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letters to the editor1
Comments on "The Social Burden of Weather
and Climate Hazards" as related to traffic
casualties
Riebsame et al. (1986) have presented an exhaustive survey of
weather-related losses. Their Table 1 shows a total of about 1 520
deaths per year in the United States as a result of a variety of hazards
(flood, hurricane, tornado, other windstorms, lightning, hail, cold,
and heat). Diaz (1987), one of the coauthors, confirmed that no special effort was made to include traffic accidents in the study. While
some traffic losses may have been included in their source material, it
appeared that the death count was too low to include all weather-rela ted traffic fatalities.
Data obtained from the US Department of Transportation (DOT)
(1986) show 1.2 million traffic accidents were associated with "adverse atmospheric conditions" in 1985. The totals included rain
(828000), sleet (30000), snow (271 000), fog (44000), rain and fog
(7 000), sleet and fog (1 000), and other (16 000). An additional 50 000
occurred during unknown weather conditions. The grand total for
the year from all causes was 6.1 million accidents. The human losses
associated with accidents occurring during adverse atmospheric
conditions in 1985 were 607 000 injuries and 6 210 deaths. This compares to a total of 3.36 million injuries and 43 795 deaths from all
traffic accidents in 1985. Unfortunately, DOT statistics were not
compiled in such a way that "adverse atmospheric conditions" could
be definitely identified as the primary contributing factor in the casualties noted, nor were dollar losses readily available. Nonetheless, it
seemed likely that weather was a significant cause in a majority of the
cases, and that resultant dollar losses were hundreds of millions.

Acknowledgment. Thanks to Ms. Grace Hazzard of DOT and Ms.
Linda Preston of the National Climatic Data Center for helping me
access the DOT data bases.
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This section of the BULLETIN is made available to members who
wish to express opinions about problems of concern to the AMS.
(For guidelines followed in accepting letters, see "Minutes of the
Council," Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society, 51, p. 40,
f 4; 51, p. 434, f 7.) The opinions expressed in "Letters to the Editor"
are those of the writers and do not represent the official position of
the American Meteorological Society.
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Comment on "Summary of a Workshop/
Seminar on Oceanic Storms"
I would like to elaborate on the statement made that "buoy reports
typically underestimate wind speeds as compared to ship reports."
The National Data Buoy Center position is that the differences are
caused by the lower anemometer heights on the buoys (5-10 m as
opposed to 20-30 m for ships), the longer averaging times of the
buoys (8-10 minutes compared to short observation time of shipboard anemometer reports), and the poor quality of shipboard wind
observations. Two recent studies by Earle and Wilkerson (1986) and
Dischel and Pierson (1986) compared simultaneous ship and buoy
reports when buoy and ship were within 100 km of each other. They
concluded that large differences between buoy and ship wind speeds
were caused by errors in the shipboard wind observation and that
ship reports should not be used to validate winds obtained from satellite-based scatterometers.
Several other significant conclusions are reached in these papers.
Pierson states that "ships tend to report winds that are too high when
the winds are actually low and too low when the winds are actually
high." Earle and Wikersen conclude that "winds measured by ships
with anemometers, even when adjusted for anemometer elevations,
are not much better than observed winds reported by ships without
anemometers."
In contrast to the ship-observed winds, field intercomparison of
wind speeds from adjacent buoys show that differences are typically
within 1 m • s'1 regardless of sea state (Gilhousen, 1987). As an aid to
forecasters, buoy winds are now adjusted to standard 10-m and 20-m

Comment on "Summary of a Workshop/
Seminar on Oceanic Storms"
The article, "Summary of a Workshop/Seminar on Oceanic Storms"
by Owen Lange, et al., in the October 1986 issue of the BULLETIN described an example of a substantial effort to bring the researchers
together with the forecasters to solve a serious weather and oceanographic forecast problem. The seminar was beneficial to both groups
since communication between them is one of the challenges yet to be
solved.
I feel the material covered in the seminar represented only half a
loaf. It is the water waves generated by these storms that pose the
greatest threat to vessels. Though a small amount of time was devoted to discussing water-wave generation, there was little material
of use to the forecaster.
I ask your readers to place themselves at the forecast desk whether
it be Juneau, Seattle, Vancouver, Halifax, Boston, Portland, or
wherever, and consider the situation wherein analysis has led to a
forecast of a rapidly deepening and rapidly moving storm during the
forecast period. What should the 24-hour marine forecast/warning
say about wave height? The forecaster knows the National Meteorological Center (NMC) wave progs are of little use for these events.
Traditional methods of manually applying forecast techniques based
on fetch and wind speed are too complicated and time consuming to
rigorously apply in a situation of this type.
I urge researchers who are interested in both water-wave generation and operational-forecast procedures to devise a way to help the
forecaster. Keep in mind that for most offices, computer capability is
very limited and may include at best a microprocessor that has au-
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heights in additional coding groups in the real-time, FM-13 VIII reports. The adjustment approach is given in Liu et al. (1979). This will
help to alleviate the problem of comparing buoy and ship reports.
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tomatically stored current and recent past observations, but has no
NMC grid data and no easy way of obtaining it. It may turn out that
simple rules of thumb are all that can be expected, given that the forecaster has limited time and computer capability to meet the forecast
deadline.
If the wave forecast problem cannot be handled in a comfortable
university office without any time deadlines to meet, how can we
possibly expect forecasters to prepare a good-quality product under
stringent time, data, and computer limitations? Should we withdraw
from even attempting the wave forecast under these conditions? If
we do, where does it leave us with the user we are trying so hard to
serve? If we omit the wave height from the forecast/warning, then we
leave the forecast of the most dangerous parameter to those who feel
somewhat less prepared to do it (vessel captains), but are really depending on the forecaster for help. A letdown in a situation like this
seriously damages credibility.
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