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International Center for Enterprise Preparedness (INTERCEP) 

Severe Winter Weather Outlook 2017-2018  

Web Forum 

 

 

On December 14, 2017, David Stark, Meteorologist and Winter Weather Program Lead at the National 

Weather Service in New York discussed the various weather events that impact people during the 

winter months, as well as new information products that can help organizations plan and prepare for 

winter weather, as part of the Severe Winter Weather Outlook 2017-2018 web forum. 

 

Introduction  

The National Weather Service (NWS) is under the Department of Commerce and part of the National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). The mission of the NWS is to save lives and minimize 

damage and enhance the economy, through the issuance of accurate and timely warnings, advisories, 

watches and outlooks. 

 

What happened last winter? 

According to data from Central Park, last winter was among the top ten warmest winters on record. 

Despite this, the area had 30.2 inches of snow between December 17, 2016 and March 14, 2017. On 

March 4, 2017 there was a nor’easter that was difficult to predict. There were 5-10 inches of snow 

followed by heavy sleet with 40-50 mph wind gusts. Predicting where there will be heavy snow can be 

challenging to do as there can be significant differences over areas of only 30 miles. In this case the 

heavy snowfall was further north than originally expected and the amount of snow in the New York City 

(NYC) area was less than expected. 

Average annual snowfall in this region shows a significant amount of variability. This is shown in Figure 

1, which indicates that for the period 1865-2015, annual amounts varied from 2.8 to 75.6 inches of 

snow. The average value is about 27 inches of snow.  
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Figure 1. Snowfall Climatology - Average 27.0 Inches - Annual Range:  2.8 to 75.6 Inches 

 

 Source: National Weather Service (NWS).  

 

Winter weather can impact people in various ways, including reducing mobility and creating hazardous 

conditions for driving and walking, especially in an urbanized area such as NYC.  

 

What’s the difference between freezing rain, ice and sleet?  

Snow develops in the clouds in the atmosphere. If it is cold enough to support snow, there is 

accumulation. If not, it melts as it gets to the surface.  

Sleet results when snow forms in the atmosphere and then meets a warm layer in the atmosphere that 

melts it, but on the way to the ground another cold layer in the atmosphere turns it to sleet before it 

hits the ground. Freezing rain forms when the warm layer is much deeper and that water does not have 

enough time to re-freeze but may freeze when it hits the ground or other surfaces. This can be a 

significant problem for power lines. 

Sleet and freezing rain can be very hazardous. For example, on January 18, 2015 there was less than a 

tenth of an inch of freezing rain but it resulted in significant impacts with many transportation accidents.  
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What’s new for this winter? Summary of changes for the 2017-2018 winter season 

The NWS issues a lot of winter weather products and is currently attempting to simplify and consolidate 

these products. The goal is to provide the same information in a simpler form that is easy to use and 

understand. For example, all blizzard watches will now be in winter storm watches and freezing rain 

advisories will be contained in winter weather advisories.   

Winter weather products issued in previous seasons were long.  These products will now use a “What,” 

“Where,” and “When,” section with the most important hazard information in the “What” section. 

Figure 2 highlights the changes to this product. 

 

Figure 2. Summary of Changes - 2017-18 Winter Season 

 

Source: National Weather Service. 
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The NWS Winter Weather Outlook 

The NWS with NOAA and the Climate Prediction Center produce winter outlooks. A Temperature 

Outlook is produced for the US, including Alaska, and it shows the probability of seeing temperatures 

below or above normal temperatures. The outlook in early December 2017 is for above average 

temperatures for the 2017-18 winter, but this refers to averages over a three month period. There is 

always fluctuation and this does not mean it will be a warm winter all around.  

With regard to precipitation, the signals are not as clear for the NYC region and it is difficult to predict 

what the season will look like.  

The NWS issues outlooks 7 days in advance when confidence levels are above 30%. 

Warnings and advisories are for imminent events, they are issued 24 or 30 hours in advance when there 

is high confidence, 80% or higher. A warning is associated with greater impacts than an advisory.  

 

Preparing for high impact winter weather 

The NWS Winter Weather Page (http://www.weather.gov/okx/winter) shows Snow Amount Potential 

graphics that are very useful for planning and to portray uncertainties associated with snow storms. 

They were started in 2014. This is likely to become an operational tool that shows the best and worst 

case scenarios, as well as probabilities for seeing over 6 inches of snow. These are issued 72 hours in 

advance of a snow storm.  

Other graphics provided include high end amounts (1 in 10 chance of seeing more snow) and low end 

amount (9 in 10 chances) in order to portray a range of possibilities.  

The web page also includes an Ice Accumulation Forecasts tab that shows how much ice is expected.  

The NWS can provide information about when atmospheric conditions are favorable for the 

development of narrow bands of heavy snow up to 3 days in advance. However, given the current state 

of science, the NWS can’t say exactly where, when, and how heavy the snow will fall until it is actually 

seen developing on satellite and radar images, and this is no more than 2 hours in advance. 

The NSW web page includes snowfall totals across the area, during and a day or so after the event. The 

snowfall amounts are updated throughout a snow storm and a final summary report is posted.  This 

information is archived.  

For NYC the reporting locations include Central Park, John F. Kennedy Airport, LaGuardia Airport and 

Newark Airport.  
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Additional Resources: 

 NWS Winter Weather Web Page: http://www.weather.gov/okx/winter 

 National Weather Service (NWS) Winter Weather Safety: http://www.nws.noaa.gov/os/winter/ 

 NWS Winter Product Change - Hazard Simplification explained: 

http://www.weather.gov/hazardsimplification/ 

 NWS New York Significant Weather Events Archive: http://www.weather.gov/okx/stormevents 

 NWS Graphical Forecast Information: https://digital.weather.gov/?zoom=8&lat=41.07487&lon=-

73.26116&layers=00BTFTTTFTT&region=0&element=0&mxmz=false 

 NWS GIS Graphics – New Jersey: http://www.weather.gov/erh/gis_state?id=NJ 

 NWS Winter Product Change video: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=Mwi-5LqwK0Q 
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