PNM Flight Service and STC Visit 5/12/2009
Tom and I had a chance to visit Princeton Flight Service and St. Cloud airport.  We first stopped at Princeton and met with the supervisor, Joe Morgan.  Things are quite a bit different with Lockheed Martin now operating the facility.  We were aware of the changes but this is the first time we’ve been able to see them first hand.  There are 3 hubs and 10 continuing sites.  Princeton is a continuing site covering a several state region within a larger hub area.  Princeton now only provides briefings and inputs flight plans.  They no longer handle any of the Flight Watch radio traffic as this has moved to the hubs.  They have scaled back to 18 hour a day service with the 3 hubs remaining open 24 hours.  The Princeton facility provides anywhere from 800 to 1100 briefings a day during the peak season of the summer, with 400 to 600 briefings per day during the rest of the year.  Most of the calls that they take are from their original service area but the new phone system that Lockheed has in place allows them to take calls from anywhere in the country.  They do handle a large number of calls from the Mid Mississippi River Valley region as well as the southern plains including Texas and Oklahoma.  The Dallas Hub, which is the Hub for the Central Service Area, can take calls from anywhere, but mostly from the Central Service Area.  The Dallas hub has former Princeton employees and other people who specialize in Princeton’s area so many calls from this area go through Dallas.  Each briefer averages 40 to 45 briefings a day.  They have an all new computer system which allows them to easily display weather information graphically and combine it with the route of the pilot they are speaking to.  They rely on NWS products and once a flight route is input into their system the products valid along and within 50 miles either side of the route are available for selection by the briefer.  We each sat with a briefer and listened to several calls.  There are evaluators from the FAA, NWS, and Lockheed that will periodically call and request a briefing but the trend has been for the evaluators to listen to recordings of actual briefings after the fact.  There are 12 performance measures that they are evaluated on.  You can view the AFSS website at www.afss.com  

Joe also expressed interest in having us come up and give a presentation to his staff.  He will work on coming up with some specific topics that the staff would find useful and we will work on putting something together for this fall or winter.  We will also try to accommodate visits from some of the PNM staff from time to time.  
Following the visit to Princeton, we went to St. Cloud Airport to meet with the airport manager, Bill Towle.  Bill was excited to have us visit and took us around to the FBO (Fixed Based Operator) and the adjoining flight school.  The owner of both was there and we talked with him for a few minutes about what we do.  He also inquired about the possibility of having someone from our office come speak to students at the flight school.  Bill showed us the “weather computer” that is a Meteorologix Weather Sentry system provided by MNDOT.  It basically provides a quick way to look at NWS aviation products.  While at the flight school we talked with one of the instructors who had many questions about what we do, AWC products, and about weather in general.  We found out that the majority of the traffic in and out of the airport was student pilots (there are only 4 commercial flights a day).  We discussed our webpage and how to find additional weather information beyond aviation related products.  We asked them to provide feedback on the webpage and our forecasts whenever they could and to pass the word along.   Before we left, we showed Bill some of the features of the website that he was curious about including the hourly weather graph and aviation climo pages as well as the regular climo pages (he often receives calls about how much rain or snow fell at the airport).  One other interesting thing that we learned is that the airport basically sits in a rather swampy area, owing to the tendency for dense fog to form on quiet nights, especially following rainfall.  Overall, this was a good visit that helped us to increase the visibility of our products and make some connections with people who rely on weather information.    

