
 

 

 

 

 

 

2023 Annual Operating Plan 

Fire Weather Forecasts and Services 

NWS Chicago/Romeoville 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Updated 12/29/22 

 

 

 



I.  INTRODUCTION 
 

 The fire weather forecast and service program provides forecast, warning, and 

consultation services to local, state, and federal government agencies for the prevention, 

suppression, and management of forest and rangeland fires.  The National Weather Service 

(NWS) Chicago/Romeoville will issue routine fire weather forecasts during the fall and 

spring seasons (see section 1 “Routine Fire Weather Services” for dates of each season) to 

support fire and land management activities.  In addition to routine fire weather forecasts, 

NWS Chicago/Romeoville will issue spot (site-specific) forecasts using the guidelines in 

Section 3, under SITE SPECIFIC WILDLAND FIRE FORECASTS. 

 

II.  SERVICE AREA AND ORGANIZATIONAL DIRECTORY 
 

 NWS Chicago/Romeoville will issue routine forecasts for all 23 counties within its 

County Warning Area (CWA), during the spring and fall fire weather seasons.  There are 

three federal users within the CWA; The Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore, the Midewin 

National Tallgrass Prairie and FermiLab.  See appendices 1a through 1d for maps.  The fire 

weather forecast (FWF) will have 23 individual groups, one for each county. 

 

Following is a list of important contacts: 

 

National Weather Service Chicago/Romeoville FermiLab (DOE) 
Casey Sullivan (Fire Weather Program Manager) Michael Pfaff 

Eric Lenning (Meteorologist in Charge)  Roads & Grounds Manager 

333 W. University Drive    PO Box 500 MS 320 

Romeoville IL, 60446     Batavia, IL 60510 

(815) 834-1435     

(815) 834-0645 (Fax)         

        

Indiana Dunes National Lakeshore (NPS)   Midewin National Tallgrass Prairie 

Mary Ellen Whiteneck (FMO)   Chris Lundgren (FFMO) 

1100 North Mineral Springs Road   30239 South State Route 53 

Porter, IN 46304     Wilmington, IL 60481 

       

Forest Preserves of Cook County    
John McCabe (Director of Resource Management) 

536 N Harlem Ave, River Forecast, IL 60305 

 

Eastern Area Fire Weather Program Manager -EACC 

Stephen Marien 

Mississippi National River and Recreation Area 

111 East Kellogg Blvd, Suite 105 

St Paul, MN 55101 

 

 

 



III. SERVICES PROVIDED BY THE NATIONAL WEATHER SERVICE 
 

 1) ROUTINE FIRE WEATHER SERVICES 
 

 Routine fire weather forecasts will be issued daily during the spring and fall fire 

seasons.  The narrative fire weather forecast will be issued by 6 am, 1030 am and 4 pm 

central time and issued under the product ID CHIFWFLOT and updated as necessary.  A 

National Fire Danger Rating System (NFDRS) forecast will be issued for the Bailly station 

(RAWS site) at the Indiana Dunes and for the Midewin RAWS site around 230 pm local time 

daily, all year, under the product ID CHIFWMLOT. 

 

 The spring fire season will begin around March 1st and end around May 15th while 

the fall fire weather season will begin around October 1st and end around December 15th.   

These dates are flexible based on the needs of the fire agencies and current weather 

conditions.  Outside of the Fall & Spring fire seasons, fire weather forecasts will be issued 

once a day by 6 am central time with no scheduled updates until the next forecast, 24 hours 

later. 

 

 The fire weather forecasts are issued using GFE, after creating grids for the fire 

weather forecasts.  Instructions to create these grids can be found in Appendix 3.  See 

Appendix 5 for a detailed listing of the forecast elements in the NFDRS forecast.  Fire and 

land managers can access the fire weather forecasts from the NWS Chicago/Romeoville 

internet site: https://www.weather.gov/lot/fire 

 

 The narrative fire weather forecast (FWFLOT) will include a discussion of storm 

systems, fronts, etc. with a focus on the first two days but including systems through all 

seven days of the forecast, as needed.  Discussion of fire weather elements as well as forecast 

confidence is encouraged.  An example of the FWF forecast can be found in Appendix 2 

along with a list of fire weather parameters available in the FWF. 

