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ABSTRACT

The Tallahassee Regional Airport, on the city’s southwest side, has a minimum temperature that is colder than minima
of neighboring towns and other parts of Tallahassee when clear and calm conditions prevail over the area. The anomaly
is described in detail with a series of comparison studies using daily minimum temperature data from nearby locations.
This cold anomaly is statistically significant and is most common during the cold season. Its cause appears to be anoma-
lous radiational cooling resulting from enhanced exposure of the ground to open sky, and local cooling rates are prob-
ably intensified by sandy soil conditions. Cold-air drainage does not appear to be an important factor.

I am the Lorax. I speak for the trees.

—Dr. SEUSS
1. Introduction and motivation

Tallahassee is situated amid the rolling hills of
northwest Florida near the geographic center of Leon
County and has a population of approximately
134 000 residents and an area of 217 km? (Tallahas-
see—Leon County Planning Department 1995).
Tallahassee’s rolling landscape (the Tallahassee Hills,
with elevations ranging between 15 and 75 m above
sea level) is more typical of regions farther north and
is unique among the major cities of Florida. The to-
pography from the city’s southside to the Gulf of
Mexico (approximately 40 km to the south) is char-
acterized by flat, sandy coastal lowlands.

Official temperature readings for Tallahassee are
taken at TLH, located at the Tallahassee Regional Air-
port on the city’s southwest side. The major question
for this study is the representativeness of Tallahassee’s
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official minimum temperatures for the region at large.
For example, a forecast minimum temperature of
—2°C at TLH may or may not be of concern to local
growers regarding the potential of subfreezing tem-
peratures in their specific locales. The answer is im-
portant because it is often of agricultural interest to
delay harvest as long as possible before the potential
for cold damage (e.g., Smith 1966).

Despite its proximity to the Gulf of Mexico and its
humid subtropical climate, Tallahassee sometimes
records the coldest minimum temperature of any city
in a tristate area (SE Alabama, SW Georgia, and N
Florida). Tallahassee’s minimum temperature
anomaly is most common during the cold season when
subfreezing temperatures often occur. Figure 1 is the
1200 UTC minimum temperature chart for 18 March
1994, showing an example of the minimum tempera-
ture anomaly. Minima at neighboring first-order sta-
tions are 2°-6°C (4°-10°F) warmer than at TLH on
this particular night when clear and calm synoptic-
scale conditions prevailed over the southeast United
States.

Table 1 contains elevations above sea level for TLH
and the three nearest first-order reporting sites. TLH
is located nearest to the Gulf Coast and is at an eleva-
tion closest to sea level. As one would expect, TLH
has a warmer average nighttime minimum tempera-
ture compared with sites to the north, but on occasion
TLH records the coldest minimum temperature in the
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Fic. 1. National Weather Service (1200 UTC) minimum
temperature chart for 1200 UTC 18 March 1994.

region. On a more local basis, there is a widespread
belief that cold-air drainage is primarily responsible
for the TLH minimum temperature anomaly. In fact, a
quote about Tallahassee’s climate from the USA Today
Weather Almanac (Gannett New Media 1994) states,

During the winter, cold air flowing into lower
elevations [throughout Tallahassee] produces
wide variations in low temperatures on clear
and calm nights.

Cold-air drainage can be substantial in certain
places. For example, the city of Albuquerque, New
Mexico, experiences nocturnal cold-air drainage with
minimum temperatures in the valleys along the city’s
outskirts averaging 2°~-3°C (4°-5°F) lower than other
city locations (Liles 1991). During exceptionally clear,
calm nights, valley temperatures can be 6°C lower
than at the airport site, just several kilometers away.

In this paper we examine the TLH minimum tem-
perature anomaly in detail. A description of the
anomaly is given in section 2. This is done using com-
parisons on three spatial scales: regional, local, and
side by side. In section 3 we challenge the cold-air
drainage hypothesis as the cause of the temperature
anomaly in Tallahassee while suggesting an alterna-
tive explanation.

