MSP Tower and TRACON Visit 9/21/2009
Arden, Harry, and Mike B. visited the MSP Tower and TRACON on 9/21/2009.  They met with Joe Heilmann, TRACON Operations Manager, and Arnie Yeske, Tower Operations Manager, who gave them a tour and explained how their operations work.  There was also discussion on how they use weather information and what types of things are important to them.  Below is a list of the highlights:

· Much like the MAC, the TRACON and Tower people like to look at as much weather information as possible; traffic managers from the ARTCC, TRACON, and Tower collaborate the operational plan

· The TAF is key for making planning decisions such as airport configuration, arrival/departure rates, and timing of changes.

· In the immediate near term, radar and nearby observations, discussion with CWSU and NWA meteorologists, and updates to the TAF drive their decisions (This is why even very simple tools like the CWIS forecasts have been popular with them. Even if the forecast accuracy is only 70%, by MIT/LL definition, for the first 30 minutes of the forecast and drops to less than 50% for the 60, 90, and 120 minutes. It gives them something graphical to make short ranges decisions on and there are currently NO NWS forecasts that will cover that short of time step and/or product type.)
· Key summer information: changes in wind speed and direction with thunderstorms; detail is important here because they have the ability to temporarily change the configuration if they have an idea of how long the winds might be different than the prevailing conditions.  They may be able to have 5 or 10 aircraft depart in a different direction while other aircraft stay positioned for the original configuration if they expect the wind changes t be temporary and to return to the original configuration.  Detailed information in situations like this allows them to get creative to move as many aircraft as possible.

· Key winter weather information: timing, duration, and intensity of snowfall are important.  The forecast can drive decisions regarding delay programs, spacing of aircraft (miles in trail), and cancellations, even ahead of the event. (The MAC is still going to be operating with a smaller staff again this year with the result that keeping runways and taxiways cleared and handling traffic safely will likely lead to reduced use of some runways…17/35 may not get cleared as frequently as the parallel when snowfall occurs fast enough, about ¾’’ inch/hour, and/or runway/taxiway braking actions become an issue due to snow accumulation/compaction

        or freezing precipitation)
· One very interesting fact: It costs airlines approximately $70 per minute to operate a single 

aircraft.  Arnie said that if ATC can find a way to save aircraft 30 seconds in some way on a given day they will (multiply that by the number of aircraft that it impacts and this saves the airlines a substantial amount of money).  Apply this to the thunderstorm example above and think how detailed weather information (when we can add that detail) can positively impact the costs involved.

· The first 6 hours or so of the TAF are critical, but there are decisions that need to be made looking at the 6 to 24 hour period.  Winter time decisions are a prime example, when it comes to precipitation, especially with big events.  Another element looked at later in the TAF are winds.  Joe indicated that the day before the visit he received a call about turning the FCM VOR off for maintenance the next day.  He looked at the forecast and saw that south winds were expected and he said that the VOR needed to stay operational because it is needed for the configuration they were anticipating the next day.  

· Each person we spoke with stressed that they love updated information (amendments).  They would like to see more frequent updates to the forecast or more frequent issuances because it helps them with their decisions and adds to their confidence level.  They like the idea of 3 hourly amendments.  Users at the ARTCC the MSP Tower/TRACON, and the aircraft operators/pilots prefer amendments and frequent updates because it may save them time and money in more than one way and improves their customer’s satisfaction.