 

 Fire weather elements/grids will be created through the entire 7 days of the forecast 

period and available on the point and click hourly weather forecasts.  Specific fire weather 

elements will be available through the first 48 hours on the FWF forecast product. 

 

 Certain headlines which are important for fire weather are included in the FWF.  

They include any heat advisories, watches or warnings; high wind watches or warnings or 

wind advisories as well as fire weather watches and red flag warnings.  No other headlines 

are included in the FWF. 

 

 The Ventilation Rate (“VENT RATE” in the FWF) is a dispersion variable that fire 

and land managers use to determine how well the atmosphere will carry away smoke.  It is a 

simple multiplication of the transport wind speed times the mixing height (same as the 

inversion).  For example, if the transport wind speed is 20 mph and the mixing height is 

1,000 feet, the ventilation rate is 20,000 mph/ft.  In the FWF, only the vent rate max (highest 

value for the 12 hour period) is included. Specific vent rate changes can be found on the 

hourly weather forecasts on our webpage. 

https://www.weather.gov/lot/fire


 

The scale for the ventilation rate and the corresponding descriptor (or category) is 

listed below.  In the FWF, only the highest category (for the 12 hour period) is included with 

units of mph/feet.  Mph can be converted to knots by multiplying by approximately 0.85. 

 

Less than 46,000 mph/feet Poor 

46,000 to 69,000  Fair 

69,000 to 115,000  Good 

115,000 to 172,500  Very Good 

172,500 or greater  Excellent 

 

2) SITE SPECIFIC WILDLAND FIRE FORECASTS 
 

 Spot (site-specific) forecasts will be issued under the following criteria: 

 

A) To any agency for an ongoing wildfire. 

 

B) Upon request of any federal official who represents that the spot forecast is 

required under the terms of the Interagency Agreement for Meteorological 

Services (NWS Instruction 10-406). 

 

C) Upon request of any state, tribal, or local official who represents that the spot 

forecast is required to carry out their wildland fire management responsibilities in 

coordination with any federal land management agency participating in the 

Interagency Agreement for Meteorological Services (NWS Instruction 10-406). 

 

D) Upon request of any public safety official who represents that the spot forecast is 

essential to public safety. A "public safety official" is an employee or contract 

agent of a government agency at any level (federal, state, local, tribal, etc.) 

charged with protecting the public from hazards including wildland fires of 

whatever origin and/or other hazards influenced by weather conditions such as 

hazardous material releases. 

 

A spot forecast can be issued to any federal agency for a prescribed burn.  However, 

spot forecasts can only be issued to non-federal agencies when the prescribed burn is 

essential to public safety or when federal resources are involved with the non-federal agency. 

 

 The requesting agency will provide a current weather observation at or near the 

location of the fire (an AWOS, ASOS or RAWS can be used if representative).  Spot 

forecasts should contain the same elements included in the routine narrative forecast as well 

as any additional elements needed by the requesting agency. 

 

  The requesting agency will submit a spot forecast request from the national spot 

forecast webpage, https://www.weather.gov/spot/  The forecaster will complete the spot 

forecast request using GFE and should check the webpage after transmitting to make sure the 

forecast updated.  Instructions for completing the spot forecast can be found in Appendix 4. 

https://www.weather.gov/spot/


 

 If the webpage is not available and a spot forecast is still needed, a spot forecast can 

be requested using WS FORM D-1 (see last appendix).  Once the requesting agency has 

filled out this form, they can fax a copy to our office and should call us to make sure we have 

received it.  The forecaster can then use the local spot forecast form (Appendix 6) to 

complete the spot forecast.  This form can be faxed back to the requesting agency or the 

forecast can be given over the phone. 

 

 During service backup (primary for NWS Lincoln, secondary for NWS Milwaukee), 

NWS Chicago/Romeoville will complete spot forecasts requests using GFE.  Alerts for spot 

forecast requests will need to be added to the AWIPS workstation’s alarms (CHISTQILX for 

Lincoln and MKESTQMKX for Milwaukee). 

