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Coinciding with the twentieth anniversary of the completion by the European Centre for Medium-

Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) of the first probabilistic prediction by the method of 

"ensembles", the last quarterly newsletter thereof (http://www.ecmwf 

.int/publications/newsletters/pdf/134.pdf), has published a collection of short articles written by those 

who were the pioneers of this activity back in the 90s. They revise the achievements at the scientific 

level during these twenty years and reflect on the way forward from now on. 

 

While all the articles are of great interest for those who consider the probabilistic approach as the 

best technique of weather forecasting, my attention was strongly attracted by the one written by 

Robert Mureau. Mureau worked at the Research Department of the Center between 1987 and 1992 

and is currently responsible for research and development in the company Meteo Group. Right from 

the title of his contribution, he wonders whether the public really wants probabilistic predictions and 

concludes that they do not, except for some very specialized users in sectors such as energy or 

transport. He considers that something has gone wrong to make this happen and raises the need for 

reflection to see how this situation could be corrected in the coming years. 

 

While Mureau’s analysis seems to me very lucid, my opinion is not so much that the public rejects 

the probabilistic prediction, what it rejects is how little has so far been given and counted on this type 

of information, because it cannot get anything useful from it. Let's face it: save for some 

commendable exceptions, neither by the Meteorological Services nor by specialized communicators 

has an appropriate and consistent effort been made to explain and provide the public with this 

valuable information in an understandable way. With respect to the Services, I think it was the lack 

of social pressure which has generated a “laziness” to go into a field that requires substantial 

training, development and communication efforts, something that one is not always willing to do 

when benefits, costs and risks are weighed on a short-term vision. Meanwhile, communicators have a 

harder task: why should they get into that kind of minefield if Meteorological Services do not? Also, 

if the best products for this type of forecasts, which are those of the European Centre – as it is widely 

recognized –, are practically no disseminated on Internet, how could they carry it out with some 

assurance? And who would receive adequate training in its use and from whom? 

 

I think a significant change in this scenario can only come from a wide popularization of these 

predictions and that, today, can only be done through social networks. In that environment, 

professionals, amateurs and interested users could share experiences, criteria, benefits, presentation 

methods, evaluations ... although, of course, the "official" predictions continue in the context and 

under the responsibility of Meteorological Services. These, in turn, would be pushed and encouraged 

by the social interest. And from there, we would move to a wider dissemination through television. 

 

However, and pending on a substantial improvement in the probabilistic predictions of NOAA, all 

this is not possible if the European Centre does not liberalize their "ensemble" products and therefore 

does not allow the activities to which I referred to be put in place. Is the Council of the European 

Centre willing to do so? And if not why? Someone should explain. 

 

From my point of view, it is difficult to justify large investments in technology and meteorological 

research without an exhaustive public use of data and products that are essential for the best support 

of an increasingly vulnerable society. The best and most accurate information should be given to the 

public and it should be taught to make their own decisions in a mature and coherent way. The 

development and growth of the society goes along this way. 


