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A SURVEY OF MARINE WEATHER REQUIREMENTS 
(TRANS-OCEANIC VESSELS) 

I. INTRODUCTION 

With the establishment of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis
tration (NOAA) and the increased emphasis on marine weather services, 
the Western Region, in cooperation with the National Weather Service 
CNWS) Pacific Marine Office (PMO San Francisco), interviewed more than 
one hundred sh~ps 1 officers regarding current weather services. These 
interviews were concerned with communications, packaging, and content 
of weather forecasts, warnings, and bulletins as wei I as sol !citing 
suggestions for improved service. Through this means we hope to gain 
a better understanding of the needs of the mariner and reveal defici
encies in our current program. Hopefully these ideas wi I I be incor
porated into plans for new services in the future. 

I I. DATA COLLECTION 

A simple questionnaire was prepared uti I izing expertise of the Pacific 
Marine Office and the Weather Forecast Office at San Francisco (see 
Figure I). The questionnaire was designed to be fi lied out by the 
visiting NWS Port Supervisor rather than a ship's officer. Experience 
in the past indicated that attempts to get shipsl officers to fi I I out 
questionnaires yielded very poor results. 

Questionnaires were distributed among Port Supervisors at San Francisco, 
Seattle, Los Angeles, Honolulu, and the Canal Zone. They were not com
pleted for every ship visited but rather for selected representative 
ships, and where comprehensive interviews were most I ikely. Completed 
questionnnaires were forwarded to Western Region Headquarters (WRH) for 
analysis and distribution to interested offices. 

I I I . THE DATA 

Data from the first I 15 ships have been summarized in this report. 
Although data are sti II being collected, 115 was considered a fair 
representation of the user group. 

In spite of the fact that questionnaires were completed by trained 
Port Supervisors, it was almost impossible to ask even the simplest 
question and sti I I convey the same meaning to a! I ships' officers. 
This was a special problem when the officer interviewed was unfami I iar 
with the Eng! ish language. The consequence was an occasional vague 
answer that seemed unrelated to the question. It was necessary in 
these cases to interprete the officer's meanin9, and thus we may have 
inadvertently biased the answer. Certa[nly some subjectivity is 
reflected in the summarized data. Table I I ists the number of ships 
from each country represented in interviews. Table 2 I ists the 
number of ships by type represented in data sample. 



IV. INTERPRETATION OF THE DATA 

I. Do you receive weather information prior to departure? If so, where 
and how? 

Ships' officers indicated a variety of methods to obtain predepar
ture weather information; however, answers can.be summarized iD 
the fol Iewin~ general 6ategoties: 

a) ·wea'.fher information was copied by ship's radio operator 
·prior to the ship's departure. 

b) Predeparture weather was provided through a comrnerc i a I, 
m l I i tary, or Campa ny routing service·. 

c) Ships' officers copied facsimile broadcasts and made 
their own interpretation. 

d) Contact, either direct or indirect, was made with the 
National Weather Service. 

A detailed breakdown of answers to the question is: 

Part One 

Ships receiving· briefings of ·some type ~- ... ...:.---:-"""--..:.~ ... ---'- 65% · 
Shi~s not receiving briefing~ of any type~----...:.~-~--~-~ 33% 
No answer -------------------.:-----~-------""'---------'~""--~ 2% 

Part Two 

·• Predeparture Information recefved by: 

Routing service ~----------------~------------------...:...:.-~- 20% 
Radio CCW or Voice) ----..:.------------~--------------~-~- 20% 
VHF/FM CNWS broadcast) --------------------------------- 4% 
Facsimile charts --------------------------------------- 4% 
Contact with NWS ---------------~-~--------------------- 7% 
Type of briefing unknown ------------------------------ 10% 
No briefings -..:.~--..:.------------------------------------- 33% 
No answer -----..:.---------------------------~------~--""~~ 2% 

2. How are weather warnings and forecasts received aboard you~ vessel, 
e.g., radio CW orvoice, radio fax, VHF/FM, commercial radib, · 
Coast GUard, Navy? .. 
AI I ships' officers interviewed indicated at least one form of 
communication was uti I ized for weather ihfotmation with rn~ny 
indicating more than one. Type of communication and preferred 
b'roadcasrrer is biased by the ship's ri0rma I sa i l i ng routes a·nd spe-
c l f i c forecast requ.i rements ~ '· 
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Number of types of 
communication for weather 

