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Summary and Purpose of Document

The present document summarises actions taken under the Public Weather Services Programme to date and provides proposals for the future implementation of the Programme

ACTION PROPOSED


The Association is invited to:

(a)
Note the information contained in this document;

(b)
Consider appropriate measures for the implementation of the high priority items given in paragraph 12.

_____________________________
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Public Weather Services (PWS) Programme (agenda item 5.5)
1.
Introduction
The work of the WMO Public Weather Services (PWS) Programme is coordinated through three Expert Teams and Implementation and Coordination Team. Experts from the Region play prominent roles in the teams whose duty is to ensure that the development and progress of the PWSP follow the guidelines and decisions of Congress. The implementation of the PWSP in the region, in the main, coincided with and reflected the needs of Members for assistance to develop and improve their delivery of public weather services to their national communities.

2.

PWS issues of concern to the Region

Some of the PWS issues of concern to Members of the Region are common to Members worldwide, and include: capacity building, transfer of technology, presentation and dissemination of public weather services products, communication systems, including the use of the Internet, training and technology required for the design and development of new PWS products and services, service assessment including verification of forecasts and warnings, quality management and ensuring a durable brand image, promoting the NMS as the ‘’single official voice’’ and official authority for forecasts and warnings within its area of responsibility, natural disaster prevention and mitigation, ensuring the proper understanding, use and response of weather warnings by the public, effective coordination with emergency management and government agencies in times of severe weather events, ensuring strong and mutually beneficial partnerships with the national and international media, improving the status and enhancing the visibility of the NMS, coping with the threat of dwindling support from governments and taking advantage of the public interest in environmental and bio-meteorological issues, among others.

3.
Questionnaire
In an attempt to update our understanding of the status of Members’ national PWS programmes and to see whether there had been measurable improvements since RA IV/WG PIW III, the Rapporteur on Regional Aspects of Public Weather Services sent a simple questionnaire to Members of the Region. Probably due to the late timing as well as the busy regional tropical cyclone season, among other things, responses have been too few for meaningful analysis.

It would be instructive to take a second look at some basic findings relevant to the Region, from the 1997 WMO global survey on the status of the national PWS programmes. It should be recalled that only 10 of the Region’s 22 Members responded then. Pertinent findings are: 

· Few NMSs (20-30%) carry out studies in product development, technique development, human behaviour and public opinion; the Region ranks low in having mechanisms to assess user requirements; public education activities conducted by NMSs focus on WMD (100%), school visits, the media and emergency exercises (80%), with training for the media, emergency managers and public officials carried out by less than 50% of NMSs;
· Staff training and verification programmes - the Region's NMSs strongly emphasise their public weather services programme in training activities for staff, with a response of 90%; however, only 40% of Members have a verification programme;
· Obstacles to the development of a public weather services programme - the Region's Members submitted that lack of resources and poor user understanding hampered their 
· public weather services programme; this was followed by poor dissemination systems inadequate staff training, poor visibility, weak relationship with the local media and a near non-existent relationship with the international media; assistance was required in the following areas: dissemination techniques and resources, forecasting techniques, user understanding and staff training, improving media relationships and enhancing visibility.
· Cooperation - most NMSs have working relationships with national emergency management, government agencies, local and national public officials, the media, university community, NGOs, the research community and volunteer organisations; Members rely strongly on the RSMCs for operational forecast guidance and would like increased accuracy of RSMC products, and better operational liaison with the RSMCs; cross-border warnings are exchanged by 70% of Members which is in line with the fact that there are several Members with shared borders;
4.
Capacity building

There is a pressing need to provide staff with the best available training to permit the generation and delivery of the best quality PWS to facilitate everyday living, for safety of life, protection of property and national development. A cadre of highly trained staff, given the required facilities to enable them to carry out their responsibilities, would be better able to demonstrate to governments the indispensability of the NMS in national progress and development. The PWS Programme’s goal to strengthen Members' capabilities to meet the needs of the community through the provision of comprehensive weather and related services, with particular emphasis on public safety and welfare was advanced in the Region by presenting the following PWS training opportunities for the Region’s meteorologists: RA IV Workshops on Hurricane Forecasting and Warning and Improvement of PWS, repeated annually as follows: 23 April–5 May 2001, 15–27 April 2002, 24 March–5 April 2003, 13-24 April 2004; RAIII/RAIV Training Seminar on Interpretation of GDPS and Improvement of PWS in Lima, Peru, during 14–25 October 2002. It is to be noted that an Expert Meeting on Strategies Towards Capacity Building in PWS in Costa Rica is carded for early December this year, and should point the way to future PWSP capacity building initiatives for WMO Members.

