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1. Introduction

The primary mission of the Nationad Wesather Service (NWS) isto protect lives and property. While
NWS forecasters issue watches and warnings, the broadcast media plays a critica role in distributing
this vita weether information to the public. The Birmingham, Alabama Weather Forecast Office (WFO
BMX) and the loca media have formed a partnership to improve real-time communications during
hazardous weether events. Through this collaborative effort, lives and property are being saved.

2. How it All Started

In 2000, two lead forecasters a WFO Birmingham were trying to figure out why the office saff rarely
heard from the local media gations, especidly during severe and winter weather events. Meetings with
these partners were set up to determine ways of improving communication and service. The forecasters
learned that effective phone communication was often difficult to achieve in TV sudios. In addition, the
mediaindicated some reluctance to “bother” the WFO during the “hest of the baitle”. However, each
dation did mention that they had live Internet access. One of the forecasters had been using a type of
Instant Messaging (IM) to “chat” with friends and family at home, so it was decided to test the feasibility
of this medium for establishing two-way communication with various weather contactsinthe area. The
project was initiated in hopes of fogtering better communications between the media and the Nationa
Wesather Service. Typesof information shared would include severe weather, snowfdl or heavy ran
reports, equipment outages, and live forecast and warning decison making discussons.

NWS workload priorities were clearly conveyed to the media during the initid phase of the project.
Given the WFQO' s crucid warning role, it was understood that forecasters might not dways be available
to paticipate in the IM chat. However, all the information shared during the IM session would be
archived, 0 if the WFO had to temporarily load shed the chat, staff members could go back and read
the archive a their next available opportunity.

3. What islnstant Messaging?

Instant Messaging is sometimes called “Indant Mail.” It is an dectronic communication sysem thet is
inexpendve (usudly free) and easy to use. IM differs from dectronic mail (e-mall) inthat itisa



synchronous or real-time communication medium. It is also faster than e-mail because it is software
based (DMR, 2002). Users create a buddy list, and can either “chat” one on one with individuds, or
with many other users viaa conferencing fegture. (Fig. 1). 1M was started by an Isradli firm cdled
Mirabilis in November, 1996. Since then, severd other companies have created smilar IM systems.
(Brand, 2001).
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kbmx1_al : upgrading SVRs to TORs =l
kbmx1_al ; until ¥-15pm

weathercenter!d :is there any sightings i lamar county

foxfwe | how about that marion county storm?

weathercenter!d - pea size hail in guin

kbmx1_al : thanx

kbmx1_al ; anything in crossville

kbmx1_al ! just had a report of hail._no size near crossville

o334 0 - unable to reach EMA in Fayette or Lamar._ constant bust signal._will try S0 or PD

|e3340 : Lamar CountyEMA large hail_from 3340 news dept

kbmx1_al ; rotation near mt vernon

weathercenter!d © dime size hail and 45mph winds in downbown russellvie

kbmx1_al : thanx jerry

kbmx1_al ; SVR Colbert until 730pm

kbmx1_al : TOR SE marion sw walker until 745

kbmx1_al ; mw walker

kbmx1_al : sorry

wieathercenter!d - pea slze hall at the cobertfranklin county lne

kbmx1_al ; thamnx

kbmx1_al : nothing reported from Fayette EMA as of yet

markprater334l - We've got bve ples fom east of storm . CONSTANT lightning

kbmx1_al ; have u got ur storm spotter vehicle out Mark?

weathercenter!d © east of ussellvile trees and powerlines down

jspann : damage reported in fayete county

jspann : amazing lve lighining shot from Carben Hill on TV now

kbmx1_al : TORNADO EMERGENCY. TORNADO REPORTED WITH THE STORM MOVING
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kbmx1_al ! 2 more termades coming across the state line into lamar

kbmx1_al; CAN SEE SEVERAL ALOMG THAT BOUMDARY ALL THE WAY BACK INTO MS
weathercenter!d © what part of what county

kbmwed_al
foxtwx © which county are you refeming to?
jhe3340 : brian is that damage walker ;|
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Figurel. Exampleof IM interface, with excer pt from conferencetranscript during arecent severe weather event.
Text inred refersto chat traffic originating from WFO BM X; entriesin black type originate from media entitiesin
the Birmingham market.