Percent of 
Ships 

I ----------------------------------------------- 8% 
2 ----------------------------------------------- 30% 
3 ----------------------------------------------- 31% 
4 ----------------------------------------------- 18% 
5 ----------------------------------------------- 13% 

Type of Broadcast Percent of 
Received Ships 

CW Radio-------------------------------------------- 92% 
Commercial Radio------------------------------------ 71% 
Coast Guard Radio ----------------------------------- 28%* 
Navy Radio----------------------~------------------- 57%* 
Facsimile (Jap.- Navy) ------------------------------ 23% 
VHF/FM CNWS coastal) -------------------------------- 16%* 

*Obviously biased by route and user requirement. 

3. What weather elements most affect your ship's operation? 

Answers to this question tel I into five categories of weather or 
sea conditions. These were wind, waves, fog, precipitation, an~ 
sea ice. In some cases it was difficult to differentiate between 
wind and waves since it appeared obvious that some officers 
relate the importance of sea state in terms of wind speed. In 
the following summary the category "unknown" includes "no answers" 
and answers that were vague or indefinite. When the officer indi
cated "fog" as an important factor, in almost every case the 
officer noted that fog was of concern in the "inshore areas". In 
general, waves were I isted as 1st or 2nd in importance by 73% of 
the vessels. Wind was I isted as 1st or 2nd by 69% of the vessels. 
Fog, in the "inshore" areas, was I isted 1st or 2nd in importance 
by 26% of the vessels. 

Weather or sea element I isted as number one in importance: 

Wind ---------------------------------- 46% 
Waves --------------------------------- 33% 
Fog ----------------------------------- I 1% 
Precipitation ------------------------- less than 1%* 
Other indefinite ---------------------- 9% 

Weather or sea element I isted as number two in importance: 

Wind ---------------------------------- 13% 
Waves --------------------------------- 40% 
Fog----------------------------------- 15% 
Precipitation ------------------------- less than 1%* 
Sea lee ------------------------------- 2% 

*Precipitation affected deck cargoes. 
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4. See 6 and 7 . 

5. ·What elements do you look for ftrst tn-t-he bulletin? 

The intent of this question was to determine what weather Information 
. is considered to be most important to ships' masters. Many officers 
gave more than one item for their answer and in these cases alI 
answers are included in the I !sting below: 

Position of lows ---------------------
Warnings -----------------------------
Fog i n formation ----------·------------· 
Wind {observation) ---·---------------·-
Waves ---·------------------------..:.----
Position of fronts --------..:..-------·--
Pos1~ion of highs --------~-----~----
Forecasts -------------------~------~-
Ana I ys is ----·--------------------------

47% 
46% 
16% 
14% 

9%* 
4% 
3%, 
3%* 
2%* 

Precipitation areas ------- .... ----------- less than 1% 

*These answers were 'vague in that they may be incorporated in other 
answers, e.g., location of fronts, lows, may be included in requests 
for ana I ys is. -

It is interesting to note the high percentage requesting pressure center 
location. These, together with requests for analyses, synopses, and 
frontal positions, suggest that some captains are making their own fore
casts. 

4, 6, 7. Services, Fotmat, Suggestions, and Complaints. 

Questions 4, 6, and 7 asked for particular problem areas and 
suggestions for improved services. It was not possible to 
summarize. these answers nor was it desirabl~ to do so since 
each comment seemed to have merit. To retain these comments 
intact, we have I isted them with only a slight editing and 
placed them under rather broad categorical subheadings (Appen
diX I). 

In general, 22% of the officers interviewed expressed 
satisfaction" with alI phases of the weather service. 
offered constructive suggestions or minor complaints, 
safe to say ~hat most were satisfied. 

V. SUMMARY 

"complete 
While 78% 
it seems 

It is most difficult to come to any conclusion from data such as these 
since so much depends on the evaluator's point of view. However, some of 
the high~ ights can be summarized. 

-4-



It is apparent that most ships' masters are receiving some kind of pre
departure weather information (65%), but it should be of concern that 
one-third of the vessels received no briefings at alI. It is not clear 
why these ships did not receive predeparture information. One might 
conjecture that there is a lack of information regarding avai labi I ity 
of services. 

