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FEEDBACK FROM THE FIELD

THE LACK OF WARNINGS BEFORE THE
SARAGOSA TORNADO*

Benigno E. Aguirre
Department of Sociology
Texas A&M University
College Station, Texas 77843 USA

On the evening of Friday, May 22, 1987, a tornado destroyed half of
Saragosa, Texas. The town hall, post office, two churches, a school, and
half the homes in the town were destroyed. There were 29 deaths and
121 injured. This research note analyzes the failure of the warning sys-
tem in Saragosa. It concludes that the effectiveness of warnings depend
on the existence of a common shared culture or the adapiation of the
warning system to multicultural social contexts. When, as in the case of
Saragosa, these assumptions prove false, warnings will fail.

THE SETTING

Saragosa is a small, unincorporated town in the southern part of
Reeves County, Southwest Texas. The county's economy is based on
agriculture (beef, dairy cautle, cotton, grains, alfalfa, pecans), mineral
production (oil, gas, sand, gravel), service, and tourism. Pecos (popula-
tion 13,429 as of April 1986), 32 miles northeast of Saragosa, is the coun-
ty seat.

Reeves County is a "western” tourist area in the Trans-Pecos region
of Texas. The local climate is semi-arid (average annual total precipita-
tion is 11.99 inches), with low humidity. The dominant physical features
of the local terrain are rolling to hilly plains. The Davis Mountains are
to the south of the county. Reeves County is bordered on the northeast

This rescarch was partially funded by 1the Commillce on Natural Disasiers of the Nalion-
al Rescarch Council. The views and inlerprelations in this note are 1hose of the author
and should nol be atiribuled 1o the National Rescarch Couacil or 10 any individual ac-
ling in its behall. This report is part of a lurger study of the Saragosa Disasicr now under
review for publicalion by the Commilice on Nalural Disaster, National Rescarch Coun-
cil.
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by Loving and Ward Counties, on the southeast by Pecos County, on the

southwest by Jeff Davis County, on the west by Culberson County; and
on the north by New Mexico.

The precise population of Saragosa is unknown. Newspaper ac-
counts of the disaster and people in the county have different estimates
of the pre-impact size of the population of Saragosa. The best available
eslimate, based on the number and average size of households of the
town, is that at the time of the disaster Saragosa had a population of 428
people. All but two families in Saragosa are of Mexican descent. The

majority of the adult population work on neighboring ranches and farms,
or in service establishments in Pecos and surrounding towns.

METHODS

Most of the interviews done during the three-day field work begun
on June 1, were conducted in Spanish. A survey of newspaper articles
on the disaster was made to develop questions and to doublecheck in-
formation collected during the field work. Questions about the warning
experiences of the survivors were prepared for use during the field in-
terviews (available upon request), but did not prove very useful since
most of the respondents had not received warnings.

People were very cooperative. Interviews were conducted with the
family heads of ten of the fifty-one households left untouched by the tor-
nado. Inspite of efforts to locate those whose homes had been destroyed
by the disaster, only three family heads whose homes were destroyed
could be located and interviewed. The others had moved out of town.
Interviews were also conducted with three adult survivors who were at
the community center at the time the tornado struck, and with the coun-
ty surveyor, a deputy sheriff who was involved in the immediate rescue
operations, the general manager of the local radio station, the Spanish-
language radio operator at work during the evening of the disaster, the
general managers of the water, electricity, and telephone companies
serving Saragosa, and the clerk of the county court.

FINDINGS

(3

The focus in this section is on the spatial distribution of the deaths
and the failure of the warning system in the Suragosa disaster.
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