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A proposal for a pilot program to study the benefits of alignment of Terminal Aerodrome Forecasts produced by the National Weather Service with Collaborative Air Traffic Management decision support.
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Background

The National Airspace System of the CONUS has seen many changes in the last few years.  One of the most note-worthy is the establishment of the FAA/NAS Users Collaborative Decision-Making (CDM) initiative.

The backbone of the CDM initiative is the Strategic Planning Team (SPT) at the FAA’s Air Traffic Control System Command Center (ATCSCC) located in Herndon VA.  The SPT conducts scheduled teleconferences with FAA facilities and NAS users operations control centers to formulate a plan for air traffic management in the short (2 hours) and long (4 hour) timeframe.

Decisions such as airport acceptance rates (AAR’s), hazard weather avoidance routes, and many other demand Vs capacity situations are made during these planning sessions. 

To insure consistency with regulatory requirements it is imperative that the SPT utilize weather reference sources that have been accepted and approved by the aviation community. Some examples of these include but are not limited to,

· Terminal Weather Forecasts (TAF)

· METARS

· Collaborative Convective Forecast Product (CCFP)

· Area Forecasts (FA)

· SIGMETS

· Convective SIGMETS

· AIRMETS

· SIG Weather High/Low charts

· Winds Aloft Forecasts (FD)

· Center Weather Advisories (CWA)

The Problem

The primary factor in determining an acceptance rate for airports is the airport configuration. Airport configuration consists of,

· Ceiling

·  Prevailing Visibility

· Winds

· Temperature 

· Dewpoint

· Altimeter Setting

· Departure Runway(s)

· Landing Runway(s)

· Approaches in use

· Runway clutter (Wet, Icy, or snow)

· Navigational Aid outages

· Any local condition that requires alternative procedures

The ceiling and prevailing visibility are the primary factors in determining whether visual approaches can be utilized. Visual approaches provide the maximum capacity for the airport. The criteria for conducting visual approaches is determined by adding 500 feet to the minimum radar vectoring altitude, the prevailing visibility must be 3 miles or greater. In many instances, The required visibility for conducting visual approaches exceeds 3 miles. 
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When the prevailing visibility is forecast to be less than 1 mile Users and Air Traffic Managers need a forecast of runway visibility range to make decisions such as ground stops for flights with higher approach minimums.

In the traffic management world, not all 10-knot winds are the same. In most circumstances Air Traffic Control will use the runway(s) most aligned with the wind for arrival and departure. In some instances, during periods of increased demand, ATC in collaboration with the users will elect to stay in a configuration that affords the maximum arrival/departure rate so long as the wind remains within acceptable tailwind/crosswind parameters.

Temperature and altimeter setting are two critical factors in determining aircraft performance for individual runways. As far as strategic planning, it is critical that ATC be given a heads-up on certain flights that will require a non-standard runway for departure or arrival.

Runway contamination information is needed by ATC and Airport Managers to plan for periods of less than optimal aircraft braking action as well as increased separation standards. 

When critical NAVAIDS serving the airport are out-of-service the weather minimums change. Currently there is limited coordination between the weather forecast office and the traffic management units to communicate these outages.

Proposal

A pilot program to determine the feasibility of changing the forecast and amendment criteria of NWS produced TAF’s to align with the criteria Traffic Flow Managers use to determine airport acceptance rates and other factors critical to individual airport operations.

The test airports could be determined by defining a critical subset of the 35 “pacing airports” in the FAA’s Operations Evolution Plan.

Due to the unique weather phenomena associated with each season of the year, the test would need to be conducted for a sufficient period that would allow the analytical process to assess a full range of characteristics.

This test could be conducted under the auspices of the FAA/Industry CDM Weather Applications workgroup. The CDM WX Applications workgroup would be responsible for coordination of efforts needed to bring the appropriate parties together.