Communication faci I itles aboard vessels seem adequate, with many ships 
uti I lzlng several modes of communication for weather data acquisition. 
There appear to be a growing number of vessels equipped with radio 
facslmi le equipment (nearly all Japanese vessels are so equipped). 
There were subtle indications that those equipped with facslml le were 
the most satisfied with the overal I weather services. 

Whl le It was anticipated that wind and waves would rank number one 
among elements affecting ship operations, It was a I ittle surprising 
to note that fog ranked number three and that fog was never mentioned 
as a problem in the open sea, but rather in coastal areas only. 

Many of the officers continue to stress the importance of a weather 
synopsis and analysis in marine bulletins. 

There appears to be considerable concern regarding technical jargon in 
marine warnings and forecasts. Also, disagreement among weather cen
ters covering the same or adjacent areas is causing some confusion. 
There appears to be a need for better coordination between agencies 
providing weather services on the high seas, particularly civi I ian and 
mi I itary. In many cases foreign vessels do not draw a distinction 
between the National Weather Service, U.S. Navy, and the Coast Guard. 

In general, ships' officers expressed satisfaction with services now 
being provided but have offered many suggestions which should help us 
to improve our services. 
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FIGURE 

MARINE seRV1dES QUESTIONNAIRE 

Name of Ship 
------~--~----------~----~ 

Company 

Country-------------------- Tonnage _____________ Type------------~------
Route Traveled 

•' I,: 

I. Do you receive weather information prior to departure? If so, wh~re and how? 

2. How are we~ther warnings and forecasts rec~ived ~board your vesselj a.g., 
r~dio CW or voice, radio fax, VHF/FM, commercial radio, CG radio, N~vy? 

• 
3. What weather elements most affect your ship's operations, ~.g., wJn~, fog, 

precipitation, waves, etc., and in what magnitude? 

4 .. Do you have difficulty with the length of format of the weather bu·l letins? 

5. What elements do you look for flrst ln the bulletin? 

6. Do you have any specific complaints or commendations regarding marine wea
ther services provided by the NWS? Be specific regarding. times and dates. 

7. What suggestions do you have that would improve our service to you? 

Note: This form is to be completed by the PMO and copLes sent to: 

WRH, WFW41 .5 
WSFO (appropriate one) 
PMO, SFO 
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TABLE I 

NUMBER OF SHIPS FROM EACH COUNTRY 
REPRESENTED IN INTERVIEWS 

Netherlands ---------------- 7 

England -------------------- I I 

United States -------------- 32 

Japan -------------------~-- 13 

Denmark -------------------- 5 

Sweden --------------------- 7 

Germany CW.) --------------- 5 

Norway --------------------- 5 

Liberia -------------------- 8 

Yugos I av ia -----------------

India ----------------------

Greece --------------------- 3 

Italy---------------------- 3 

Be I g i um --------------------

China (Rep.) --------------- 4 

Korea ---------------------- 2 

France --------------------- 4 

Israel ---------------------

Unknown -------------------- 2 
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TABLE 2 

TYPE OF VESSELS 

Freighters ---------------- 55 

Bulk Carriers------------- 18 

Passenger Liners ------~--- 7 

Tankers ------------------- 16 

Contatner Ships----------- 10 

Reefers ------------------- 7 

Deep Sea Tug --------------
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APPENDIX I 

OFFICERS' COMMENTS AND SUGGESTIONS 

RADIO BROADCASTS 

NSS 

NSS is most excel lent providing complete coverage In the Atlantic. 
Suggests that a strong counterpart to NSS be established for the 

Pacific. 
Transmission rate Is too slow over NSS. 
Receive considerable Interference on NSS. 
NSS and KWAF transmissions do not agree ~ith WSMS. 
NSS broadcasts are too slow. 
Likes NSS. 
NSS is best in the Atlantic. 
NSS analysis is too long and uses too many points for Isobars. 

SCHEDULES 

Confl lcting schedules. Different stations broadcast at the same time 
for the same areas. Radio operator can copy only one at a time, 
thus misses some areas. 

NWS reports 3 times/day at SFO. This is a good schedule. 
VHF/FM should be updated more often for coastal ship operations. 
Broadcast schedules need to be real lgned to fit radio operator's 

duty hours. 
Navy broadcasts have no schedule or format. 
Broadcasts need to be updated more often. 
Schedules fal I outside the radio operators duty hours. 

