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Introduction 
 
The Bureau of Meteorology endeavours to provide the Australian community with 
information about weather and climate necessary to ensure safety of life and to support 
economic activity. One of the key elements we forecast is rainfall.  The Bureau’s rural and 
capital city surveys tell us that the most important type of weather information used to make 
decisions is rainfall (Brown 2004), and there has been growing concern about the 
sustainability of dry land agriculture as well as rural and urban water supply due to our high 
rainfall variability.  For these reasons my “user perspective” will focus on rainfall forecasts. 

Background 
 
In recent years there have been substantial improvements in the model rainfall guidance 
available to forecasters in the Regional Forecasting Centres (RFCs) including the Poor Man’s 
Ensemble (PME) (Ebert 2001).  To date the flow-on of this information to the community at 
large, in terms of new rainfall forecast products, has been negligible. Forecasts of this most 
important weather element are still largely provided using written descriptions the expected 
spatial and temporal variation of rainfall.   
 
In our farming communities, generational change is rapidly taking place. Younger and or 
more successful farmers often have university degrees in agriculture or business.  They are 
seeking information from other sources to integrate into their management decisions. In order 
to remain relevant, the Bureau of Meteorology needs to enhance its suite of rainfall products 
to include graphical products. 

Currently available from the Bureau 
 
Our rainfall forecasts for the general community are still text products expressed in subjective 
terms, for example “rain periods” and “rain at times”. The exceptions to this are the 
Australian Capital Territory and Snowy Mountains forecasts, where either probability or 
quantitative rainfall forecasting is included in text, and in South Australia where there is a 
trial quantitative precipitation forecast for several locations available for Registered Users. 
 
On our website we provide MesoLAPS and LAPS rainfall predictions, expressed in contours 
which are difficult to read and not defined (Fig. 1). 
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Fig. 1:  LAPS Precipitation forecast. 

  
In some regions graphical rainfall policy, hand drawn by the senior forecaster, are made 
available to emergency services via fax or registered user websites.  
 
While meteograms of raw LAPS rainfall forecasts are available via subscription on the SILO 
site, the number of subscribers is relatively low. 

Currently available elsewhere 
 
One of the most popular websites advocated by the rural community is so-called “COLA” site 
[Center for Ocean-Land-Atmosphere Studies, located in Calverton, Maryland].  A rural ABC 
presenter was recently heard on the morning breakfast program bemoaning the absence of the 
COLA site due to problems with the site.  Specifically, farmers are looking at the 
“Precipitation Outlook for Australia & New Zealand” which shows the 0-7 day and 8-15 day 
rainfall accumulations (Fig. 2a), based on forecasts from the US National Weather Service 
GFS model.   The 8-15 day accumulation is used to assess whether or not the second week 
has rainfall potential.   The daily product is also accessed (Fig. 2b). 
 

Under development in the Bureau but not operational  
 
In recent months the PME rainfall total and probability forecasts have been shown to farmers 
in the South West Slopes district of NSW (Figs 3 and 4).  The response was enthusiastic.  
 
Rainfall totals less than 5mm are not considered significant to dryland farmers, as the 
moisture does not reach the crop root zone, while daily totals of 10 to 15 mm are needed to 
product a plant growth response (Paul Carberry, NSWDPI).  There was consensus that rainfall 
probability thresholds of 5, 10, 25 and 50mm would be very useful.  Feedback included a 
request that colour palette used for the forecasts and that used by the National Climate Centre 
for the rainfall map archive (Figure 3(b) should be the same. 
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Fig.2: COLA website (a) Precipitation outlook; (b) Daily rainfall 

 
 

 
Figure 3: (a) PME rainfall prediction and (b) NCC analysis. 

 
 

 
Fig. 4:  PME Rainfall probabilities. 

 

Use of rainfall forecast products in the Media 
 
During severe weather events, the importance of clear communication to the media cannot be 
overestimated.  Recently in NSW, a Significant Weather Media Release was issued which 
used the PME product to illustrate the expected location of the heaviest rainfall during an East 
Coast Low event.  The release stated clearly that “Note that this is a computer generated 
graphic and may not reflect official forecasts precisely. It is intended to be used as guidance 
only.”  We received unsolicited feedback from The Weather Channel praising the information 
provided. 
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Conclusion and recommendations 
 
In order to maintain relevance in the global community, the Bureau should endeavour to 
provide routine graphical rainfall forecast products to the general community as soon as 
possible.  The graphics currently generated by the PME, with minor enhancements, eg adding 
state boundaries and revising the contour scale and probability thresholds, would be an 
excellent entry point into the field. The provision of graphical forecasts of rainfall 
accumulation over longer periods should also be investigated.  
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