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March 6, 2017
Dr. William H. Bauman
Chief, Aviation and Space Weather Services Branch
National Weather Service
1325 East-West Hwy
Silver Spring, MD 20910
Ms. Lisa Caudle
Management Program Analyst, Terminal Services
Operations Headquarters Directorate
Federal Aviation Administration
600 Independence Ave SW
Washington, DC 20597
Re:

Public Information Notice 17-02; Proposed Changes to the Automated Surface Observing
Systems (ASOS) Augmentation and Backup Responsibilities in Alaska and Pacific Regions

Dear Dr. Bauman and Ms. Caudle,
The Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association (AOPA), the world’s largest aviation membership
association, submit the following comments in response to the proposed changes to the National
Weather Service (NWS) Automated Surface Observing System (ASOS) augmentation and backup
responsibilities in the Alaska and Pacific regions. The NWS weather observers have provided a
critical service to the aviation community by augmenting and backing-up critical ASOS stations to
ensure accurate information is available for pilots. These automated sensors are not always effective
at detecting unique local weather, a frequent occurrence in Alaska and the Pacific. Pilots need
assurance that accurate and reliable weather data is consistently available in order to safely operate to
these airports and provide important services for the surrounding community.
The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) is proposed to be assuming the augmentation and
backup responsibilities; however, unless the FAA makes new service level changes, several airports
will see the elimination of augmentation and backup services altogether and others will experience a
significant reduction in the times of oversight. The augmentation and backup of the weather stations
listed in the notice are of critical importance to General Aviation and commercial aviation. We
believe the impact of this change has not been fully considered or discussed with the pertinent
stakeholders; therefore, AOPA requests the FAA and NWS take certain steps to ensure no loss of
service. In order for this service change to not have an adverse impact, we respectfully request that
any elimination or reduction in service only occur following the conductance of a safety risk
management panel that includes participation from the affected aviation community.
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Lack of public outreach concerning
AOPA notes that the proposed changes for the 14 affected stations have occurred with no
transparency or discussion with aviation stakeholders. The Public Information Notice, which does
solicit comments, states Annette, AK, will lose service during the comment period. We find the
request for comments to be disingenuous given it appears that the changes have been finalized and
alerting the public appears strictly a formality. We believe the lack of discussion and analysis of what
this change means for aviators to not be in observance of the commitment to safety that the NWS and
FAA mission statements describe. AOPA contends the aviation community must be provided an
opportunity to participate in these discussions and not be an afterthought.
Given the number of airports impacted and their diversity, AOPA contacted the NWS requesting an
extension to the original 29-day comment period to allow local pilot feedback to be solicited. To
ensure pilots and communities can provide valuable feedback regarding the change, they must be
provided time to assess the impact. However, following the discussion of extending the comment
period, the NWS issued a subsequent Service Change Notice that no longer formally requested
feedback and appeared to serve solely to alert users of the changes first announced in the Public
Information Notice. AOPA finds this response wholly inadequate and further indication that the
NWS and FAA are inappropriately excluding external stakeholders from this already opaque process.
The two notices have not been clear as to what the specific reduction in service will be for each
location as they indicate the timeline “may change” and note only “potential” gaps. It is troubling
that the service changes are to occur so soon after the posting of the notice yet no firm answers are
available. It appears from the notices that FAA is not expanding their preexisting hours of
augmentation or backup at most airports, which would otherwise mitigate the cessation of NWS
services. The notices are ambiguous as they point to the FAA assuming responsibility; however, it is
not clear if a formal agreement has been reached between the NWS and FAA and there is no way for
the public to be able to comment on what the final arrangement may be, which could be more
adverse than the listed “potential” gaps. We believe the NWS and FAA should have drafted an
acceptable arrangement and then provided a timely notice and comment period to external users with
those comments informing the final agreement. It is not too late for the NWS and FAA to follow this
type of process.
Reduction in service could impact flight safety
According to the AOPA Air Safety Institute 25th Joseph T. Nall Report, weather accidents
consistently suffer the highest lethality of all accidents. In 2013, adverse weather accounted for the
largest number of General Aviation fatal accidents. General Aviation pilots need effective weather
information to make good decisions and to understand what impacts their flight. Weather is vital to
the aviation community, nowhere more so than in Alaska.
Much of the aviation activity in Alaska is conducted under Visual Flight Rules (VFR) due to the lack
of a robust enroute navigation system combined with terrain and climate constraints. Icing conditions
are a frequent occurrence any month of the year and its presence requires most General Aviation
aircraft to stay out of the clouds. VFR aircraft flying into Instrument Meteorological Conditions
