Meeting Summary

NWS Wireless Weather Services Forum - June 28, 2011
National Weather Service

1315 East West Hwy (SSMC-3), Room 4527

Silver Spring MD 20910

Morning
The morning consisted of presentations from members of the weather enterprise (government, private sector, academia) and NWS core partners.  A list of the presentations follows.  Copies of the presentations may be found at https://apps.weather.gov/partners/presentations.php.  Meeting attendees were asked to defer comments/questions to the afternoon discussion session.  Attendees recorded their comments/questions on paper which were used by NWS to form the basis of the afternoon discussions (see notes, below).  

· Introduction/Overview of Issues – Edward Johnson, Director, NWS Strategic Planning and Policy Office
· Core Partner Views – Mark Demski, Assistant Operations Director, Maryland Emergency Management Agency
· Commercial Mobile Alert System (CMAS)/Personal Localized Alerting Network (PLAN)

· Wade Witmer – Deputy Division Director, Integrated Public Alert and Warning System (IPAWS) Program Office; DHS/FEMA 

· Denis Gusty – Alerts and Warnings Program Manager, First Responders Group, U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Science and Technology Directorate

· Barry Myers – American Weather and Climate Industry Association; CEO AccuWeather, Inc.
· Robyn Weeks – Mobile Product Manager, The Weather Channel Companies
· Ian Stinson – Senior VP of Mobile Strategies, Weather Decision Technologies
· Russell Dengel – Space Science and Engineering Center, University of Wisconsin

· Mobile Decision Support System/Interactive NWS 

· Douglas Hilderbrand, NOAA Policy Office/NWS Office of Science and Technology

· Aaron Sutula – NWS Western Region Scientific Services Division 
Afternoon

The afternoon consisted of discussion between the panel of speakers from the morning and the audience of attendees.  Discussion focused on the three main questions, below and attendee questions/comments from the morning were used to drive the discussion.

1. How can the weather enterprise (government, private sector, academia) best serve the needs of NWS core partners?

2. How can the weather enterprise (government, private sector, academia) best serve the needs of general public/national economy?

3. What do service providers need from NWS to support development of comprehensive wireless weather services?

Technical Issues

· Is there a plan to include a short message summary (90 character) in every alert product; is this an element of the CAP feed?
There are 2 ways the 90 character message summary is generated.  IPAWS can create the summary using the 5 attributes intrinsic to the CAP message format or the originating author (if given authority) can populate a free form field in the CAP message with the summary.  We expect NWS to have the authority to produce the free form summary.

· When will NWS disseminate all text weather report types in XML format?
At this time NWS does not have a specific plan/timeline for disseminating all text weather report types in XML.  The IPAWS/CMAS deadline is driving NWS to begin formatting all alert type products in CAP (a type of XML) 1.2.  Attendees pointed out that there are currently many data/products provided in XML, but it largely varies from office to office.  Attendees indicated that product standardization is key to being able to better make use of NWS products.  The most difficult to “digest” are text products with large free-form components.  
Overall it is clear that more standardization of NWS products is needed.  From a systems engineering standpoint, XML is not always efficient as far as the size of the message. In planning to fulfill the goal of standardization, we need to consider many things including bandwidth required.
· There was little to no information provided about service assurance with mobile devices.  What is the industry (public/private) doing to measure and assure the integrity of mobile services to enable their use in critical applications?
Wireless weather service providers (government and private sector) are working hard to ensure timely delivery of critical alert messages to cell carriers; however, the service providers have no control over the performance by the cell carriers themselves.  There are some private companies that absolutely require confirmation of certain products to their clients. If they do not get a confirmation of receipt, they will actively seek out the client.
The Next-Gen transportation system for aviation is attempting to address some of these concerns and there will be lessons learned that can be applied to other areas.  Education will also be key in ensuring users of these service understand the reliability/limitations of mobile services.
Public Private Issues
· Is there an issue with government provided mobile apps depriving private sector from providing services?