4. Useof Instant M essenging at Birmingham

WFO Birmingham chose IM software that was easy to indal, rdatively easy to use, and free. (For
specific information concerning the BMX IM configuration, please contact the author). Since employing
I nstant M essaging, communications with the media have dramaticaly improved. In fact, during the
Veteran's Day Weekend Tornado Outbreak Survey Assessment, the use of IM technology was
congdered the number one “Best Practice for Communications to Customers and Partners.” (Service
Assessment 37; to view a copy, please see thefollowing link:
ftp://ftp.nws.noaa.gov/om/assessments/veteran.pdf.) Communication between the media and WFO
Birmingham now occur through a broad range of contexts. Before large outbresks, an IM conferenceis
started with the entire broadcast community, with WFO gaff leading the discusson The day’ s weather
gtuation is outlined, including discussons of SPC outlooks, sgnificant sounding parameters, and issues
of timing, location and impact. A smilar process occurs prior to smadler scae events, though the
breadth of the conference may be more limited.

5. Specific Advantages of IM

The greetest advantage of IM isitsfacilitation of instantaneous warning information exchange. The
WFO saff advises the mediawhen awarning is about to be issued, and provides the reasoning behind
the warning decison. While the warning is being composed in Warngen by one of forecasters, another
gaf member working the IM chat relays the information to the media This can (and often does)
increase the speed with which the warning is publicly disseminated by the broadcaster — sometimes by
several minutes. If the public has more time to receive the warning and act on it it is reasonable to
assume that more lives and property can be saved and protected. Instead of the broadcasters waiting
for the warning to “pop-up” on their vendor system, they receive word of the warning asit isbeing
typed, saving critical seconds (or minutes) beforeit isissued. The information sent over IM is
abbreviated - basicaly the type of warning, the county or countiesit is for, the expiraion time, and the
reasoning behind the warning (if needed). The mediadill receives the actua text warning on their
system and any additiond basis information contained in the warning.

Besides serving asa “heads up” for warnings, IM provides aforum for discussing the current
meteorologica Stuation The media can query the WFO concerning astorm they see on their radar,
and receive the forecasters' reasoning for issuing (or not issuing) awarning. Thiskind of didog with the
media can (in some cases) help the forecasters make better warning decisions, particularly if the
decisonisnot clear cut. Accessto NWS warning reasoning also assststhe mediain informing their
audiences about severe wesether, particularly interms of attaching the appropriate level of urgency to
their weather broadcasts.  Real-time communication methods such as IM promote a more calibrated
response to weether events by the media. In this manner, particularly dangerous storms can be
addressed aggressvely, while less threatening Situations are handled in amore restrained fashion.

Another advantage of using Instant Messaging is the sharing of red time damage reports. Teevison
dtations often receive alarge number of damage reports, some of which may not be received by the
WFO inred time. With IM, the media can easly pass thisinformation to the NWS, which in turncan



dissaminate it to other core partners and the public via Severe Weather Statements and other products.
Reception of reports can postively influence decison making for future warnings. Conversely, asthe
WFO gets damage reports from spotters and amateur radio operators, it can pass that information to
the media. In the past, media outlets had to monitor scanners to receive reports of thistype.

Forecasters have d<o utilized IM to request specia camera shots from the TV broadcasters. As part of
their severe operations, WFO Birmingham actively monitors the wegther coverage being provided by 4l
the locdl gaions. On past occasions, the office has received live ground truth by asking televison
sations to repoint a weather camera, or to redisplay alive shot that was shown amoment earlier. IM is
the vehicle for accomplishing this request. |M-requested video shots have hdped determineif storms
were rotating, and if so, how close to the ground the rotation was occurring. Examination of post-event
video has also assisted the WO staff in determining the extent of recent damage, and the locations of
greatest impact.

In addition to severe weather, IM can be used to exchange heavy ranfdl or snowfall reports, and to
discuss science related phenomena. During the May 7-8, 2003, record flood event across north centra
Alabama, the chat was used to share liverainfdl totas with the media. The spotter reports the media
received were used by WFO BMX to issue and upgrade warnings. Although some locations received
100 year flood rain amounts, no lives were directly lost due to flooding. Part of this success can be
attributed to the increased communications with the media, facilitated by IM.