(IMC) accounts for a large number of accidents each year with lack of access to local weather
sometimes playing a contributing role to the accidents.
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Should one of the ASOS systems no longer be backed-up and it fail, there could be no way for a pilot
to know the weather conditions they may encounter at that airport. It is not clear if the NWS or the
FAA evaluated how often augmentation or backup was necessary for any of the 14 locations. In an
area of the NAS already lacking weather observations, it is troubling this change is being
underestimated for the impact it can have on the availability of weather information. Ending
augmentation altogether at these locations could have an adverse impact on flight safety given there
may be an increased risk of VFR into IMC. Whittling away at the weather resources available in
areas already weather deficient will hurt weather forecasts and the information available to pilots so
that they can avoid VFR into IMC.
Non-Fed program not adequate in Alaska
The Public Information Notice indicates the FAA’s Non-Federal Weather Observation Program,
governed by FAA Order 7210.77, could provide a mechanism for non-NWS and FAA observers to
fill any resultant weather gap. The program allows fixed-base operators, airports, state and local
governments, private businesses, and others to provide resources to maintain the augmentation
service. AOPA notes a lack of full-time airport staff at many of the locations would limit this
programs applicability and effectiveness in Alaska.
A contractor would likely need to be hired to provide ASOS augmentation and backup service. As
the sponsor would be responsible for all costs, the burden of ensuring aeronautical access to the
community would be transitioned from the federal government to the local airport with limited
resources. Requiring operators or the local community to fund observers would likely prove cost
prohibitive and unsustainable. This solution does not realistically address the local complexities that
exist in Alaska and puts an unacceptable burden on these communities. The government must
support access to these locations, as they have for the past many decades.
Access to airports and communities will decrease
With the large size of the state, significant terrain, and lack of road infrastructure, aviation provides a
critically important means of transportation in Alaska. Reliable and accurate weather observations
are critical in Alaska where many communities rely on aviation for everything from food to medical
transportation. It is common in Alaska for there to be unique weather phenomenon that the ASOS is
not effective at capturing. The same issue exists with the weather cameras as they can only capture
daytime images and are not available at night. Daylight hours are extremely limited at higher
latitudes in Alaska. The human augmentation service has been important to ensuring locations with
unique weather that may not be accurately reported by the automated system does get correctly
communicated to pilots as well as those responsible for creating weather forecasts.
An aircraft encountering unexpected weather, for example patchy areas of fog that make landing
impossible, can result in aircraft diversions and increased operational expenses. In the long-term, a
reduction in weather augmentation could adversely impact these Alaska communities economically
and limit their basic access to services like healthcare. Should the ASOS break with no back-up
service, the community may no longer be able to be served by certain commercial operators and it
may preclude transporting technicians to the site to repair the failed weather reporting equipment.
Waiting for the right window of good weather may take weeks which could create a hardship for
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smaller communities. As another commenter, the City Clerk of St. Paul Island, AK, stated, the ASOS
system being operational is fundamental to the community being accessible.
Conclusion
While we support the consideration of other means of collecting weather, it is of critical importance
that the amount of weather data available to forecasters and pilots for operational decision making
remains robust, consistent, and reliable. The high volume of General Aviation operations in the state
of Alaska, compounded by weather and terrain concerns, necessitates a more robust network of
weather observing stations.
The automation of weather observing sites in Alaska cannot be at the expense of availability of data
for the aviation community. Many of the sites identified for termination of augmentation and backup
are important to the limited network of weather available for pilots. We respectfully request the NWS
and FAA work together to ensure the hazards that this reduction in service will create are fully
understood and addressed. We respectfully request that any elimination or reduction in service only
occur following the conductance of a safety risk management panel which includes participation
from the aviation community.
Thank you for reviewing our comments on this important issue. Please feel free to contact me at 202509-9515 if you have any questions.
Sincerely,

Rune Duke
Director, Airspace and Air Traffic

cc:

Steven Villanueva, Director, Flight Service
Kerry Long, Regional Administrator, Alaskan Region

The Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association (AOPA) is a not-for-profit individual membership
organization of General Aviation Pilots and Aircraft Owners. AOPA’s mission is to effectively serve
the interests of its members and establish, maintain and articulate positions of leadership to promote
the economy, safety, utility and popularity of flight in General Aviation aircraft. Representing two
thirds of all pilots in the United States, AOPA is the largest civil aviation organization in the world.
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