2.Description of the TLH minimum
temperature anomaly

We first describe salient features of the TLH mini-
mum temperature anomaly. We do this on both re-
gional and local scales and then examine results of a
side-by-side comparison between the National
Weather Service’s (NWS) official HO-83 temperature
sensor (NWS 1982; Kessler et al. 1993) with a shel-
tered liquid-in-glass minimum thermometer.

a. Regional comparisons

In the first comparison we chose five NWS coop-
erative sites surrounding Tallahassee, located near the
towns of Madison (MAD), Monticello (MON), Perry
(PER), Quincy (QUI), and Wewahitchka (WEW). The
sites border TLH to the east, southeast, northwest, and
southwest, respectively (Fig. 2). Data were daily (24
h) minimum temperatures over a nine-year period
(1984-1992). We considered only days on which all
six sites recorded a minimum temperature.

The question we address is whether TLH is colder
than its surrounding neighborhood under certain con-
ditions. For a specified night, two samples are taken.
Sample one is the area-averaged minimum tempera-
ture based on the five cooperative sites surrounding
Tallahassee, and sample two is the minimum tempera-
ture for TLH. We test whether or not
TLH’s median low temperature dif-

TABLE 1. Locations, elevations, and proximity to the Gulf of Mexico of TLH and
the nearest first-order reporting sites. TLH, located at the Tallahassee Regional Airport,

is closest to sea level and closest to the Gulf of Mexico.

fers significantly from the surround-
ing area’s average median low tem-
perature. A decision is made based

on the nonparametric Wilcoxon

Cit (L;t) %;‘a‘g Ele(";;i"“ Igf:;‘;i:)" signed rank test, which uses a rank-

1 . . .

y ing of the paired sample differences
31.32 85.45 122 126 and requires no distributional as-

Dothan, AL (DHN)

Valdosta, GA (VLD) 30.78 83.28 68
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sumptions (Daniel 1990).

We are interested in local influ-
ences that affect minimum tempera-
tures in Tallahassee. And, since we
want to compare minima for neigh-
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boring sites, it is necessary to eliminate days on which
large-scale factors might have been important. For
example, a cold front in the area could explain sub-
stantial regional differences in minimum temperatures
unrelated to local effects. Our purpose is to compare
minima when such large-scale features are not present.

Since the neighboring sites are NWS cooperative
stations without complete weather observations, we
devised the following criterion for determining which
days to include in the sample. First, the daily minima
of all sites for a given day were averaged to obtain
(T™). Then, each site’s minimum temperature (except
for TLH) was subtracted from this regional average
to obtain five differences for each day, where

_ min _ ~min
=T Tsite .

min
A site

1)

The average absolute difference

1
6= ngJAil

for the five sites was 2.13°C (3.84°F) for the nine-year
period. This value was chosen as a reference thresh-
old. In order for a day to be considered in the sample
of “same synoptic-scale situation,” the criterion

_5 < Amin

site

<+6
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had to be met for all five of the neighboring sites.
Thus, on a given night, if all of
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Fic. 2. Map of the tristate area showing locations of sites used
in the study. Filled circles are first-order NWS sites (ABY is
Albany, DHN is Dothan, VLD is Valdosta, and TLH is
Tallahassee) and open triangles are cooperative sites (HDL is
Headland, QUI is Quincy, WEW is Wewahitchka, MON is
Monticello, MAD is Madison, and PER is Perry).

sites, it would decrease our motivation to entertain a
cause.

Differences in median minimum temperatures are
compared using approximate z values, Bonferonni-
corrected p values, and simultaneous 95% confidence
intervals shown in Table 2. Since separate statistics
are computed for 5.5°C (10°F) temperature intervals
of <T™in> beginning with —6.7°C (20°F), the two-sided

the minima from the five sites
surrounding TLH fell within
plus or minus the threshold, then
it was assumed that the region
was under the same synoptic-
scale situation.

TABLE 2. Statistics for a multiple comparison between TLH minimum temperatures and
average minimum temperatures for the surrounding area. Temperature ranges are in 10°F
intervals and N is the number of observations, the z value is based on a normal
approximation, the p value is based on the conservative Bonferonni-adjusted multiple
comparison, and the 95% Cl is the simultaneous confidence interval based on an individual
confidence level of 99.28% with values in °C.

