Chicago National Weather Service Evaluating 

Polygon Approach to Severe Weather Designation

During the current convective season beginning March 1 the National Weather Service (NWS) Office in Chicago will be one of about 3 dozen sites around the country participating in an evaluation of a ‘polygon’ approach to designating areas of convective warnings. 

Tornado and severe thunderstorm warnings have been traditionally designated by the counties (or parts thereof) affected.  Graphical displays often highlight the whole county regardless of whether the threat is for only a restricted area in it. This can lead to alerting people to a threat which may not exist for them.

Recent software changes at the NWS designate the warned area (polygon) by latititude/longitude pairs which can, when decoded and graphically displayed often outline a smaller well defined zone of potential threat. Some media outlets including internet sites already make use of this display capability.  Storm reports to the NWS are also tagged with longitude/latitude pairs (as can best be determined) so verification can easily be done via comparison to the designated warned zone.
The purpose of this demonstration is to: (a) make more effective use of the polygon technique internally within the NWS to better define threat areas and (b) evaluate any improvement in warning scores by verifying a valid storm report in the polygon verses using geopolitical county boundaries.  

The latter issue addresses the dilemma of counting every county or piece thereof (due to plain geography) as being a warned county.  We really wish to verify whether an event occurred where anticipated (the polygon) regardless of how many counties (or pieces) were included.  This appears to be keeping two sets of verification but the point is to help forecasters focus in on the threat and type of threat without adding concern over county boundaries.
To the general public convective warnings will look and sound the same.  Graphical displays will likely reflect the drawn polygons.  Such displays may help emergency managers and other public officials focus on the intended threat area and concentrate their spotter resources in that direction.
