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Introduction 
 A controlled burn was conducted on Elk 

Mountain about 15 km northwest of Steamboat 

Springs Colorado on 15 April 2010.

 The requesting agency submitted a spot weather 

forecast through normal National Weather Service 

(NWS) channels. 

 NWS Forecasters completed request in timely 

fashion with only a brief phone conversation with 

the requesting dispatch center.

 Requesting agency had concerns about smoke 

getting into the Steamboat Springs Valley but failed 

to provide this critical piece of information to NWS 

forecasters. 

 This study will look at how the decision support 

process has evolved and improved since this 

breakdown in communication occurred. 
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Figure 2. Elk Mountain to Steamboat Springs
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Images A-D (Top left clockwise to bottom left).  A. Sample of spot request page for NWS Grand Junction. B. 

Form to submit request for formal spot weather forecast. C. Information submitted to forecasters (note: No 

comments in remarks regarding critical nature of spot). D. Forecast submitted back to web. Follow up call 

made to ensure receipt and ask for questions on the forecast. 

Then…

…and Now

 Social Media from sources such as Twitter and Facebook were 

virtually non-existent to NWS forecasters in 2010. 

 By 2014, reports on most weather phenomena are being 

generated by the dozens and in real-time.

 This new source of information will allow adjustments to be 

made “on-the-fly” and will improve  communication. 

 Spot Weather request received by NWS Grand Junction at 1614 UTC.

 Concern of smoke moving into Steamboat Springs was not relayed to the 

forecasters. 

 Forecaster completed forecast based on latest model information, submitted 

to web site, and contacted fire dispatch to notify them that the spot was ready. 

 No other communication made between the requester and the NWS office. 

 Colorado Air Quality contacted NWS Grand Junction late in the afternoon to 

notify them that Steamboat Springs had been “smoked-in”. 

 Colorado Air Quality suggested an after action review to discuss ideas with 

the NWS on how to improve communication so this would not happen again. 

 Requesting agency operations and fire crews were “surprised” by the heavy 

smoke that descended upon the town of Steamboat Springs, CO.  

 NWS Forecasters worked up forecast based on information given to them at 

the time of the request.  

 Requesting agency failed to request follow-up forecasts or ask questions, 

even after it became evident that the smoke was not dispersing as forecast.  

 After event action items included increased discussion between the 

requesting agency and the NWS forecasters. 

 More frequent phone and face-to-face communication with concerns from 

all parties involved expressed prior to any ignition. 

 Better sharing of critical concerns, especially near mountain communities. 

 New forecasting tools and improved modeling are further enhancing 

forecasts in complex terrain.

 Social media influence on information sharing continues to grow and is 

offering a new tool for all parties.  
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