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Robert, thank you for the opportunity to have a brief conversation about your weather information needs and our new weather portal project.  
Our concept for the portal is a customizable, personalized, web-based “dashboard” that will present all of your most-used weather content on the first page, with easy links to drill down for more information. 

We are looking for input from municipal weather users like yourself on the best way to structure and improve the navigation and usefulness of these weather tools for you.   

As we sat down, he started talking about the material that he gets. Several points emerged: 
· He perceives AccuWetaher.com Premium and the free phone app to be co-equal parts of the service. 
· He objected to the amount of space taken up by ads on the free app, which forced him to scroll too much to see what he wanted to see. 
· He was very unhappy with the service last winter. “I missed the detail. I got very disappointed with SkyGuard. I would not even look at it.”

How Used

Please tell me a bit about what your department does.

They handle snow removal and street sweeping. They are a clearing house for information for the public works and transportation departments.
What is your job function?
“I am mainly the snow coordinator. I also monitor severe thunderstorms.”
What is the job you want our service to do for you?
“Rain I am not worried about. Snow matters. We want the daily forecast four times a day. We need prompt notice of any change in warnings or watches. The old service, which came by fax and email, was good for this because it had more details. I liked the categories. I could print it out and show it to anybody. The fax was easy to read. It told me roads were icy, and that there were special advisories. The old format had all categories on one sheet: temperature, expected temperature, snowfall, expected road conditions. There was not too much information, and it was easy to show to management. I preferred the old format and was disappointed last year. The old daily format with the chart and the probability of problems on the road was easy to use.”
Items Received

(Prompt) I know DC Department of Public Works receives our SkyGuard snow warnings, and heavy rain and high wind warnings, and our daily forecast. You also have a subscription to AccuWeather.com Premium. I gather you use these personally?

“Yes. As do as many as eight people in the snow emergency center during an event. We also send AccuWeather info to a total of 15 to 20 people in other departments.”
How Displayed

Tell me about a typical day in which you use our information. Do you typically access it just at certain times or throughout the day? 

Checks it first thing in the morning and then during the day, at the end of the day before leaving, and at home at night. Often calls Brian Wimer. His nightmare is a call at home when an expected flurry turns into a snowstorm.
At home, accesses the weather on his iPhone. It has 12 weather apps on it [he showed me and I counted], including the AccuWeather free app. He looks at all of them. Speaking of the AccuWeather app, he said “the new app with the 15 days is better, but you always have to scroll to see stuff. You can get only 3 days on the screen at a time.” He showed me his preferred app, WUSA-TV in DC, which has a screen layout that shows 10 days at a time, and 6 hours at a time for hourly. 
We discussed the concept that the portal would be available on mobile devices and he liked the idea of different user-settable configurations for mobile and desktop.

Are you always in front of a computer? 

No, but also has a mobile device with him, especially in winter.
What do you do to track our information when you are away from your desk?

Mobile device.
Is someone monitoring this information 24x7?

Yes, both him and a back-up. [But note this really seems to mean from what else he said that he always has his phone with him, not that he is actually looking 24x7.]
On what sort of devices is our information displayed? (Prompt for desktop, laptop, mobile phone, tablet, large screen in command center, other?)

Desktops, mobile phones, tablets, sometimes on large projection 6’x6’ screen (LCD projector) in command center. Department phones are currently standardized on Kyocera, but that is likely to change to some other Android phone.
For the information that is available via a browser on a laptop or desktop, is the information displayed continuously or is it accessed via a link only as needed?

Not continuously.
(If not displayed continuously) How do you decide when you need to check the weather?

See above.
What browser does DC Department of Public Works use?
“I don’t know but I think it is pretty up to date.”

The Portal

Now let’s talk about our concept of the weather portal as a dashboard that offers on one screen all of your most-used weather information, as well as easy links to the details and to other sources of information. The idea is that it is totally customizable and personalized.  With that in mind, what are the types of things you personally would be likely to want to have on your front page of the portal?

“Radar, a 10-15 day forecast, a focus on precipitation. Everyday forecast, warnings, high and low for the night. Chance of precip, chance of frozen coating on the roads, percent chance of wetting or freezing, as shown on the old SWS sheet.”

