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Outline

• Recent winters

• This winter’s outlook

• Tools to help you
• 3-7 day threat level
• 0-3 day range of possibilities for accumulation
• Hour-by-hour forecast for your neighborhood
• Social media



Recent Winters
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• Mild
• Less than 12” of snow each…

“except” Blizzard of Jan 2016
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Departure from Normal

Degrees

Recent Winters
Past 3 Winters at Reagan National (DCA)
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• Cold…1.5’ - 3’ of snow each
• Many “activations”

Temperature 
Departure from Normal

Degrees

Recent Winters
4 & 5 Winters Ago (DCA)
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DCA Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar
Temperature
(High/Low)

58°/41° 47°/33° 43°/29° 47°/31° 56°/38°

Snowfall 
14.5” total

0.5” 2.3” 5.6” 4.8” 1.3”

1981-2010
What is a “Normal” Winter



Sea Surface Temperature (Anomaly)

El Niño / La Niña Cycle

https://youtu.be/npCf5cFeTuQ


Weak El Niño forecast this winter

El Niño / La Niña Cycle
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 El Niño/La Niña Cycle
 Forecast for weak El Niño

 Mid-Atlantic Outlook:
 Temperature

 Lesser chance of long-lasting cold
 Fewer arctic outbreaks

 Precipitation
 Slight tilt towards more precipitation
 Elevated chance for coastal storms 

Winter Outlook 2018-19



Communicating the
“Range of Possibilities”

to Improve Winter Decisions

A New Way of Forecasting Snow Through 7 Days
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Everything we will discuss is on our
NWS Winter Page

www.weather.gov/washington/winter
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Why Uncertainty?

• For winter precipitation threats…

– Dozens of international models 
(not simply U.S. vs. European)

– Looking further into the future, they become 
increasingly hazy on…

• where -and-
• how strong

…next weather system will be

Let’s look at one storm for example…



Why Uncertainty?
Dozens of Model Forecasts

European American Canadian United Kingdom



Why pick one?
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3-7 Days 1-3 Days 0-1 Day
Range

of 
Possibilities

Threat Level Possible Amounts

“Range of Possibilities” Shrinks
& Level of Detail in Forecast Increases

as event nears

Small Weather,
BIG Impact 



• Before accumulation #’s are reliable
• Not just “chance of snow”, but how big a threat?
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3-7 Days in Advance
Winter Storm Threat



3-7 Days in Advance
Winter Storm Threat



21

3-7 Days in Advance
Winter Storm Threat

7 Days
Before

6 Days
Before

5 Days
Before

4 Days
Before • A real-world example:

Mid-Atlantic Blizzard of Jan 2016
– 7 days of threat
– Threat increased
– “High” threat 4 days before first flakes



0-3 Days in Advance
Range of Possibilities – Snow Accumulation

• Provide the “Goal Posts” of what could happen
– Limits surprises

• Better decisions, based on fuller set of information
• Leads to less impact on the economy & society



0-3 Days in Advance
Range of Possibilities – Snow Accumulation

Current 
Snowfall

Expectation

What our 
forecasters 
expect now.

Based on the 
latest, constantly-
evolving models Low-End 

Potential

High-End 
Potential

How much/little 
could it be, 
given what 

some models 
still show



0-3 Days in Advance
Range of Possibilities – Snow Accumulation

Chance snow will be greater 
than…

For contracts / decisions that 
activate at x” of snow



0-3 Days in Advance
Range of Possibilities – Snow Accumulation

Table of snow information for your area



0-3 Days in Advance
Range of Possibilities – Snow Accumulation

Where is storm 
coming from? When will it start? How much has fallen?

Other information…



3/1/2016 NWS Baltimore/Washington WFO 27

Recipe for Traffic Disaster
• 1” or less of snow
• During urban rush hour
• Sub-freezing road temperatures

Together, these often create gridlock.
But typically…

Road crew’s plan & response time > “Confident forecast” lead-time

0-1 Days in Advance
Potential Winter Commuting Hazard



w/ D.O.T. Notification Calls   ~24hrs in Advance

...POTENTIAL WINTER COMMUTING HAZARD STATEMENT FOR THE WASHINGTON 
METRO AREA TUESDAY MORNING......

There is a POSSIBILITY for icy commuting conditions Tuesday morning. A period 
of snow is POSSIBLE (30 percent) across the Washington metro area during 
rush hour, with up to an inch of snow accumulation possible on sub-freezing 
roads.

If this threat does materialize during Tuesday morning rush-hour, untreated 
roads would turn icy. This could lead to hazardous commuting conditions, with 
extensive delays.

The most important action at this point is to stay informed. Know what you 
would do if this threat materializes, and plan accordingly. Stay tuned for 
updates and possible winter weather advisories.

0-1 Days in Advance
Potential Winter Commuting Hazard



0-1 Days in Advance
Snow Squall Warning



0-1 Days in Advance
Snow Squall Warning

Frequently cause multi-vehicle crashes



Saturday Morning
Feb 13, 2016

0-1 Days in Advance
Snow Squall Warning



0-1 Hour in Advance
Snow Squall Warning

• Issued when we see it 
forming

• Typically last 30-60 
minutes

• Sub-freezing road 
temperatures

• High-speed 
highways/interstates



weather.gov/washington

Type-in or Click Your Location
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Again, 
everything we have discussed is on our

NWS Winter Page

www.weather.gov/washington/winter

Where you can go to get info. 

But what about info pushed to you?

https://www.weather.gov/lwx/winter


• NWS Watch/Warning/Advisories 
immediately

• Highly recommended

• Customize it for you

To Register
Google iNWS

iNWS Text Alerts



NWSBaltWash

@NWS_BaltWash

Social Media
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Existing Communication

• MWCOG’s MATOC Group
– Monthly meetings

• Pre-winter visits to DOTs 

• Phone calls to DPW/DOTs when threats arise

• Event-based conference calls with DOTs & EMs

• 3 A.M. regional COG conference call
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Daily Snow Observations
D.C. Metro Elevation

D.C.  0’ – 410’

Dalecarlia
Reservoir

DCA
Airport

National
Arboretum
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Volunteer Snow Observations
NWS “Spotters”



• The NWS – NCR DOTs partnership has helped develop new
ways to communicate snow forecasts:
– Days 3-7     Winter Storm Threat
– Days 0-3     Range of Possible Accumulations
– Days 0-1     Potential Winter Commuting Hazard
– Days 0-1 Snow Squall Warning

• Previously existing communication
– Watch / Warning / Advisory
– Regular & event-driven meetings & conference calls

• NWS winter outlook 2018-19
– Fewer arctic outbreaks
– More likely to see more than average precipitation & coastal storms
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Summary

Christopher.Strong@noaa.gov
Warning Coordination Meteorologist

NWS Baltimore/Washingtonwww.weather.gov/washington/winter
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