FORMAT 

Ml I itary broadcasts too fast. 
NPN Is difficult to understand. 
Navy broadcasts are too long. 
NBA Is difficult to copy. 
Navy format is undependable and too long. 
Each Center seems to have a different format, 
JMC format Is shorter yet covers more area with more information than 

u.s. 
Too many mistakes In Navy broadcasts. 
Different formats used by various stations. 
Why not use an International format? 
Sometimes NWS broadcast contained too much narrative. Waste time of 

radio operator. 
NWS should use latitude and longitude rather than geographical loca

tions which are unfami I iar to foreign vessels. 
Too many references to other broadcasts are made in Navy bul letlns. 
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APPEND I X I (Cant i nued) 

TERMINOLOGY 

Misspelled words in broadcast cause difficulty for non~Engl.ish sp~aking 
radio operator. 

Eliminate forecaster terminology and give more facts. 
Language often too technical. 
Eliminate confusing terminology, e.g., short wave. 
Bul fetin tetminology too confusing. 
Abbreviations are hot understood. 

RADIO FAX 

Radio facsimile products are not broadcast by the NW~. Comp1~ints and 
suggestions I isted refer primarily to the Navy and Japanese bro~d
casts. 

Navy fax broadcasts are very good. Commercial st~tions do nof ~g~ee 
with Navy. 

Fax broadcasts of forecasts and analysis differ between centers .. 
Fax coverage throughout the Pacific is very good. 
Too many radio fax charts covering the same area. 
Co~st Guard tadio broedca~t of posifion.of lows and fronts do not 

agree with Navy fax charts. 
Need chart showing fax abbreviations and symbols used by varibJs 

centers. 
Provid~ ~~planation of fax chart symbols. 
Areas of facsimile charts is too small. Centers should cover· 'larger 

areas. 
Extended SFO analysis to I~O~E. on NPG fax chart is needed. 
Provide radio fax service from two stations--ohe in U.S. and ori~ tn 

Japan with overlapping coverage. 
Navy fax schedule is too flexible, unable to keep up with changes. 
Unable to keep abreast of fax schedule changes. 

BROADCAST INFORMATION AND MISCELLANEOUS 

SYNOPSIS 

Position of lows, highs, end fronts s,hou'ld be included in the ti'ul:letin. 
Include position of fronts and lows on commercial stations and o.n KPH. 
Frontal positions should be included in the broadcasts. 
Include location of fronts in broadcasts. 
More information on position Of lows is needed. 
Would I ike map analysis broadcast for the Pacific. 
Include frontal positions in bulletin. 
Position of storms in the Aflantic is excel lent. 
Storm positions in the Pacific are sketchy. 
Would I ike to receive synopsis and ~nalysis. 
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APPENDIX I (Continued) 

ADDED FORECAST SERVICE 

Need more coverage in the Caribbean area. 
Better accuracy of Caribbean forecasts is needed. 
Include offshore weather conditions in VHF/FM broadcasts. 
Need more detai I in coastal forecasts for fog conditions. 
Include forecast of bar conditions in VHF/FM broadcasts. 
More synoptic data for offshore area in VHF/FM broadcasts. 
Would I ike offshore visibi I ity included in forecast when visibi I ity 

is low. 
Would I ike forecast available for area south of Panama. 
San Francisco should provide better coverage for the dateline 

area. 
SFO forecasts are excel lent east of 160°W. 
San Francisco forecasts do not go far enough south. 
Temperate zone of the eastern South Pacific should have routine 

forecasts. 
Would I ike Japanese and San Francisco forecast coverage to overlap 

at the date-1 ine to provide better coverage. 
Need Gulf of Tehuantepec extended forecast. 
Would I ike more convenient access to weather charts and forecasts 

prior to departure. 
Would I ike to receive wave forecasts for the Pacific. 
Wou I d I i ke sea and swe I I information in bu I I et ins. 
Need wave forecast of period and direction. 
Give ice conditions at sea. 
Need better coordination among centers serving marine interests. 
Bulletins from different centers do not agree. 
Mid-ocean bulletins disagree between centers. 
Likes Japanese coverage of the Pacific best. 
Gulf of Alaska lows are not accurately located. 
Coastal forecasts on the eastern seaboard not as good as past five 

years. 
Need to improve forecast accuracy. 
NWS is excel lent on Caribbean and Pacific tropical storms. 
When cal Is are made to weather ships (any flag), Master receives no 

answer. 
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