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PUBLIC WEATHER SERVICES ASPECTS OF SWFDP

Public Weather Services and the Severe Weather Forecasting Demonstration Project

(Submitted by Gerald Fleming, Chair of the OPAG on PWS)

Summary and purpose of document

This document outlines the Public Weather Service aspects of the SWFDP and defines a series of PWS tasks that might be considered in the context of the project. 
Action Proposed  

The meeting is invited to review the proposed PWS aspects and related tasks and to make recommendations as to how best these might be integrated into Forecast Demonstration Projects for Severe Weather or otherwise.

Building the Public Weather Services aspects of the Severe Weather Forecast Demonstration Project.
It is clear that the Severe Weather Forecast Demonstration Project in south-eastern Africa has been very successful in promoting a more structured and focussed approach to the preparation of forecast guidance in RSMC Pretoria and in providing this improved guidance to the forecast offices in the surrounding countries. The challenge that now faces the Steering Group is to ensure that these improvements, already realised at forecast office level, are fully realised by the users and potential users of forecast and warnings services in these participating countries, and also to make provision for an extension to the overall project architecture, so that future projects may benefit fully from the experience already gained.
The focus of the overall project is on severe weather, and therefore the products and services with which the project is concerned are primarily those connected with severe weather. However, if there is to be a fire in our office, we do not want to rely on a fire bell that is rusty from lack of use. If we are to have successful and fully functional warnings system it should be built on the principles of good communication and user relevance, and these in turn must be honed in the environment of day-to-day forecast services. These are the concepts encompassed by the phrase “quality service delivery”
Quality service delivery should not be something which we “bolt-on” to an existing forecast system. The forecast system itself needs to be designed, from the start, as a response to the needs and requirements of the users. The first PWS aspects that need to be addressed therefore are

1. Identification of the full range of users

2. Definition of the needs of each identifiable user group

We note here that the term “users” may relate to a specialised group (for example, engineers in charge of an electricity network) who have very specific needs but also to a much broader group such as “the general public” whose information needs are broader and not so clearly defined. A draft list of potential users is given below. Having successfully concluded steps 1 and 2 above, the next step might be
3. Ensuring that the forecasters are fully aware of the needs of each user group, and

4. Ensuring that the users are fully aware of the limitations of the forecast process

The first of these two steps is an internal training matter, to be conducted within each NMHS or within the region-wide training events associated with the Project. The second is an education/outreach activity which will be part of the overall communication with users necessary for the full realisation of the PWS aspects of the Project. This latter activity implies the hosting of training events for specialist groups (such as emergency managers); these training events should also involve operational forecasters as they provide an opportunity for a fruitful dialogue between users and forecasters and serve to introduce key personnel to each other on a personal basis.
The next step that needs consideration is

5. Development of improved communication skills within the forecaster community.

Communication is one of the most necessary skills for the forecaster, but it is a skill rarely taught during academic training in Meteorology and often neglected during the on-the-job training which all forecasters undergo. Communication, at its most fundamental, involves the transmission of thoughts, emotions and meaning from one person to another. While words (written or spoken) are usually thought of as the primary medium of communication, studies have shown that many other factors (tone of voice, inflection, body language) play a significant role in aiding (or impeding) communication. Effective two-way communication implies listening skills as well as speaking skills. Confidence is an important element in communication, and this cannot be taught directly, but must be developed within each person. Formal communication training courses for forecasters (in whatever media they are required to operate – telephone, radio, television etc) are crucial in developing communication skills, but they should be augmented with mentoring and feedback schemes and with regular refresher training.
Having successfully tackled the area of communication, the next step along the road to improved service delivery is
6. Positive engagement with the media and education of media organisations.

