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HENRYVILLE, IN - The tornado came at worst possible time for hundreds of students loaded on school buses, ready to head
home. There was no time to follow the preferred safety plan and herd students off the bus and inside the school. Instead, an 
assistant principal signaled drivers to go, setting off a desperate race to beat the tornado that was just minutes from slamming
into the town and destroying a large part of the school.

Despite harrowing encounters that forced one driver and students to duck into a crawl space and another to seek cover 
with children on the floor of a car, all the students survived back-to-back tornadoes that devastated the town about 20 miles 
north of Louisville, Ky.

One driver found himself driving straight toward the tornado and pulled over, running with three remaining students to a 
house. They made it to the crawl space just as hail started coming down.

Another driver said she slowed to a "rolling stop" to let students unload, but no more. With all of them dropped off, she 
headed home with her three children and her son's girlfriend still on board. They turned a corner and saw an enormous funnel 
cloud.  "I debated whether to stop and find a ditch to take cover in, but there was just open field," she said. She sped back 
toward her car, which was parked near the school. They all jumped in the back seat, and Anderson threw herself on top of the 
children. The funnel cloud lifted one side of the car twice, but they survived.

"The very hallways we would have had those kids in, the ceiling collapsed. Those kids would have been crushed," said 
John Reed, assistant superintendent of West Clark Community Schools.
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PINER, KY - A major storm had already been spotted moving through Eastern Kentucky, and by 3:35, another storm was less than 40 miles 
away in Carrollton.  School let out around 3:30 p.m. and buses throughout the 14,000 student district were already on the road, except for 
those at one school – Piner Elementary.  And the school was in the path of the storm.  Piner had eight buses and they were supposed to 
pull out at 3:41 p.m. Students had already started boarding five of them for the ride home on two-lane roads through farms and subdivisions.
 
District Superintendent Terri Cox-Cruey had a decision to make: She could gamble that the buses could shuttle the kids safely home before
the storm hit, or she could try to pull them back, hoping the children would be safer in the brick school.  She picked school.
 
She called Piner Principal Christi Jefferds. “Pull them back”, she told her.  Jefferds agreed and they rushed the children back into their 
classrooms. Teachers did head counts in their classrooms and then moved children into the cinder-block hallway in the back of the 
building.
 
It turned out this last-minute decision may have prevented more lives from being lost.
 
The tornado hit Piner and the surrounding rural areas. The school sits about three miles from the neighborhood that would end up being 
the hardest hit.  But inside the school, teachers and staff didn’t know about the destruction around them.
 
About 350 students, staff and parents crammed the hallway. They stayed for two hours. The power went off during that time, forcing
emergency lights on.  When the county’s emergency siren sounded, everybody crouched down into the position they had been taught to 
get in just three days earlier during a tornado drill.  When the siren was off, they did their best to have some fun to pass the time.
 
At about 5:15 p.m., the children went back to their classrooms, used the bathrooms and were given snacks.  They remained there while the
roads were assessed, and it was dark before most of them were taken home by bus.   Only one bus came back with students. There were 
seven of them; the roads to get to their homes were closed.  Parents of two of the kids were located and able to come to the school. The 
other five were eventually taken to Piner Baptist Church, which was set up as a shelter, where their parents came to get them. 
It was about 9:30 p.m. before every student was with a parent.
 
Jefferds said about 20 students’ homes were completely destroyed or uninhabitable. She felt everything that was done was “the best we 
could have done given the situation. If we did send kids home, they could have been home alone during the storm,” Jefferds said.

OLDHAM COUNTY, KY - Oldham County Schools decided not to dismiss students early March 2. Throughout the day, school 
officials kept an eye on the storms, said Rick McHargue, assistant superintendent.  And they thought they had a window of good
weather around the time that the middle and high schools dismissed at 3:30 p.m., he said.

But the weather quickly changed. 

The tornado warning for Oldham was called at about 3:50 p.m. when some middle and high schoolers were still on buses.  Officials
don’t like to dismiss early because this can leave especially young students at home alone in a storm, and considering that many
parents work in Louisville (27 miles away), getting home in time to meet children can be hard.  Still, all students arrived home safely.