 

3) FIRE WEATHER WATCHES, RED FLAG WARNINGS 
 

 In coordination/collaboration with local, state, and federal fire managers, fire weather 

watches and red flag warnings will be issued for any or all counties within NWS 

Chicago/Romeoville CWA based on the following local criteria: 

 

1) Sustained 20 foot winds of 20 mph or higher. 

 

2) Afternoon relative humidity less than 25%. 

 

3) 10 hour fuel moisture at 8% or less for one day. 

    

 All three criteria must be met (or expected to be met) for the issuance of a fire 

weather watch or red flag warning.  Both products are issued under the same product ID, 

CHIRFWLOT.  Fire weather watches and red flag warnings are issued year-round, not just 

during the fire seasons.  They also are to be mentioned in the hazardous weather outlook. 

 

 Forecasters should contact fire managers before issuing a fire weather watch or red 

flag warning for two important reasons; first, to gain knowledge of current fuel moisture 

levels and second, a watch or warning places restrictions on fire management programs.  

Coordination should be two way and fire managers should also contact NWS 

Chicago/Romeoville when conditions are critically dry. 

 

Fire weather watches and red flag warnings, when in effect, can be found at this link, 

 

https://forecast.weather.gov/product.php?issuedby=LOT&product=RFW&site=lot 

 

IV.  WILDLAND FIRE AGENCY RESPONSIBILITIES 
 

 The Indiana Dunes will maintain the Bailly weather station (a RAWS site) and 

Midewin will maintain their RAWS site.  Without access to a current weather observation for 

these two RAWS sites, NWS Chicago/Romeoville can suspend issuance of the NDFRS 

https://forecast.weather.gov/product.php?issuedby=LOT&product=RFW&site=lot


forecast (FWMLOT).  Real-time data from the Bailly Station and the Midewin site can be 

found at the following links, 

 

https://mesowest.utah.edu/cgi-bin/droman/meso_base.cgi?stn=TS480 

 

https://mesowest.utah.edu/cgi-bin/droman/meso_base.cgi?stn=WMGI2 

 

 All fire agencies are required to provide a current weather observation for spot 

forecasts for both prescribed burns and ongoing wildland fires.  They should provide as much 

information about the fire and location as possible.  Fire agencies should provide feedback to 

NWS Chicago/Romeoville about positive and negative aspects of the fire weather forecasts 

and services.  Fire and land managers should call NWS Chicago/Romeoville when fuels start 

or are expected to become critically dry.  This information is very important when deciding 

to issue a fire weather watch or red flag warning. 

 

V.  JOINT RESPONSIBILITIES 
 

 NWS Chicago/Romeoville will have sole fire weather forecast and service 

responsibility for its 23 county warning area (CWA).  NWS ILX (Lincoln) will provide fire 

weather backup services if NWS Chicago/Romeoville cannot issue forecasts or other 

services. 

 

 NWS Chicago/Romeoville provides primary service backup for NWS Lincoln (ILX) 

and secondary service backup for NWS Milwaukee (MKX).  NWS Green Bay (GRB) 

provides primary service backup for NWS Milwaukee (MKX).  See Service Backup Manual 

for more information.  Contacts for these offices: 

 

National Weather Service Lincoln Illinois (ILX) 

Daryl Onton (Fire Weather Program Manager) 

 

National Weather Service Milwaukee/Sullivan (MKX) 

Mark Gehring (Fire Weather Program Manager) 
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Fire Weather Planning Forecast For Northern IL and Northwest IN 

National Weather Service Chicago/Romeoville IL 

600 AM CST Sat Oct 1 2022 

 

...RED FLAG WARNING OR FIRE WEATHER WATCH HEADLINE (LOCATION & 

TIME INCLUDED) (AS NEEDED)... 

 

.DISCUSSION...  (Manually added by forecaster) 

 

ILZ014-012300- 

Cook- 

Including the cities of Chicago, Schaumburg, Evanston, Oak Lawn, Lemont, Orland Park, 

and Park Forest 

600 AM CST Sat Oct 1 2022 

 

...RED FLAG WARNING OR FIRE WEATHER WATCH HEADLINE (LOCATION & 

TIME INCLUDED) (AS NEEDED)... 