5.
PWSP Guidance

The PWSP distributed to Members the following Technical Documents that were prepared by experts within the PWSP and especially targeting developing countries, to assist with the development and improvement of national PWS efforts: Guidelines on Performance Assessment of Public Weather Services, (WMO/TD No.1023), Technical Framework for Data and Products in Support of Public Weather Services, (PWS-1, WMO/TD No. 1054); Weather on the Internet and Other New Technologies (PWS-2, WMO/TD No.1084); Guidelines on the Improvement of NMSs-Media Relations and Ensuring the Use of Official and Consistent Information (PWS-3, WMO/TD No.1088); Guidelines on Graphical Presentation of Public Weather Services Products (PWS-4, WMO/TD No.1080); Guidelines on the Application of New Technology and Research to Public Weather Services (PWS-6, WMO/TD No. 1102), Supplementary Guidelines on Performance Assessment of Public Weather Services (PWS-7, WMO/TD No.1103), Guide on Improving Public Understanding of and Response to Warnings (PWS 8, WMO/TD NO. 1139), Guidelines on Cross-Border Exchange of Warnings (PWS 9, WMO/TD No.1179) and Guidelines on Biometeorology and Air Quality Forecasts (WMO/TD No. 1184).

6.
PWS Programme in support of Natural Disaster Reduction
A major WMO challenge is to find ways to assist Members to build effective national programmes aimed at natural disaster prevention and mitigation. A high priority objective of the PWS Programme is to assist NMSs in being prepared to carry out their role as a key element in the warning infrastructure for disaster causing events of meteorological and hydrological origin. The Hurricane Region benefits from the strong links existing between the Tropical Cyclone Programme (TCP), the PWS Programme and the new cross-cutting WMO Natural Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Programme to assist Members in the all-round effort to minimize severe weather impacts. 

Members of the Region need assistance to develop strategies for effective warning services, dissemination and presentation of warning products, enhancement of the use and understanding of warnings by the public, effective coordination with emergency managers and with the application of appropriate technology and meteorological research in developing and delivering quality products and services to ensure the protection of life and property and to reduce losses due to natural disasters. The working group would be pleased to note that the second Conference on Natural Disaster Reduction is scheduled for early 2005 in Kobe, Japan, since the Conference results would impact on future natural disaster reduction efforts in the Region.

7.
International media and the Internet

Strong partnerships and effective alliance with the media could only serve to mutually benefit the NMS and the media, while working to secure the public safety and welfare. In addition, partnership with the media can serve to highlight the importance of public weather services to the community, help enhance the visibility of NMSs and support the need for meteorological infrastructure of observing networks, communication systems, and forecast offices. 

WMO Members, particularly those in developing countries, are concerned about the impacts of the activities of the international media and the Internet as methods of dissemination of meteorological information. The specific concerns relate to the recognition of the services that Members provide to the public, as well as the effects on the NMS's visibility and status. The PWS Programme will continue its efforts to further strengthen links with the international media and the international providers of information on the Internet. On-going dialogue is particularly focused on ensuring weather warnings are issued by a ''single official voice'' so as to prevent possible public confusion, and that attribution is given to NMSs and WMO as providers of the core infrastructure of data and products on which forecasts are based.

The worldwide broadcast capability of the Internet presents a powerful tool for information dissemination, and a medium for collaboration and interaction between people and systems.  The Internet presents both a challenge and an opportunity for NMSs. It has limitations as a medium for dissemination of urgent warnings and enables the public to have access to many more sources of information, with the potential for public confusion. But at the same time, it allows NMSs to access information to support their public weather services, and to provide information directly to users and the public. Weather sites are some of the most popular sites on the Internet and with modest resources an NMS can establish a web page either on its own server, its service provider's server, or on a sister agency's web page. In response to media complaints that a major obstacle to effective co-operation is the difficulty experienced in obtaining observational data and weather warnings from some regions of the world, WMO has sponsored two web-based pilot projects dealing with relevant media issues and which were developed and being managed by Hong Kong, China. These web sites have become both popular and successful and it is expected that continued developmental changes would bring additional facility and satisfaction to both the media and the public.