Emergency managers would like to see iNWS expanded to the general public.  NWS is a trusted source of information and EMs have trouble knowing who to direct the public to when there are so many sources of the information.  A possible solution would be for NWS to provide a directory of wireless weather service providers much in the same we provide a directory of general weather service providers (see http://www.weather.gov/im/dirintro.htm).  NWS currently lists all providers that are made known to us.  Discussion included the possibility of some type of certification of qualifications of the wireless weather service providers, much in the same way that was done for QA of NOAA Weather Radio Receivers.  FAA has a Qualified Internet Communications Provider (QICP) program where providers “opt in” and must meet QICP standards.  By analogy, NWS could establish as set of standards and providers would meet standards then would be on the NWS “list”.  This is something for the NWS to explore.
We also need to look at a broader question - in limited budget times, what should NWS be doing?  With so many providers, why should NWS be providing these services at all?  NWS wants most robust infrastructure, models, satellites, radars, etc… does pushing warnings to citizens via mobile devices fit into picture?  NWS has a need to ensure that our core partners are receiving unaltered NWS content to facilitate our “back-room” discussions with this community.  If the private sector is able to provide this type of service, then that may be a good option for our core partners, especially if some sort of branding is used to clearly identify the NWS content.    
The definition of “NWS core partner” needs to be more clearly defined and we need to identify where the line will be in whether government or private sector will be providing services geared towards these “core partners.”   NWSChat membership guidelines provide best definition of “core partner,” and includes, functionally defined, (1) emergency management community (or their agents), (2) electronic media, (3) agencies with closely allied missions to NWS (e.g., FAA, water management community).  There are no limitations to who may be served by the private sector.  The special relationship that the NWS has with its core partners justifies giving them services not provided to everyone else. So, we need to understand the essential services needed by the core partner group and what are the kinds of services we can count on commercial providers to meet their needs as well. We can’t underserve this important group, but shouldn’t waste the taxpayer’s money on products the private sector can better serve.

iNWS issues
· Given budget constraints and that the general public already pays for watches and warnings, should iNWS be expanded?
Views from attendees included (1) The NWS does not need to expand this. It is being addressed by CMAS/PLAN. The stuff iNWS does is a value-added personalization not a simple alert system; (2) Why would we expand iNWS to the public if there are already so many existing ways to get this info through the private sector? (3) One argument for the government providing this data is that it always seems to be our priority to get to everyone. Some providers have stopped their service with certain wireless carries. People feel entitled because they are taxpayers. As government we want to make sure there are as few gaps as possible.

· Are there gaps in delivery of mobile services right now?   There are areas not covered by cell phones, but we need to think of alerting as using a layering of dissemination media.  NOAA Weather Radio could fill the gap where there is no current cell phone service.
Others

· There are many patents on mobile weather alerting; how will NWS avoid patent infringements?   Both NWS and DHS are aware of patents involving mobile weather alerting.  Some have been raised to FEMA, but none have turned into major concerns at this point.  NWS has not studied this in depth, but more realistically the legal issues associated with patents are covered by the Department of Commerce General Council and we have had dialogue with them and have experience with a case of patent infringement. It is likely that the industry as a whole is going to run into a series of issues regarding patents.
· One issue that needs to be addressed is about information sent to driver’s behind the wheel.  While mobile devices are great, getting that information while driving a car can be tricky. Private sector solutions can offer audio. Some phones can be operated by voice commands. 
Final Statements by our Speakers (paraphrased)
What are the key ideas to carry forward from this meeting:
Hilderbrand – I’ll just reiterate what Aaron and I talked about this morning. iNWS right now targets our core partners. We tried to distinguish the public option for text alerts versus our mobile decision support services. I haven’t heard anything that tells us not to move forward with our core partners.

Sutula – Whatever the policy ends up being I want to make sure that the NWS is in a position to move forward with the current and next technology. I hope iNWS is a learning experience and we can leverage it to build services on.

Gusty – Public education is essential, I’m not sure who is going to do that whether the government or the private sector, but that is a huge gap. If we want to avoid confusion we need to start now.

Dengel – I want to echo the need for standardization of formats. An enormous amount of time is spent decoding text.

