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SYNOPSIS 
A report has been prepared to inform the Council and community about the changes that have been implemented 
regarding the Village Operation Center (VOC) policies and procedures for siren activation following the storm 
event of June 21.    
 
STRATEGIC PLAN ALIGNMENT 
The goals for 2011-2018 include Exceptional Municipal Organization. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT   
N/A 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
N/A 
 
BACKGROUND 
During the evening of Tuesday, June 21, 2011, the Chicago area experienced a severe weather event that 
significantly affected the Village.  This event included the occurrence of an EF-1 tornado that was confirmed by the 
National Weather Service (NWS) the following day after assessing the damage caused by the storm (see attachment 
#1).  The tornado began at 8:31pm and lifted at 8:33pm, traveling a distance of 2.1 miles through the southwest 
portion of Downers Grove.  Severe winds caused significant damage to trees and widespread power outages 
throughout the Village.   A tornado warning was issued by the National Weather Service for a seven-county area 
including all of DuPage County at approximately 7:50pm extending to 9:00pm.   
 
During the storm, the Village’s outdoor warning system (or warning sirens) was not activated.  The Village has a 
VOC policy for siren activation (see attachment #2) which is based on guidelines issued by the DuPage County 
Office of Homeland Security (see attachment #3).  The policy was reviewed earlier this year by the National 
Weather Service as part of the Village’s recertification process as a Storm Ready Community (see attachment #4 
for letter from NWS).    
 
The circumstances surrounding this storm did not meet the specific criteria that are listed. (explained in detail 
below). However, the Village recognizes, given the nature and significant impact of the storm, the importance of 
reviewing and updating the policies and procedures to avoid a similar situation in the future where a tornado and/or 
damaging winds significantly impact the community, yet the policy does not provide sufficient criteria regarding the 
activation of the siren. 
 
In addition to the specific change to the VOC policies and procedures, this report also describes related 
circumstances that occurred during the storm that contributed to uncertainty throughout the community and 
surrounding area.  Also outlined are future actions that the Village plans to take to help bring about broader County-
wide coordination related to severe weather events and warning siren activation.     
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VOC Policy and Procedure Change 
In reviewing the VOC Policies and Procedures for warning siren activation, the Village has established the 
following (currently in effect) to replace the existing criterion #3 (see attachment #2 for previous policy language)   
 
During a severe weather incident, local warning systems should be activated if any of the following criteria are 
met: 
 
3. The receipt of a tornado warning issued by the National Weather Service for any area within five (5) miles of 

the community or which indicates that the community is in the direct path of an oncoming tornado.   
 

Activation of the warning under criterion number three (3) shall be made by a designated and trained Village 
official who has determined that the Village is facing an imminent threat from a tornado or severe winds.  Such 
a determination shall be made by monitoring all available weather reporting system information, as well as 
reports received by the Village Operations Center.  The officials that are designated to make this determination 
are as follows:   
 Emergency Management Coordinator or Deputy Coordinators 
 VOC Manager or Supervisor 
 Highest ranking sworn police or fire official on-duty 

 
Existing Policy Criteria 
The Village Operations Center (VOC) policies and procedures for warning siren activation that were in effect 
during the time of the June 21 storm included specific criteria to determine when the sirens should be activated.  The 
policies and procedures were based on the Guidelines for the Activation of Outdoor Warning Sirens adopted by the 
DuPage County Office of Homeland Security and Emergency Management.  The table below identifies each 
criterion and explains the circumstances that occurred on the night of June 21 to indicate specifically why each 
criterion was not met.   
 

Criteria Actual Occurrence/Explanation 
1. A confirmed sighting of a tornado, 
or funnel cloud aloft reported by a 
trained weather spotter within five (5) 
miles of the community. 

Neither the tornado that impacted Downers Grove nor any 
tornado within five-miles of the community was sighted 
during the storm.  The tornado was confirmed by the 
National Weather Service on June 22 after assessing storm 
damage.   
 

2. A confirmed sighting, by a trained 
weather spotter, of severe winds 
causing structural damage within five 
(5) miles of the community. 