Would that change from one season of the year to another?
Summer would be thunderstorm warnings, heavy rain, tornadoes, and other severe weather.

“The key is the need to look days out – 3 days. I am required to put plans in place for winter a day ahead of time. I have to organize the shifts of plow drivers, etc. at certain times, so I need to have figured out what is going to happen and turned it into a plan that can be approved 24 hours ahead of the start of the storm. And then if anything changes in the last 24 hours – especially start timing, the warnings to me need to highlight that.”

How Displayed

We are looking at various ways to alert you if you don’t have the portal up and something occurs that requires your attention. Two possibilities are an email and some sort of widget or icon on the screen that changes color or posts a message. Would one or the other of these work best for you?

“The browser is minimized or closed most of the time. Email would be better than an icon. I may not be looking at the screen.”

Either would be driven by thresholds for the alerts that would be customizable and personalized. What sorts of things might you want the portal to monitor for you?

“Temperatures for sure. Below 32 degrees. A higher temperature for bridges. Need to know temperature, frost probability, how precipitation occurrence aligns with low temperatures. High wind.”

Do you ever take information off the screens we provide to paste into a PowerPoint or report?

“Do it pretty often to show others.”

Would it be useful to have an easy way to take and save “snapshots” of the screen?

“Yes. I send radar snapshots now to all of the snow team. I could use the snapshot to support statements like ‘the snow will be here within the hour.’”
Do you ever have a need to save information we supply for a period of time – maybe a couple months – to allow review of a situation later on?

“I save everything I get about a storm. We do an after-the season-review, where I have to explain our actions to management.”

Likes and Dislikes 

Finally, think for a moment about the specific products you use. What things could we do in the portal to make the information we supply to DC Department of Public Works more useful or easy to use?

“All of the things on the old snow warning check list. I looked at every one of those things. When those stopped, I had to go somewhere else on line.” Start and end times of storms, amount of precip, timing. Pavement forecasts. “The temperature information that was on the sheet is what I need.”
What do you find most useful now about the information we supply to DC Department of Public Works? How is our service meeting your needs?
“I liked the 4x-a-day fax. I would like a map of the region with a window of movement showing storm arrival times. I am not getting that from anyone now, although I know that Meridian Weather Services does it. We are in the last year of our AccuWeather contract. We will go out for bid at the end of the snow season.”
“Things we like about the service: getting a phone call to alert us of a big change, like upping the forecast from 6” to 12” as happened during Snowmageddon. Tell me the best and the worst case scenarios – accumulation, impact of the roads – and your assessment of the likelihood of best and worst.”

What do you find least useful about the information we supply to DC Department of Public Works?

Nothing right now.

How do you use AccuWeather.com Premium?
“The videos with Bernie Rayno and Henry Margusity are very helpful, and also the ones by Eliot Abrams.  I watch them the day before an event and early in the morning. I like those a lot. I do use the Premium models as well, and Premium seems to have more detail in the hourlies. Each site has its own unique strengths.”
What might you want on your personal portal page other than AccuWeather information?
“Nothing jumps out. Maybe the headline of the day. But don’t let it interfere with key weather info. We also get the NWS on our phone.”

Yourself
How would you describe the knowledge of meteorology and the weather among those at DC Department of Public Works who use AccuWeather products?
“What you give us is fine in terms of our skill level. We can use the models stuff on Premium. That is nice. We did not get that before. The Euro model is not on Premium, but we do use the GFS. We look at it to get a check on the time of day of a storm. We also use the models to look ahead at the weekend and pick the worst case scenario.”

Closing
What else should we keep in mind in designing the portal that we may not have touched on here?

“I told you our hot buttons. Advance warning is key for us. Get the forecast to us as early as possible. And then stay with us through the event.”
“We get pavement forecasts from the other service we subscribe to, DTN. And I like their radar on the desktop. We also get traffic volume maps from them. The maps have layers you can turn on and off, such as weather station plots and 5-minute radar updates. I do not like their 10-day forecast.”

“We would like traffic cam info.” I explained to him what we are doing with Inrix and how their data is collected. He liked the idea of that. He uses their own traffic info from DC Transportation now. He said DTN has traffic cameras connected to their radar, which allow you to see the condition of the road as a check on the radar.