Stinson – More education around storm based alerts, expanding that area. Focus on formatting and standardization. That’s the core, with that the private industry can fill most of the gaps.

Myers – I suggest that the NWS count the blessings that they have--an entire industry that wants no money from them and is willing to carry all their products and deliver them to the entire population.

Weeks – Standardization, documentation, a low barrier to entry.

Witmer – In the data side, NOAA must continue to develop the standard based format. From CMAS/IPAWS, the opportunity for continued dialogue and partnership going forward. There is no way we are going to get this right the first time.
Summary/Wrap-up – High-level Issues/Conclusion from the meeting (Ed Johnson)
1. Standardization of NWS data/products is critical 

2. Combination of (1) IPAWS/CMAS for government-sponsored weather alerts to general public and (2) mobile weather services available from commercial providers is a powerful combination in meeting the needs of the general public

3. There is general recognition that NWS does have a special interest in serving “core partners,” however –
    -  More clarity regarding NWS definition of “core partner” is needed
    -  NWS commitment to meet needs of core partners is understood, but should recognize that core partners also use commercially available services

4. Issues relating to assuring the quality of mobile weather services:
    - Guaranteed delivery of alerts
    - Establishing qualifications of suppliers and identifying qualified suppliers

5. Emerging issues
    - Patents
    - Weather information to automobiles vs. distracted driving
Questions/comments not addressed during Discussion
1. Are government mobile applications being limited to just data or do/will they include value-added services?  Currently, the only NWS mobile “applications” are mobile accessible web pages and the iNWS service.  NWS will continue to ensure its web pages are accessible to mobile devices—these web pages would provide no more value than what is currently provided via our standard web presence.  iNWS is a service available to NWS “core partners” only.  The service, at this time, provides the standard text products that are available through multiple dissemination media and a map identifying where the alert area is located.  Future enhancements of iNWS for NWS core partners may include additional products that are designed for and of value to our core partners only and not for the general public.
2. The NWS will require communications channels and partners to reach and engage the general public, and should marshal the existing state and local public health department infrastructure to do so.  The new NWS Strategic Plan includes the notion of working with new sectors that have relevance to environmental conditions.  As we begin to work with the public health sector we will examine these new options for taking advantage of health department infrastructure.
3. To what extent will CAP messages alert the public on more chronic rather than acute dangers to the public, e.g., warnings after severe storms on the potential for waterborne diseases?  The new NWS Strategic Plan includes the notion of working with new sectors that have relevance to environmental conditions.  As we begin to work with the public health sector and determine whether this type of alerting is appropriate for NWS, the same sorts of products standards (e.g., CAP) for our alert messages would be used.
4. Universities might assist with education, training and outreach activities.  CSTAR might be used for a student’s thesis on research regarding the use of cell phones and wireless devices during severe weather events.  NWS will work within its training division to explore the possibilities for collaboration with the university community to address these areas.
5. Would like to hear more about iNWS given that (1) NOAA CIO defined and let mobile apps technical reference model and (2) DOC has yet to specify mobile apps in a secure context policy.  NWS staff working on iNWS have noted this and will continue to look for opportunities to provide additional information.  Note also that iNWS is not a mobile “app” in the sense that there is no NWS software downloaded to a mobile device to support the service.  iNWS runs on NWS-housed servers and sends SMS text and email messages to mobile devices.
6. Would you go through the work flow of an alert being generated, going through IPAWS and CMAS, and reaching a member of the public or an EM?
a. NWS formats a weather warning and routes it in CAP format to the IPAWS system
b. The IPAWS system confirms the validity of the alert and routes it to all existing public alerting systems, including the EAS (emergency alert system) and CMAS.
c. CMAS would broadcast the content of the 90 character summary message of the alert to all mobile devices within range of specified cell broadcast towers.
d. Alert message is received by an EM or other individual via their mobile device.