1.
The World Weather Information Service (WWIS) Web Site (http://www.worldweather.org) was established as a centralized source of official weather information on the Internet for easy access by the media and the public. Its contents include city climatological information, medium-term forecasts and hyperlinks to contributing Members’ national web sites. Currently, 1037 cities from 153 WMO Members have had their climatological data presented in the WWIS web site and 91 Members were supplying weather forecasts for 915 cities. The web site is in English, but already, there are Portuguese, Chinese and Arabic versions of WWIS, with expectations for a French version soon.

2.
The Severe Weather Information Centre (SWIC) Web Site (http://severe.worldweather.org) provides a centralized source for the media to access official tropical cyclone warnings and information issued by National Meteorological and Hydrological Services (NMHS). It has attracted the participation of 20 WMO Members (including 2 from the Region) and covers all tropical cyclone basins. It currently also displays a beta version web page of heavy rain and snow, and it is expected that in future, the SWIC project will expand to cover other severe weather types.

8.
Cross-border warnings exchange issues

There is room for improvement where cross-border exchange of warnings exists. However, in some areas there is no such exchange. This topic is highly relevant for Members of the Region in contiguous Central America. WMO recommends that strong bilateral and/or regional co-operation be encouraged and expanded based on an assessment of local/regional requirements. Experts within the PWSP have proposed guidelines for exchange agreements and a standardised format and content of messages, as well as a list of hazard types and threshold values in use by some NMSs. It is strongly recommended that Members actively pursue programmes for cross-border warnings, while noting that successful exchange rely on the development and maintenance of efficient and reliable communication systems, and staff with specialized training in severe weather forecasting, issuing warnings and communication skills, and with knowledge of the geography and NMS practices and procedures of nearby countries.

9.
Verification and User-based Assessment
Overall performance evaluation is becoming increasingly required in all countries, particularly with the need for NMSs to be accountable for their performance in delivery of services, including public weather services to taxpayers and other users. It is important that Members have quantitative measures of forecast performance that are easily understood by the public, as well as proven methodologies for user-based assessment. The PWS Programme is making special efforts through its training activities to focus on public weather warnings and forecast verification, user surveys, customer interaction, and improved methods of evaluating social and economic impacts of forecasts and warnings. It should be noted that user-based service assessment is required input for product/service upgrade and development of new products and services. Users have been seeking higher quality assurance, making it necessary to apply more precise standards and quality control to NMS products and services and match customers’ expectations. The PWSP has proposed additional guidance on quality management and continuous improvement, with emphasis on objectives and principles of quality management in a NMS context, as well as consideration for on-going quality management including approaches and strategies, would encourage and assist Members to develop and maintain relevant programmes.

10
Application of new technology and research
The PWSP has placed increased emphasis on the application of new technology and research, including workstation systems, integration and packaging of weather information, communication and dissemination mechanisms and Internet communications, and their impacts on PWS. Several new and exciting possibilities exist for enhancing PWS, for example: increased availability of EPS and its impact on probabilistic forecasting, digital forecasting, provision of air quality forecasts and biometeorology information, improving accuracy of operational NWP models permitting better long-range forecasts, increasing opportunities of disseminating nowcasting products through the Internet and other wireless delivery channels, and the application of XML for seamless data exchange between computers. The majority of Members in the Region would definitely relish the opportunity to acquire the benefits of the new technology and research at their NMSs, but there are many obstacles. Part of the future solution would probably depend on the call by CG-XIV for increased cooperation between developed and developing countries to enable the latter to realize the benefits of new technologies.

11.
Future directions


Members of the Region have become aware both from information originating from WMO interactive sessions, and from sharing local experience that NMSs are being challenged by a series of factors that will make the delivery of public weather services more difficult in the future. The impacts of globalization on national economic, political and social sectors are forcing NMSs to have to make increasingly stronger cases for a share of national public funding by demonstrating the usefulness of services to the public, the user and national development. There exists an immediacy and the NMS response must be to develop strong and effective public weather services to improve on their status and visibility, while demonstrating the relevance and intrinsic nature of the Service to the safety, security and development of the nation.