Using this criterion for deter-

mining the same synoptic situ-

ation and requiring that data be
available for all sites on that day
gave a sample size of 2032 i

days. The reasoning behind this
procedure is to isolate nights un-
der which TLH is most likely to
experience the coldest mini-

mum temperature in the region.
If under these conditions we

find no significant difference
between TLH and neighboring
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Temp range °C (°F) N z value p value 95% CI
—6.7°—-1.7° (20°-29°) 74 -6.58 <.00001 (-2.00, —1.06)
~1.1°-3.9° (30°-~39°) 170 ~8.63 <.00001 (-1.89, ~1.11)
4.4°-9.4° (40°—49°) 223 -9.14 <.00001 (-1.83, —1.00)
i 10.0°-15.0° (50°~59°) 329 -8.04 <.00001 (-1.28, -0.61)
15.6°-20.6° (60°—69°) 684 —-0.60 1.00000 (-0.17,0.11)

221.1° (2707 548 3.61 00214 (0.55, 0.33)
Overall 2032 -11.22 <.00001 (—0.50, -0.28)
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p value for each test is multiplied by seven (the num-
ber of comparisons). This guarantees that the overall
error rate for the hypothesis tests will not exceed the
p value associated with the particular hypothesis test
being evaluated.

The multiple comparison p values are significant
in all temperature intervals below 15.6°C (60°F), with
confidence intervals indicating that TLH is colder than
its surrounding neighborhood. For warmer minimum
temperatures, the situation is different. In the inter-
val between 15.6° and 20.6°C (60° and 69°F), there
is no difference in median minimum temperatures, and
for the minimum temperatures exceeding 21.1°C
(70°F), TLH is significantly warmer than its surround-
ing. However, TLH is significantly colder overall than
its neighborhood under conditions of same synoptic-
scale situation.

The above results suggest a minimum temperature
anomaly for TLH, particularly during the colder
months. During the warm season, large humidity gra-

-dients can exist over limited spatial scales even un-
der the same syhoptic—scale situation. For instance, an
isolated heavy shower during the afternoon can result
in localized low-level moisture during the following
nighttime and early morning hours. In contrast, the
largest moisture gradients during the colder months
are associated with midlatitude frontal intrusions.
These frontal days have been eliminated from the
sample for failing to meet the same synoptic-scale
situation criterion. The next section describes the sea-
sonal variability of this minimum temperature
anomaly.

b. Seasonal variability

To examine the seasonal variability of the anomaly,
we looked at the number of TLH minimum tempera-
ture anomaly days for each month. This was done by
comparing daily (24 h) minimum temperatures from
TLH with those from three, more northerly stations—
Headland, Alabama; Albany, Georgia; and Valdosta,
Georgia. Each of these sites is located north of Talla-
hassee (Fig. 2). To be considered an anomaly day, the
minimum temperature at TLH had to be colder than
that at each of the other three sites by at least 1.7°C
(3°F). Data were obtained from the Florida State Cli-
mate Center for the 24-yr period 1965-88. Months
during this period for which the number of anomaly
days could not be determined for each day due to
missing data were excluded. The number of months
ranged from a low of 21 (January and April) to a high
of 24 (June, July, and August).
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Fic. 3. Number of TLH minimum temperature anomaly days
as a function of month of year for the period 1965-88. See text
for methodology.

The total number of anomaly days for the 24-yr
period (not weighted for missing months) is plotted
for each month in Fig. 3. As anticipated, the TLH
minimum temperature anomaly is most frequent dur-
ing the cooler, drier months. The warm and humid
months of July through September have a small num-
ber of anomaly days, with no days meeting this crite-
ria in August. We next describe the spatial extent of
this minimum temperature anomaly.

¢. Local comparisons

Having confirmed the TLH minimum temperature
anomaly and described its seasonal variability, we
next address its representativeness on more local
scales. This was done using two separate comparisons.
We first compared TLH minima with those at an un-
official site located in the city of Tallahassee. The site
has been maintained by one of the authors (HEF) for
the past eight years. It is located approximately 16 km
northeast of TLH in an urban forest at an elevation of
approximately 31 m. The instrument is a liquid-in-
glass minimum thermometer housed in a standard
wooden shelter. }

The average minimum temperature for the months
of December, January, and February at the unofficial
site was 44.4°F for the years 1988-92, compared with
41.7°F at TLH for the same months and period. This
result suggests that the TLH minimum temperature
anomaly might be a very local effect, at least during
the cold season.

The second comparison involved a network of
minimum thermometers near the Tallahassee Regional
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