
What Do We Want the 

Public to Know?

Flood risk communication AND education: 

From experienced officials to the general 

public - Who is your audience?
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Role of NWS Beyond 
Warnings and Forecasts

• "The National Weather Service (NWS) provides weather, water, and 

climate data, forecasts and warnings for the protection of life and 

property and enhancement of the national economy.“

• But…
What good is a forecast or warning if it’s:

– Not Received

– Not Understood
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Widespread or ‘local’, what should 

Ohioans know about floods?

• Ohio River Flood 
2018

• Cincinnati, OH 2016 
Flash Flood
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Risk to life, Risk to property

• In “the weather 
business”, 
tornadoes often 
gain more 
attention than 
floods

• Even though, 
across the U.S., 
floods cause much 
more damage 
and greater loss of 
life
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Spreading the Word

• Social Media 
presence: 

– During Spring 

Awareness 

Campaigns

– Immediately Prior or 

During Flooding

– Partner with ODOT

• Hit motorists!
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Life-threatening flash flooding affecting -----------------------

“Floods don’t affect me, I don’t live in a floodplain” 

Do you commute through one?

Don’t get Caught…Be Flood Aware!



It’s just “a little” water over the road…

Do you know what that water is hiding?

Don’t get Caught…Be Flood Aware!
photo Courtesy (Hillsboro) Times-Gazette Delhi, OH April 2017

Photo Courtesy: Aaron McKnight



Additional Communication 
Challenges

• Are flood warnings and forecasts…

– Reaching the ‘right people’?

– Understood?

• Do people understand that forecasts 

inherently WILL CHANGE?
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Clearly Communicating 
Flood Risk
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• “Sophisticated” Partners
– Decision makers: Flood protection, sheltering, 

DOT, etc:
• Emergency Management

• Water Resource Managers

• ODOT

• City Planners

• Utilities

• Challenge:  During February 2018 Ohio River 
floods, confusion emerged over NWS graphics 
depicting river forecasts and river potential



• Rain gage/radar rainfall estimates are quality 

controlled.

• Snow water estimates (when relevant)

• 48-72 hour rainfall forecasts (human QC’d)

• Human Adjusted river model simulations

• Forecast stages are sent to the local NWS 
Weather Forecast Office (WFO) for final review 
before dissemination on the web.

Observed Rainfall

RFC Rainfall Forecast

River Forecast Model

NWS Official River Forecast

Observed Snow 

Estimates

Ohio River Forecast Center (OHRFC)
River Forecast Process

Look Familiar?

River gages owned/operated by USGS/USACE



Tell me…what’s in YOUR
forecast?

• Official forecast graph
• Combined with impact 

statements/severity 
categories
for local/county/state 
decision makers

• Greatest uncertainty is 
exact location/amount of 
rain!

• Rainfall in this timeframe 
NOT included in river 
forecast!! 
• Though sometimes 3 days 

is included
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Communicating River Uncertainty

Outlooks use multiple 
“what if” scenarios for a 

solution

Forecasts give one
solution based on many 
inputs and have human 

interaction.

Recent flooding has 
brought attention to 

difficulties in 
understanding the 

difference between the 
river forecast and river 

potential

https://water.weather.gov/ahps/


Which Rainfall Forecast will 

occur?



Ensemble Potential 
Process

- Canadian+American Ensembles (NAEFS) 
42 solutions/7 days

- American Global Ensemble (GEFS) 21 
solutions/7 days

- Short Range American Ensemble (SREF) -
21 solutions/3 days

Ensemble Weather
Forecasts

Rainfall Output
River Model

No Human Interaction

Ensemble River
Outlooks

Preferred Ensemble
(but even this 42 member solution has its 
weaknesses)



Which Forecast Do I Use?
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https://water.weather.gov/ahps2/hydrograph.php?wfo=iln&gage=ccno1&hydro_type=2


Future River Potential

Graphics

“Official Forecast”
(dots)

Observed River Levels
(black line)

Range of Possibilities



Comments/Questions:
Visit the NWS Booth! 

weather.gov/wrn/



Thank you!
Julia.dian-reed@noaa.gov
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Remember…

Even the best forecast is 
worthless unless it’s clear…


