cars or houses, and drown people.  More people die in flash floods each year in the Southwest than are killed by venomous animals.

If you are caught outside during a thunderstorm, make sure you are not the highest object in the area.  Stay away from tall objects such as saguaros and telephone poles, or metal objects such as bicycles, golf clubs, barbed wire fences, and tractors which may attract lightning.  If you are in or on the water, get out immediately.  If you are in a vehicle, stay there.

If you are inside during a thunderstorm, stay away from doors and windows, and turn off and unplug TVs, stereos, and computers.  Do not use the telephone unless necessary.  Keep away from pipes, appliances, and anything else that can carry current into the house.