Greater emphasis has to be placed on the rapidly evolving needs of NMSs to deliver public weather services in the new technological environment, and on-going guidance must be provided, especially to smaller services and those in developing countries, to assist them to keep pace with technological developments. For example, to be able to deliver graphical meteorological products and services efficiently and effectively, NMS staff has to be provided with appropriate specialised training in technical aspects of relevant production and communication systems and design, as well as media presentation skills

Communities are becoming more weather-sensitive and the demand for better, more accurate weather information will increase to match the burgeoning population trend and rampant economic development that will impose both on the earth's natural resources and the environment. NMSs are uniquely poised to contribute to this changing scenario by providing more accurate and skilful forecasts, warnings and relevant information. The PWS programme has to be ready and capable to provide comprehensive assistance and support to NMSs to increase their capabilities to meet the changing user needs and expectations, as well as the challenges of the millennium. A major thrust of the PWS Programme must be the continued strong emphasis on capacity building and knowledge transfer.

The Region’s Members should seek to continue efforts to improve in areas where weaknesses have been identified. There is need to stress on strong user-focused service provision and delivery, public education and awareness, efficient dissemination of products, effective presentation techniques, staff sensitisation and training, and performance evaluation among other areas. Additionally, NMSs will want to ensure that management be trained in public weather services issues pertinent to their level of operations, and that they are committed to, and actively promote and support the public weather services programme.

12
Conclusions

It is evident that Members of the Region must strive to overcome the many challenges to their role and operations, and survival in a rapidly changing world. The way forward is to continue to make improvements in their national public weather services programmes and emphasise a strong user-focused service provision and delivery. Continuing assistance from WMO PWS Programme is required and should focus on the following areas:

(a) Capacity building and transfer of knowledge and technology;

(b) Application of new technology and research in NMS systems and operations;

(c) Verification and user-based service assessment;

(d) Raising the level of public awareness, understanding and response to weather warnings as part of natural disaster mitigation efforts;

(e) Improving relationships and co-ordination with emergency management and the media;

(f) Effective use of training and technology to develop and maintain efficient mechanisms and systems for efficient communications and presentation and dissemination of PWS products and services;

(g) Cross-border exchange of warnings;

(h) The use of official, consistent information, facilitating the international exchange of public weather products, making weather information available on the Internet and promoting the creation and maintenance of web sites by NMSs capable of doing so;

(i) Promoting awareness of the importance of the impact of high quality, well delivered public weather services on the image and visibility of the NMS.

Summary for inclusion in the Report of the Session

The Session expressed its appreciation of the report of the Rapporteur on Regional Aspects of Public Weather Services. The meeting noted with satisfaction the efforts, activities and evident progress in the Region during the inter-sessional period to advance the mandate of the PWS Programme. Furthermore, the session endorsed the vision expressed for the future work and implementation plan, and proposed that high priority should be given in the Region to assisting Members of the Region:

· To strengthen and improve their national public weather services and products, especially in support of the safety of life and property and national development, through capacity building and transfer of knowledge and technology;

· To develop and maintain programmes for verification and user-based service assessment;

· To raise the level of public awareness, understanding and response to weather warnings as part of natural disaster mitigation efforts;

· To improve relationships and co-ordination with emergency management, government agencies and the media;

· To make effective use of training and technology to develop and maintain efficient mechanisms and systems for efficient communications, and presentation and dissemination of PWS products and services;

· To develop and maintain programmes for cross-border exchange of warnings;

· To promote the use of official, consistent information, facilitating the international exchange of public weather products and making weather information available on the Internet;

· To develop an awareness and understanding of the importance of the impact of high quality, well delivered public weather services on the image and visibility of the NMS

The meeting agreed on the following Proposed Actions in order for RA IV Members to further develop their national PWS Programmes and to cater for the priority areas identified above:

· Development of material on the economic aspects of public weather services;

· Organization of PWS regional training workshops and seminars highlighting aspects of the programme which are of special concern and interest to the Region and which are outlined above;

· Preparation of guidance for standardized formats for publicly disseminated forecasts, warnings and information;

· Preparation of guidance on quality management and continuous improvement, with emphasis on objectives and principles of quality management in a NMS context;

· Preparation of guidance on the use of probabilistic forecast techniques such as ensemble prediction systems and on the development of effective communication of the concepts of uncertainty and confidence in PWS products and services; and

· Preparation of guidance material for enhanced public understanding of impacts of weather and climate on local and national economies, and on the safety of life and protection of property, and public understanding of the role and ability of NMSs;

The Regional Rapporteur on PWS will, in coordination with the Secretariat and the other regional rapporteurs, assist the Chairman of OPAG on PWS in implementing the actions listed above.