The school district has released students early because of weather once in the past seven years, and that did not go smoothly, 
McHargue said. The students were released because of a snowstorm, but many parents had not heard about the schedule change. 
Young children found their homes locked and empty when the buses dropped them off, he said.
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Recovery Outcomes

The Storms

Tablet GIS-based 
Damage Assessment Forms

GIS Analysis for new Storm
Warning Siren Location

“Emergency services make up an important part of an area’s community 
facilities. Police, fire, and emergency dispatch coverage could mean the 
difference between life and death for those in need of the respective
service. Looking for ways to provide more efficient and effective emergency 
response services would provide benefits to jurisdictions, particularly those 
with limited capital resources, allowing them to invest in other improvements.”
.

                                                      -Direction 2030: Community Facilities Element
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Encourage cooperative governance.

Continue to encourage the sharing of technical tools
and resources effectively reducing the cost of the 
system.

Identify opportunities for effective sharing of services.

Recommendation:

“Ensure adequate emergency response services
are provided to protect the public health, safety, 
and welfare.”
.

-Direction 2030: Community Facilities element

For the first time ever, the National Weather Service (NWS) issued a
Tornado Emergency for the area - not once, but twice.  A Tornado
Emergency is issued when a large, confirmed tornado threatens a
highly populated area.
 

Three major tornadoes were confirmed in the event. The last time this 
happened locally on the same day was on April 3, 1974. 

March 2, 2012 now stands as the deadliest severe weather day in the 
Tri-State (OH, KY, IN) since official NWS records began in 1950.

The Piner Tornado was initially ruled an EF 3.  After further storm
damage inspection, a portion of the tornado track was ruled an EF 4.

Piner-Fiskburg Fire
Department DHS Grant

March 2016   Volume 2: Map 3

Northern Kentucky mapLAB is a copyrighted, published product of Planning and Development Services of Kenton County. 
The goal of the initiative is to analyze a wide variety of tabular data and present them in a more visual format that 

facilitates understanding by the public and its elected leaders.  Suggestions for future analyses are always welcome.
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�www.direction2030.org

Featured Data Sources

�www.linkgis.org
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EF Tornado Scale
The Enhanced Fujita scale (EF-Scale) rates the strength of tornadoes based on
the damage they cause.  The EF-Scale replaces the Fujita scale that was 
introduced in 1971.  The EF-Scale began operational use in the United States 
on February 1, 2007,  and has six categories from zero to five, representing 
increasing degrees of damage. It was revised to reflect better examinations of 
tornado damage surveys, so as to align wind speeds more closely with 
associated storm damage. 

Photos from Kenton County Homeland Security & Emergency Managment

Piner Tornado Damage

New Warning Siren: Federal 2001 (model)
Located on Carlisle Road, Kenton County.

Dedication Monument:  Siren funding 
provided by Duke Energy, Owen Electric, 
Rotary Club of Kenton County.

GIS was used to analyze the coverage of the storm warning siren 
network.  Gaps were identified and a viewshed analysis was used 
to maximize the site selection for a new storm warning siren.

With the help of Steve Hensley at Kenton County Homeland Security and
Emergency Management and Judge-Executive Steve Arlinghaus of 
Kenton County Fiscal Court, the Piner-Fiskburg Fire Department 
submitted a grant application through the Kentucky Department of 
Homeland Security. 

The purpose of the grant was to purchase a backup generator for the 
Piner-Fiskburg Fire Department - a need that was identified during the 
March 2nd response.  The application was successful and the fire 
department was awarded $44,000 to purchase the generator. 

The generator was installed inJanuary of 2013.  It is currently fully 
operational and capable of sustaining the fire department at 100% 
power during prolonged power outage periods.

Collectively the Kenton County Rotary Club, Duke Energy, and Owen 
Electric donated $ 37,000 for additional safety equipment. Duke Energy
donated $15,000, Owen Electric donated $5,000 and in-kind services, 
and the Kenton County Rotary club donated $17,000.

Existing KY Emergency Management damage assessment
form, last updated 1999.
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New tablet-based forms (iPad shown) allow
first responders to record field damage 
without the need to transfer the information
from paper forms to spreadsheets. The 
digital forms are GIS-based and use
ArcGIS Online and Collector for ArcGIS.
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Oblique view of Piner-Fiskburg
Fire Department

Backup generator
Kohler Power Systems 50

On March 2, 2012 the Kenton County communities of Piner, Fiskburg,and Morning View were hit 
hard by one of the worst tornado outbreaks in Kentucky history.  These small, unincorporated 
towns were left with significant damage that would take years to rebuild.  Although the destruction
was significant, there were several positive outcomes of the recovery efforts, several of which 

were assisted by the use of GIS.    More information can be found at: linkgis.org
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