 

          Today  Tonight Sun Sun Night 

 

Cloud Cover 

Precip Type 

Chance Precip (%) 

Max Temp (24HR Trend) 

Min RH % (24HR Trend)  

Min Temp (24HR Trend) 

Max RH % (24HR Trend) 

20FT Wind AM (MPH) 

20FT Wind PM (MPH) 

Peak Wind Gusts (MPH) 

Precip Amount (IN) 

11 AM Mixing Hgt (FT) 

Max Mixing Hgt (FT) 

Transport Wnd (MPH) 

Vent Rate (MPH-FT) 

Vent Rate Category 

LAL 

Haines Index 

 

.FORECAST FOR DAYS 3 THOUGH 7… 

(WINDS ARE 20 FT LEVEL) 

 

$$ 
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Creating Fire Weather Grids & Forecasts 

 
Creating the FWF 
 

1) Change to Fire Weather Element Group, 

Click Weather Elements Group >> FireWx 

 

2) Populate FireWx Grids,  

Click Populate >> PopulateFireWx (Uses GFS or NAM first 84 hours then NBM) 

Click Populate >> PopulateFireWx_NBM (Uses only NBM) 

Check data to make sure it is reasonable and consistent 

 

3) Save the Grids then Publish by LEFT CLICKING ON GROUPS, SELECT 

FIREWX 
 

4) Create the FWF, Products >> Formatter Launcher, then Products >> FWF then 

Run Formatter. 

 

5) QC the data, check to make sure there is no missing data, add the Discussion, then 

transmit. 

 

Creating the FWM 
 

1) Change to Fire Weather Element Group, 

Click Weather Elements Group >> FireWX 

 

2) FireWx grids should be present from morning populating, if not, complete step 2 above.  

QC and/or update FireWx grids.  Check thunderstorm data (if any) in the LAL grids. 

 

3) Create the FWM, Products >> Formatter Launcher, then Products >> FWM then 

Run Formatter. 

 

4) QC and transmit. 

 

If the “PopulateFireWx” procedure fails or only partially loads data, the grids can be 

manually populated directly from model data.  Make sure to publish the grids to official 

before creating the FWF or FWM.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Appendix 3 



Creating Spot Forecasts 

 
1)  Spot forecast requests will alarm on the AWIPS workstations as CHISTQLOT.  (Alarms 

for CHISTQILX for NWS Lincoln and MKESTQMKX for NWS Milwaukee will need to be 

added to your workstation while in service backup). 

 

2) Create/update (as needed) the fire weather grids and publish the grids. 

 

3) Open the GFE formatter launcher, select “FWS,” then run formatter icon. 

 

4)  A "Select Spot Forecast Values" GUI pops up.  Select the name of the spot forecast 

request you wish to complete.  Select the product issuance time (select a time closest to the 

current time).  Select your name, click on OK. 

 

5)  An "Input Info Values" GUI pops up.  Appropriate data should be filled in and selected, 

but QC then click OK. 

 

6) The spot forecast will be generated in the formatter launcher.  Type a discussion at the top 

of the forecast.  Make sure to check the remarks section of the STQ (spot forecast request) 

and answer/address any questions in the discussion section of the spot forecast.  Click on 

transmit. 

 

7) Check the spot forecast internet page (link below) and verify the forecast made it to the 

internet (this will take a couple of minutes).  Once it's there, you are done. 

 

 https://www.weather.gov/spot/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Appendix 4 

https://www.weather.gov/spot/


 
 

 

 



NWS Chicago (LOT) SPOT WEATHER FORECAST 

 
Date and Time Period of Burn __________________________________________________ 

 

Location ___________________________________________________________________ 

 

Requesting Official __________________________________________________________ 

 

Discussion _________________________________________________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

    Today    Tonight  Tomorrow 

 

Sky/Weather   __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

Temperature   __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

RH    __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

20FT Wind (mph)  __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

Chance of Precipitation __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

Mixing Height (ft agl)  __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

Transport Winds (mph) __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

1700 FT Mixing Temp __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

Vent Rate (mph/ft)  __________________ ___________  _________ 

 

 

Remarks (wind shifts, fronts, lake breezes, etc.) ____________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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