6. Problems with IM

While the advantages of IM have far outweighed the problems, there have been afew bumps aong the
road. Software stability was abig issue when WFO BMX firg started the Ingtant Messaging initiative.
Some media sites were being knocked off the chat for no gpparent reason. After further investigation, it
was determined that ingppropriate software versons and firewall accessissues were causng most of the
gability problems. To maximize gability, dl participants should run the same version of the chosen IM
software. In addition, any firewdl-related ingtructions should be followed closdy. The legdity of usng
commercia software has aso been a concern. Designation of software as“freeware” does not aways
guaranteeitslegd useby government agencies. In WFO BM X’ s case, the software company
permitted access after they were contacted and notified of the intended use for public safety purposes.

The security of usng Ingtant M essaging on the NWS network has been another concern. When IM
wasfirst started at BM X, it was placed on the Loca Area Network (LAN). Thisleft thelocd and
regiond network vulnerable to outside threats. In line with Southern Region policy, IM was set up on a
gtand done Virtud Private Network that was completely isolated from the regiond network. Severd
methods exist for accessing the Internet for use with IM.  The Birmingham office uses a satdllite uplink
and downlink, while some other WFOs have access via a cable modem. For the offices that are co-
located at a university or another research type facility, associated networks arelikdy available. Since
WFO Birmingham uses a satdllite connection, rain fade becomes a concern during certain Stuations.
The chat may be logt for afew minutes, during which time aback up method isused. When therain
moves out of the area, the default satdllite connection is automaticaly restored.



One additiond organizationa concern involved gaffing. Instant Messaging is most beneficid and widdy
used during mgjor weather events. From the outset, it was made clear to dl the participants that if the
daff became too busy to chat, the WFO' s participation in the chat would be suspended. The WFO il
appreciated the information, however, and would review it when time became available. Continuation
of the chat was encouraged among the remaining parties (even competing media partners), and it has
continued on the few occasions that WFO BM X has not been an active participant  Fortunatdly, there
have not been many times that WFO staff members have been unable to chat. Given thelargerole IM
plays in the dissemination of life saving warning informetion, efforts are usualy made to ensure that
someone will be available to work the chat. Through experience, it has been found that having a Saff
member dedicated to the IM role works best. When severe wegther iswidespread, it is usudly too
difficult to monitor the radar effectively, and operate the chat at the sametime. During smdler scae
events, IM efforts may be curtailed somewhat due to reduced gtaffing. In these Stuations, best efforts
are made to give the minima information required for re-broadcast of the warnings, and to answer any
questions that arise. When only afew storms are on the radar, it isnormally practicd for the radar
operator to handle both roles. While the new scans comein, he or she can give updates and answer
questions.

Thankfully, one potentia problem has been avoided by WFO Birmingham detrimenta competition
between members of the same mediamarket. Asword of Instant Messaging has spread across the
country, televison meteorologists in some markets have stated that their management would never let
them participate in collaborative IM, because their job is to beat the other sationsin town. Fortunately,
the gationsin the Birmingham CWA redlize they are in the business of saving livesas well asthe
business of meking aprofit. Competition certainly exigts, but when it comes to severe weether, dl
gtations try to work together in the public’sinterest. Each on air meteorologist has educated their
producers and managers regarding the benefits of IM and cooperation with the NWS. Thosefew
gtation managers who initidly expressed reluctance were invited by their meteorologists to gt with them
during a severe wegather event. In thisway, they witnessed first hand the power of Instant Messaging.
The meteorol ogists were able to convince the producers and managers of the edge other stations would
have by participating, and thet they should join aswell to maintain sanding. If a station remains dead
set againg sharing information such as damage reports on a group chat, they can il participate by
privatdy sending the relevant informetion to the WFO.

7. Conclusons

Instant Messaging has dragtically improved the level of communication between WFO Birmingham and
the media membersinitsforecast area. The office has formed a close, crucia partnership with ther
broadcasters, and the public isthered winner. IM fogters arich exchange of information and ideas
between the NWS and the media. Future steps might include outreach efforts to radio stations that
provide extengve severe weether coverage, aswell as certain TV dations that have been less activein
the IM process. Ingant Messaging is a true success story, enhancing the meteorological community’ s
ability to work together for the safety and common good of Alabama' s citizens.
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