Area 172, 175 and 176

Central and Western Aleutian Islands

Areas 172 through 176 are combined since the forecasting techniques and concerns for these areas are pretty much the same. These three areas in the Central to Western Aleutian Islands stretch 900 miles from Nikolski on the east end to Attu Island in the west. Despite this vast distance, there are only six observation stations.  
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Figure 176A: Observation Sites in Areas 172, 175 and 176

In addition to there only being six sites, these sites are not always reliable in reporting. PASY and PADK are often sporadic in reporting and PADK, ADKA2 and PAAK are susceptible to terrain influences so the gusts are probably a better indication to what is happening over the water. Note: you must use “M” mode in WxDisplay to get ADKA2 data. 

The buoys are great observation points, but can be damaged in the winter and be down for the better part of a year. Remember that the buoys 46070 and 46073 can sometimes give an indication to the winds and seas when there is northerly flow. In southerly flow the buoys 46071 and 46072 do a good job recording the swells moving in off the North Pacific. Beware of sea heights with northerly flow at these buoys since they are largely blocked by the Aleutian Islands. The one exception is that north to northeast swells will often propagate through Seguam pass, just north of buoy 46072, and be picked up at that buoy with minimal interference. 
The weather is very active in the central and western Aleutians with many Gale and Storm Warnings with an occasional Hurricane Force Wind Warning. Even though there are a lot of storms in these areas, the forecasting is more straight-forward than a lot of the areas. 
Due to the islands limited continuous shoreline, barrier jets are not a significant feature. Some SAR imagery has shown them but they are just along the immediate coast of the islands and do not stretch beyond that. 

Strong weather fronts usually move into the area and bring southeast winds ahead of them and then turn southwest behind the front and, depending on the strength of the associated low, strong northwest. This is the same story for each of these three areas. 
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Figure 172B: Southeast Flow ahead of a front
Figure 172B shows southeast flow ahead of an approaching weather front. The winds are increasing as one goes from east to west in this image. Notice that the winds are pretty even before they reach the Aleutian Islands and then turbulence appears in the lee of the Islands. These gravity waves will often propagate hundreds of miles in the lee of the barrier. Keep in minds that these waves may affect the ship reports received since there can be large variations in wind speeds in locations that are close to each other. Figure 172B has areas of 20 KT winds only a few miles from 40+ KT winds. Also present in the right hand side of the image are Island shadows. This general pattern of smooth winds ahead of the islands and turbulence to the lee of them is true no matter what the wind direction is. When forecasting, go with the stronger wind values and ignore the lower ones. 

SEAS
Seas are pretty straightforward in these areas with large swells coming off the North Pacific and also from the Bering Sea. As one would expect, due to the large fetch distance, the swells off the North Pacific tend to be larger than the Bering Sea ones. However, the Bering Sea can occasionally have sea heights up to 50 feet and these swells can make in into the Central to Western Aleutians. The Aleutian Islands do a lot to dampen the swells as they pass through the area so the side of the Islands where the swells are coming from are often considerably higher than the other side. This can be handled by separating the sides in the text forecast. “Seas 20 FT Pacific side. Seas 10 Ft Bering Sea side.” The AkWaves model works very well for forecasting large swells most days. 
Freezing Spray

Freezing spray is a common occurrence in these areas during the winter. As with other areas, look for cold advection in northerly through southwest winds. East through south winds will rarely bring freezing spray. These areas are the southernmost areas of the state (even farther south than the panhandle) so they also get a good dose of warmer air during the winter as well. On the flip side, they are also close to eastern Russia which can have some of the coldest air in the hemisphere descend into this area and bring heavy freezing spray as well. 
