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Cloud Seeding 101: Thunderstorm Development
For nearly 50 years the North Dakota Cloud Seeding Project (NDCMP)
has been conducted in western North
Dakota from June 1 - August 31. The
purpose of the NDCMP is to increase
rainfall and decrease hail damage in
the coverage areas, throughout the
growing season. One of the challenges we encounter each year is
simply explaining to the public how
cloud seeding works. After all, how
can such small aircraft, with so little
seeding material hope to have any
effect on thunderstorms that stretch
for several miles? A big question requires a big answer; a bigger answer
than the space I am allotted.
First, it is important to understand
how a cloud and precipitation in that
cloud is formed. In thunderstorms,
a freezing process is almost always
required to make rain. That is to say,
all the rain that falls from a thunderstorm was frozen at some point,
either as snow or hail or something
in between. Partly because of the
freezing process, clouds are also
very inefficient at making rain. When
water freezes, it prefers to freeze
onto something, a speck of dust (or
nuclei), a blade of grass, or your car.
In a thunderstorm, the condensed
water is very pure, and oftentimes,
there is a lack of naturally occurring, efficient nuclei. Updrafts will
bring some dust into the cloud as the
thunderstorm continues to grow, but
much less than would be needed to
use up all the water.
Next, one must understand that
thunderstorms are not made up
of just one cloud, or cell. Mature
thunderstorms are typically made up
of one main cell and a trailing line
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