All NMHSs seem to have difficulties in dealing with media organisations. Some of these difficulties stem from the fact that the culture of Met Services and the culture of Media organisations could hardly be more different. One is dominated by a need for precision, analysis and clear scientific thought, all in a public service environment; the other is driven by creativity, visual imagination and editorial responsibility in what is often a very commercial setting. Another difficulty, however, stems from the fact that, for NMHSs, the media function as both as a “user” and a conduit to “users”. A forecast or warning is simply irrelevant if is not communicated to those who might act on the information contained therein, so NMHSs need the media in order to provide a service to the ultimate end-users of public weather services. However, in their relationships with NMHSs the media can often impose conditions and restrictions which have more to do with their own institutional needs rather than any shared concern for the ultimate end-user. Having said that there is usually a substantial common interest between NMHSs and public service broadcasters in providing a quality weather service to the public.
Media organisations recognise excellence in areas covered by their own domain. Therefore, good communication skills will be recognised and valued by media organisations. It would also be of assistance if NMHSs acquired some technical knowledge of broadcast technologies, so that they could recognise the appropriate formats in which information should be supplied – the easier it is for a media organisation to assimilate and broadcast (or print) this information, the more likely it is to be used. Therefore a dialogue, or two-way communication, needs to be established with media representatives through which NMHS personnel can gain a full understanding of the media concerns while the media representatives can gain an appreciation of the information which can flow from the meteorological side. This is best achieved by a combination of formal (seminars, training courses) and informal (social events, familiarisation visits etc) contacts. It is all the better if key personnel on both sides develop personal friendships as these can be powerful tools to enhance contact between institutions. In order to kick off such a series of contacts in an environment where they have not existed before, training by internationally-respected experts, organised through WMO, can play a crucial role.
Having identified users and their needs, sensitised forecasters to user concerns, provided a high degree of training in communication, and developed a close working relationship with the media, the general public now require some consideration. The public need to know how to react to a severe weather situation in a manner which will ensure the safety of themselves and their livestock, and where possible the security of their economic assets. This task can be summarised as
7. Public education and outreach activities to ensure understanding of weather forecasts and warnings, and appreciation of the appropriate actions and behaviour during times of severe weather.

This is a long-term and ongoing task that may involve the holding of specific campaigns related to particular hazards (flooding, high winds, thunderstorms) and more general educational activities to help the public better understand the meteorology and climatology of their own region. The task may involve working through the media (radio, television, newspapers, internet) as well as the preparation of information leaflets and pamphlets, and possibly the holding of information meetings in conjunction with interest groups such as farming associations etc.
In order to complete the circle, and make sure that the process is really end-to-end-to-end, there is one final aspect that needs to be considered under the general heading of PWS. This is to gain some measure of customer satisfaction, and to do so in a manner that allows an assessment to be made of the success (or otherwise) of the tasks outlined above. This assessment should enable a review of each project to identify areas and tasks that require strengthening for future work. We would therefore define one last step:
8. Quantitative assessments to be made of client awareness/satisfaction with meteorological and hydrological services; these assessments to be conducted before and after each project in such a manner as to allow the successes and failures to be properly analysed, and the lessons learned carried forward into future projects. 

The form of these assessments would vary depending upon the user group in question. For the general public, some sort of formal survey would be needed. For specialist groups, the feedback might be obtained on a one-to-one basis. Other metrics might be defined as relevant, depending on the nature of the project, such as a significant change in numbers accessing meteorological information through telephone services or the web; higher numbers of emergency managers participating in active dialogue with the meteorological or hydrological service etc . Suitable measures should be defined at the beginning of each project and the results then used to inform the review of the project afterwards.

From the above it is clear that most of the work associated with PWS aspects of a project such as the SWFDP takes place outside the periods of severe weather. The work is in creating and maintaining, in good working order, a system that can be called upon to alert the various categories of users when severe weather threatens and provide them with the information they need to respond to the threat in the best possible manner.
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Condensed table of the Public Weather Services aspects of the Severe Weather Forecast Demonstration Project.

1. Identification of the full range of users

2. Definition of the needs of each identifiable user group

3. Ensuring that the forecasters are fully aware of the needs of each user group, and

4. Ensuring that the users are fully aware of the limitations of the forecast process

5. Positive engagement with the media and education of media organisations.

6. Development of improved communication skills within the forecaster community.

7. Public education and outreach activities to ensure understanding of weather forecasts and warnings, and appreciation of the appropriate actions and behaviour during times of severe weather.

8. Quantitative assessments to be made of client awareness/satisfaction with meteorological and hydrological services.

