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NCAR Scientists to Study Cirrus Clouds over Kansas

BOULDER—Next week scientists from the National Center for Atmospheric 

Research (NCAR), in Boulder, Colorado, will gather in Coffeyville, Kansas, to examine 

cirrus clouds—thin, high-altitude clouds made primarily of ice. Coffeyville, located 

105 miles (170 km) southeast of Wichita, is also the site of the largest hailstone ever 

reported— 14.5 centimeters (5.7 inches) across its longest dimension. The project is 

the second stage of the First ISCCP Regional Experiment, or FIRE II Cirrus. (ISCCP 

stands for International Satellite Cloud Climatology Project.) This experiment follows 

an earlier phase of FIRE, conducted in Madison, Wisconsin, in 1986. FIRE II scientists 

will make daily measurements in cirrus clouds from November 11 through December 8.

The experiment is organized by the National Aeronautics and Space 

Administration (NASA) and funded by the National Science Foundation. In addition to 

NCAR, participants include the the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA), the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, Colorado State and Pennsylvania State 

universities, and the Universities of Missouri, North Dakota, Utah and Wisconsin.

Among the 100 researchers involved in the experiment are Andrew Heymsfield,

Nancy Knight, and Larry Miloshevich of NCAR's Mesoscale and Microscale Meteorology 

Division, and NCAR visiting scientists Roelof Bruintjes of the South African Weather 

Bureau, Ilia Mazin of the USSR's Central Aerological Observatory in Moscow, and Peter 

Norris, a graduate student at the University of California, San Diego. Also participating 

are Thomas Ackerman of Penn State, Donald Hagen of the University of Missouri,

Kenneth Sassen of the University of Utah, David Starr of NASA, and Graeme Stevens of 

Colorado State University.
The National Center for Atmospheric Research is operated by the University Corporation for Atmospheric Research under the sponsorship of the National Science Foundation.



Coffeyville was chosen as the site of FIRE II for several reasons. During 

November and December there is frequently a stream of subtropical moisture over 

southern Kansas which often produces cirrus clouds. In addition, southern Kansas will 

allow high-quality infrared satellite imaging of cirrus, since in November it is 

generally free of low-level distortion factors, such as fog and snow-covered ground. 

Lastly, National Weather Service wind profilers are already in place and available for 

use in this experiment.

The scientists will be using a wide variety of resources and equipment. NCAR’s 

Atmospheric Technology Division will provide the King Air turboprop and Sabreliner jet 

aircraft, as well as portable automated mesonet stations and radiosonde releases 

(weather balloons). The University of North Dakota will employ its Citation jet in the 

experiment.

According to Heymsfield, a cloud physicist, "Cirrus are among the most 

important clouds in terms of potential effects on climate because of their height in the 

atmosphere and high frequency of occurrence globally.” In describing the experiment, 

he said, “The project should fulfill three objectives: determine how well the 

information retrieved from remote-sensors such as satellites and wind profilers 

reflects the actual properties of clouds observed from the aircraft, study the physics of 

cirrus cloud development, and develop methods for characterizing these clouds in 

numerical models, especially global circulation and climate models. Measurements of 

cirrus clouds obtained from aircraft instruments will be compared with data from 

satellites and ground-based sensors. The aim is to have data retrieved from the remote 

sensors closely reflect the true cloud properties. This, in turn, will provide for more 

accurate weather forecasting and climate models.”
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