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Long-time Problems with NWS Dust 
Storm Warnings 

• Covered very large areas 
• Warning text mixed in with other unrelated 

weather alerts (e.g., wind, heat) creating user 
confusion 

• Internally they were difficult and time-consuming 
to issue for NWS forecasters (many steps and text 
often had to be edited, making it error-prone) 

• When Wireless Alerts started in 2012 NWS was 
plagued with extreme over-warning and targeting 
problems 
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WEA Issues 
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Two Big Changes 

• New Public Zones 
– Established April 4, 2017 

 
 

• New Polygon Dust Storm Warnings 
– Coming Soon 
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The Old… 
Before Apr 2017 

– Dust storm warnings issued by public “zones” 
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New Zones for NWS Phoenix 
• Changed April 4, 2017 
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Old Zones New Zones 



The Now… 
April 2017 – Now + 

Ken Waters, NWS Phoenix, ken.waters@noaa.gov, Feb. 27, 2018 



Better? 
• Well, yes….. 
• Warnings can now be issued 

for smaller areas 
• BUT…. How are these getting 

to the public? 
• Unless people check NWS 

website or watch media --- 
they don’t get the advantage  

• Cell Phones STILL fire off across 
entire counties, sometimes 
hundreds of miles away 
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The Future… 
June 2018 [???] + 

• Currently set for June 20th 2018 
– BUT: has been postponed 4 times so far 

(was originally set for Oct 2017) 
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Why is This Important? 

• Very quick for NWS to issue, thus providing 
more warning 

• Less confusion--- it’s now a Dust Storm 
Warning and not mixed in with other 
unrelated weather phenomenon 

• Smaller warning footprint thus dramatically 
reducing the number of cell phone alerts sent 
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Why is This Important? 

• Wireless Emergency Alerts (PSA 
link) 
 

• Once polygon warnings 
established the number of those 
alerted by cell phone will be 
dramatically reduced 
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https://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/videos/82630


Put another way… 

 

Ken Waters, NWS Phoenix, ken.waters@noaa.gov, Feb. 27, 2018 



New Polygon Dust Storm Warnings 



New Polygon Dust Storm Warnings 

Currently:  Dust storm overlaps two counties. WEA 
cell phone system “upsizes” to include all affected 
counties. In this case Maricopa and Pinal. 

Estimated phones alerted: 4,000,000 



New Polygon Dust Storm Warnings 

New Polygon Warning: Only in effect for the area 
outlined in black. WEA uses the polygon rather than 
county boundaries to determine who is alerted. 

Estimated phones alerted: 100,000 

97.5% Reduction in phones alerted! 



Mark the Date! 
• June 20th, 2018 

– Initial offering will be ONLY Phoenix and Tucson weather 
offices 

– Nationwide a few months later 
 

• Date occurring right in the onset of the monsoon 
season could cause some initial confusion, especially 
for media and emergency managers and responders! 
 
 

• Assuming it’s not delayed for the 5th time….! 
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WEA Changes 
• System started 2012 
• Programmed changes: 

– By Nov 2019 
– Reduced “overspill” 
– Increase from 90 chars 

up to 360 
– Spanish language 
– Map links 
– Additional enhancements 

being worked on by new 
NWS team 
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Mile Markers Added to Warnings 

• New polygon 
warnings from 
NWS Phoenix will 
include mile 
markers beginning 
this summer! 
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Weather-Ready Nation 

• The NWS is looking for 
Weather Ready Nation 
Ambassadors! 

• Formal recognition of our 
partners to improve 
readiness, 
responsiveness, and 
resilience against extreme 
weather events. 

• Sign up sheets are on the 
table up front. 
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Questions? 
Ken Waters 

Ken.waters@noaa.gov 

Personal Twitter: @wxphx 

Office Twitter: 
@nwsPhoenix 

602-275-7002 x223 
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