7. The mobile user wants “instant” access to information.  NWS can provide (1) 1-minute ASOS/AWOS data (2) high resolution rapid-update model data  - This input will be provided to those engaged in our ongoing dissemination re-architecture project.  They will be collecting information on new data sets that users would like to receive.
8. What is the public education plan for CMAS?  Is there a danger that the public opts out if there is no pre-education?  FEMA will be partnering with broadcasters and participating in a number of public events to get the message out about CMAS, including what cell customers can/should expect and why they should keep the service.  FEMA is also coordinating with wireless carriers on how wireless carriers can best help to get the message out about CMAS. 
9. Has NWS designated a valid set of CMAS alerts—the set of messages that will be pushed to cell users?  When will all NWS alerts be available as CAP messages in IPAWS?  The NWS will start pushing CAP v1.2 messages to the IPAWS Alert Aggregator during the Fall of 2011.  Only those warnings which constitute an "imminent threat" will be passed on to CMAS/PLAN.  What constitutes an "imminent threat" will be primarily determined by the Urgency-Severity-Certainly (U-S-C) elements in the CAP message.  Only those with high levels of U-S-C will be passed on to CMAS.  The NWS is currently collaborating with FEMA on the minimum levels of U-S-C required to trigger a CMAS alert.  Similarly, the NWS is working internally to update our default U-S-C levels for each type of watch, warning, advisory, and special statement issued by the NWS.  We expect that Tornadoes, Tsunamis, and Flash Floods will trigger a CMAS alert.  We are discussing the possibility of other less common event types which might warrant triggering of CMAS, but again, the U-S-C levels for the given event will be the primary determining factor.    For example, a subset of severe thunderstorm warnings (i.e., the most extreme storms with the highest U-S-C levels) might trigger CMAS.    
10. What latency will be added to CAP messages by translating downstream through iNWS? The raw WMO text products have to be translated into CAP messages by some system. The iNWS infrastructure (running on either the NWS Telecommunication Gateway (TG) or NWS Internet Dissemination System (NIDS)) can be that system. Both NIDS and the TG receive text products over the Satellite Broadcast Network (SBN), in general, within a second or two of being issued at the WFO. The iNWS infrastructure can process a text product, create a CAP message, and send the CAP message to IPAWS all in less than a second.  The processing has to be done somewhere, if not by iNWS then by some other system, so iNWS is not adding an extra step. The delay associated with the transmission of a text product over the SBN plus processing and sending of a CAP message to IPAWS is less than a few seconds.  At some point in the future, NWS offices may produce the alert/warning products directly in CAP format, thus eliminating this extra processing step.
11. Why English-only text in IPAWS/CMAS?  Awaiting response from DHS/FEMA
12. True location-based alerts may be a problem for travelers/planning/logistics.  Please describe how you plan to address?  Awaiting response from DHS/FEMA
13. How do you know if the public is receiving warnings? Are there metrics being tracked?  Awaiting response from DHS/FEMA
14. In recent severe weather outbreaks, are the deaths due to (1) non-receipt of information by the public (2) ineffective public response (3) tornadoes so severe that any response would not have worked?  The NWS is still undertaking its service assessment evaluations for these events and more will be know when these have been completed.
15. Comment about false alarms – TV warnings on Doppler rotation.  Severe thunderstorm outbreak 6-8 weeks ago.  Funnel cloud sighted at Point of Rocks.  TV constantly warning based on rotation signature from Doppler.   Watched this storm as it approached and passed—Nothing!  Too much crying wolf.  Noted.
16. Regarding Sports Illustrated article on Tuscaloosa tornado – People heard sirens and ignored them.  “We had heard them before and nothing happened”  Everyone who was mentioned in the article had a cell phone and it was on.  Noted
17. Capitol Weather Blog is using Twitter to indication location of severe weather.  Noted
18. What value is an SMS message sent from iNWS with an embedded URL, when received on a feature phone with no browser?  iNWS is just one means of dissemination of NWS alerts.  If  the capabilities of iNWS cannot be used by a particular member of the EM community, NWS has alternative means of disseminating its alerts.
19. Where is the line on which NWS products will get distributed wirelessly.  Will it only be watch, warning, advisory or also include forecasts and other public interest products?  There is no agreed upon answer to this question at this point.  This will be addressed in NWS draft policy on wireless weather services and will be available for public comment/review before being finalized.
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