Although reports of heavy winds causing tree damage 
were received, no confirmed sightings of severe winds 
causing structural damage within five miles of the 
community were received in advance of the occurrence of 
the tornado. 
 

3. The receipt of a tornado warning, 
issued by the National Weather 
Service, indicating that a community 
is in the direct path of an oncoming 
tornado. 
 

The tornado warning that was issued by the National 
Weather Service was a blanket warning for a 7-county 
area indicating that the storm was capable of producing 
tornadoes and strong damaging winds. 
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Other Related Circumstances  
The following also occurred during the night of the storm and relates to the Village’s review of policies and 
procedures:   

 Many communities surrounding Downers Grove (included Lombard, Lisle, Woodridge and Darien) are 
members of and receive their dispatch services through DuPage Public Safety Communications (DU-
COMM).  As part of this arrangement, DU-COMM is responsible for activating sirens in most member 
communities.  DU-COMM has a policy that includes a different set of criteria than Downers Grove uses for 
siren activation.  The criterion appearing in the DU-COMM policy states that sirens will be activated based 
on the following criteria:  
1. Upon issuance of a National Weather Service Tornado Warning for a community adjacent to a DU-

COMM member community, or for a county in which DU-COMM member communities reside. 
2. Upon notification by on-duty Member Agency personnel who have observed a funnel cloud or tornado, 

in or adjacent to a DU-COMM member community. 
3. Upon notification by on-duty Member Agency personnel who have observed severe weather causing 

damage to property. 
4. Upon direction or order from a Member Agency community member of competent authority; defined 

as but not limited to:  Mayor, Village President, Police Chief, Fire Chief, Village Manager, City 
Manager, DU-COMM Administration, ESDA/OEM/Civil Defense Director, Watch Commander, Shift 
Commander, Police Officer, or Firefighter.  In this instance, the On Duty Operations Manager or OIC 
will direct immediate activation and will note the name and title of the reporting authority and the time 
the order was given. 

5. The siren activation will also be based on the direction in which the storm is heading as it relates to DU-
COMM Member Agencies. 

 It was reported that DU-COMM’s sirens were activated in all communities for which DU-COMM is the 
responsible agency on five separate occasions during the duration of the tornado warning. 

 The Village’s policy includes a requirement that all siren activations require the use of the DuPage County 
Emergency Radio Network (DCERN) system to announce and explain the activation to other jurisdictions 
within the County.  DU-COMM policies do not include this procedural requirement and the DCERN 
system was not used following the activation of DU-COMM sirens.   

 As a result of the DU-COMM siren activations, 911 calls to DU-COMM exceeded the capacity of that 
organization’s system.  When this occurs, calls are automatically rerouted to other dispatch operations, 
including Downers Grove.  This additional volume compounded the high call demand from Downers 
Grove and Westmont residents.   

 
Future Actions 
The Village has indentified several other opportunities that can be pursued to ensure that siren activations are better 
coordinated among responsible agencies, leading to a clearer understanding by residents throughout the County 
regarding the use of the emergency warning system.  The following opportunities and actions have been identified:  

 A meeting of the Public Safety Answering Point (PSAP) Supervisors in DuPage County is scheduled for 
July 22 and includes discussion of a county-wide siren activation policy.  The VOC Manager will attend 
this meeting on the Village’s behalf. 

 A meet of the DuPage County Emergency Management Coordinators is scheduled for July 19 and includes 
discussion of issues related to coordinated siren activation.  The Police Chief and Emergency Management 
Coordinator will attend this meeting on the Village’s behalf.   These two groups are coordinating their 
efforts.  

 Once it’s clear how changes to policies and procedures to achieve greater county-wide coordination have 
been determined, the Village will use its communications vehicles and resources to inform and educate 
residents regarding these changes. 
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ATTACHMENTS 
1. National Weather Service EF-1 Tornado Summary 
2. Village Operations Center Policies & Procedures for Warning System Activation (no longer in effect) 
3. DuPage County Guidelines for the Activation of Outdoor Warning Systems 
4. Letter from National Weather Service  
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