Minutes of Alaska Aviation Customer Workshop

Hawthorne Suites Hotel, Anchorage Alaska

August 28, 2002

The meeting opened with a welcome by Richard Przywarty, Director National Weather Service (NWS) Alaska Region.  In that welcome, Richard underscored the importance of our continued dialogue and mutual support.  He challenged the participants to seek meaningful resolution to the issues and concerns expressed by customers regarding aviation products and services provided by NWS and other government agencies.  He referred specifically to working through issues regarding Terminal Aerodrome (TAF) forecasts, and noted concerns about product consistency and timeliness.  He exhorted the NWS and the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) to deal with questions about present and future automated observing sites.  Finally, he challenged all participants to explore creative ways to deliver as much information to pilots, dispatchers and flight service personnel as possible.




Following self introductions, Bill Alexander (NWS Regional Aviation Meteorologist) facilitated an extended session addressing the various aviation-related questions, issues and concerns raised by NWS customers.  This involved an extensive period carrying over from mid-morning through early afternoon. 

 Validation/verification of forecasts - Mark Andrews (NWS Headquarters Chief of Aviation Services) noted that early in 2001 NWS formal National and Regional level TAF verification.  Bill Alexander added that Weather Forecast Offices (WFO) were beginning to evaluate their products at the office level.  Tom George (Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association) remarked that Area Forecasts (FA) also are problematic, in that they do not seem to be consistent at times with TAFs in specific localities.  The FA also needs verification.  At least, Tom added, customers need to know where we are now in order to begin measuring forecast quality and improvement over time.  Elliott Barske (Meteorologist-in-Charge for the Alaska Aviation Weather Unit) noted that one of the major challenges with FA verification is the lack of pilot reports (PIREPS).  Mr. George also mentioned that TAFs need to be monitored for how long they are in need of amending before an amendment is issued.  ACTION: NWS Alaska Region will begin to evaluate TAF amendment timeliness.
 Kat Moran of the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) added that a major contributing factor to fatal aircraft incidents in Alaska is controlled flight into terrain.  Another major cause is flying Visual Flight Rules flight into Instrument Meteorological Conditions (VFR-to-IMC).  With that, Michelle Windel and Etta Tull (ERA Aviation) noted that some airports their carrier serves do not give them adequate information for approaches, based on the standard amendment criteria.   NWS needs airport-specific criteria at Kodiak and Valdez.  Earl Valley (Automated Flight Service Station--AFSS--Fairbanks) added that Nome and Kotzebue also needed such criteria.  ACTION: NWS Alaska Region will collaborate with customers to evaluate experimenting with airport-specific TAF amendment criteria.
III. Tracey Tideswell (AFSS Kenai) emphasized the need for more TAF amendments, more current FA information, and generally better communication between flight service personnel and NWS forecasters.  Concern arises when pilots report to the AFSS conditions not consistent with current forecasts.  Ms. Tideswell strongly urged the NWS in Alaska to establish a customer service desk, i.e., a single telephone number, by which AFSS and others could inform NWS forecasters that a TAF or other forecast does not reflect the weather conditions.  Elliott Barske responded that NWS needs to provide a list of current telephone numbers that direct the caller to the individual forecaster.  ACTION: NWS will develop a telephone contact policy to meet the needs of AFSS and other customers.   WFOs and the AAWU will keep shift logs of contacts with customers.
IV. Barry Stanley (Denali Air Service) reported that surface observations, or at least weather cameras, are needed in and around Rainy Pass.  It is a high risk area needing observations from both the east and west side (above the road house), since the contract observers aren’t always reliable.  It is an expensive, time-consuming, and dangerous chore to fly into the area only to observe the pass closed.    ACTION: NWS Alaska Region will investigate observation frequency, quality, and availability for sites in and around Rainy Pass.
V. Mike Vivion (Alaska Aviation Safety Foundation) reported that there are small-scale meteorological conditions affecting hundreds of locations across the state for which the FA or TAFs do not provide adequate information.  He gave a specific example, and then suggested a means of direct feedback (a 1-800 number) from pilots to the NWS to provide this near-real-time information.  There was a general discussion about forecaster knowledge of such local conditions, and how TAF forecasters may know of such small scale climates but the AAWU forecasters may not.  ACTION: NWS will take the lead in developing a climatography of Alaska weather for use by forecasters, dispatchers, flight service briefers, and pilots.  Pursuant to this action, pilots are welcome to forward any relevant information to Bill Alexander at  GOTOBUTTON BM_1_ bill.alexander@noaa.gov. 

VI. Public and aviation forecasts are not always consistent.  Mark Andrews interjected that the forthcoming implementation of the National Digital Forecast Database (NDFD) will ensure consistency since all forecasts will be derived digitally from the same database.

VII. Mike Vivion and others commented that the FA is issued at a time inconvenient to many pilots, in that the early forecast has become dated by the time of their morning briefing, but the update is issued after they are in the air and committed.  Others concurred, and Tracey Tideswell added that the product issuance time needs to vary seasonally with the change in sunrise times.  ACTION: NWS will collaborate with Alaska AFSS to determine if FA issuance times need to be adjusted, or should vary with seasons.  
VIII. Surface observing system siting and data quality issues are a major concern to Alaska aviation customers, including FAA Flight Service personnel.  In particular, according to Tracey Tideswell and others, the location of automated weather systems sometimes tends to render weather reports unrepresentative of prevailing conditions around the airport.  Dick Stone (NWS Headquarters Aviation Services) volunteered that the Automated Surface Observing System (ASOS) is supposed to be positioned at the primary touchdown side of the main runway.  A general discussion followed, centered around a need to have information on plans and priorities for improving the sensors for ASOS.  ACTION: NWS will make available information on plans and timetables for sensor upgrades to ASOS.  
IX. AFSS Fairbanks expressed concern that a number of points and areal references used in the FA are not official three- or four-letter identifications included in the standard contraction glossary for the FAA’s Flight Service personnel.   James Drew (Northern Alaska Aviation Users Group) added that contractions not understood are ignored.  Elliott Barske responded that there are remote regions of the state far from any point found in the contraction manual; there is simply a lack of available ID’s with which to work.  ACTION: AFSS Fairbanks, Kenai and Juneau, in consultation with the aviation community, will provide AAWU lists of geographic terms for use in the FA and other NWS aviation products.
X. AFSS requests the NWS supply more detailed radar background maps and Vertical Azimuth Display (VAD) wind products.   Richard Przywarty responded that NWS has been providing some background maps as a professional courtesy for years, but the equipment and staffing are no longer available for such support.  Further, the data and processing power to meet this need now resides in the Air Route Traffic Control Center of the FAA.   FAA has agreed to resolve this issue.


Managers of the AAWU and the Aviation Weather Center (AWC) gave brief presentations of their new and/or experimental graphical weather products available on the Internet.  Elliott Barske displayed and discussed the new weather graphics from the AAWU, and commented that the new products will be changing in appearance during the coming weeks as the best combinations of colors and backgrounds are identified.  Jack May, Director of the AWC in Kansas City, presented the AWC’s experimental interactive graphics forecast Internet page, which allows the visitor to combine and overlay multiple time scales and forecast parameters.  The products from both centers were praised.  Jack May mentioned that AWC has Alaska PIREPs in his data base, and took the ACTION to begin providing monthly Alaska statistics on the AWC web site.   

Kent Johnson, from Environment Canada, presented a lecture with a series of exercises on how forecasters can create TAFs with content that provides better service to customers while collecting improved verification scores.  In the exercises, participants from all disciplines were grouped together to review a sequence of weather observations.  From those given conditions each team developed a TAF forecast.  Those TAFs were compared alongside each other for usefulness based on comments by pilots, dispatchers and briefers.  The exercise was so positively received that NWS Alaska Region took an ACTION to repeat this exercise elsewhere across the state.

An open forum featuring Mark Andrews, Elliott Barske and Richard Przywarty closed the workshop.  Questions and comments including the following:

I. What are the status and future of profilers in Alaska?  Richard Przywarty responded that none are officially operational due to technical constraints; they are still considered part of a demonstration network.  Nevertheless, profilers have benefits for numerical modeling.  Tom Wardleigh (Alaska Aviation Safety Foundation) would like to see profilers situated at Alyeska and near the Anchorage terminal; however, the design of profilers makes them susceptible to refraction from bodies of water, glaciers and extreme terrain.  Alternatively, future builds of Doppler and phased array radars will be much more effective at overcoming terrain and environmental obstacles.

II. Tom George raised the question about the siting of new automated weather systems in Alaska.  Richard Przywarty, along with Mark Andrews, discussed Congress’ recent appropriation of four million dollars to place new surface observing systems in Alaska.  The appropriations call for adding weather information to “rural Alaska locations.”  NWS is partnering with the FAA and our customers to identify and prioritize potential sites.  Two lists of potential sites have been generated, one by the FAA and another by the NWS.  Both lists ostensibly were coordinated with aviation customers.  The NWS list also was based on input from Flight Service personnel, accident statistics and distribution of current aviation-quality surface observations.  The two agencies will collaborate to create a common list from which sites will be selected.  Tom George added that it is critical not simply to place the new instruments and weather cameras where it is convenient, but where they are most needed.  Customers need to know the process and a long-term plan for placing automated surface observations.  Richard Przywarty noted that this process also needs to be dynamic with frequent updates to policy makers about where observations are needed.  ACTION: Richard Przywarty will meet with Pat Poe (Director of the FAA in Alaska) to share user concerns about placement of weather reporting stations. 
III. Tracey Tideswell inquired about what appears to be a general downsizing of the NWS.  Richard Przywarty responded that the number of full-time equivalent (FTE) personnel has been constant in Alaska for several years.  NWS will not get any more employees, but does not foresee losing any either.  What has changed is the type of personnel being hired:  in lieu of meteorological technicians, recent hiring has included information technology staff to meet the needs associated with hosting and maintaining web sites, graphic information systems and computer architecture.  The NWS will continue to review its workforce compliment to ensure it has the best mix of talent to meet customer needs.  


The workshop concluded on time at 500 p.m.  Bill Alexander, NWS, took an ACTION to provide written minutes, including action items, for the workshop to all attendees.
