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Assumptions

• Observations are the foundation of atmospheric research and 
operations (analysis and forecasts and all derived products), as well as 
needed for the education of future scientists
• Research, education and operations are inextricably linked and 

synergistic.
• Research, education and operations benefit enormously by free and 

unrestricted exchange of data and international cooperation
• The success of the global weather enterprise and securing its future 

has been made possible by the free and open exchange of data
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Other Stakeholders and Public Safety

Emergency managers look at hurricane 
track forecasts produced outside the US. 

Thus, there is a life and property value in 
sharing data with other countries.

For most people this matters more than 
science. Yet protection of life and 
property is made possible by science.

4



The Interna*onal Data Sharing System

The value of data sharing has been recognized for over 150 years:
• 1873: Interna?onal Meteorological Organiza?on, now WMO
• 1995: WMO Resolu?on 40:

“As a fundamental principle ... WMO 
commits itself to … the free and
unrestricted interna?onal exchange
of meteorological and related data …”

Why? Because the weather anywhere is affected by prior condi?ons everywhere.  
Countries can make beUer forecasts by pooling their data, science progresses 
faster if informa?on is shared.
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Why is this an issue now?

1. Weather is a Business

We rely on the private sector to provide meteorological services. If 
weather is a business then observations have commercial value. 

2. Satellites are a Business

The SmallSat revolution has spawned a growing industry and 
governments want to support it.

Congress has directed NASA, NOAA, the Air Force, and the Navy to 
buy data.
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Value Propositions for Weather Data

Public Sector:
• Government’s incentive is to share data as widely as possible to maximize 

value.

Private Sector:
• Company’s incentive is to maximize profit by selling data to as many 

customers as possible.
• Data sharing reduces the number of customers, thus data cost more if you 

buy it on a license that allows sharing.
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Operational Data Buys – RO Example in 2020

Several U.S. agencies purchased radio occultation (RO) data for 
evaluation purposes, all under strict nondisclosure agreements.  Likewise 
the UK Met Office.  Evaluations are hampered by the secrecy.

NOAA is now soliciting operational RO data ($5M) for use in NOAA NWP 
models.

NOAA “prefers unlimited data rights” but will accept bids at several 
distribution levels (one of them is no redistribution rights).

ESA and EUMETSAT are also considering data buys, presumably for the 
same data. 8



NASA’s Commercial SmallSat Data Acquisition Program has 
purchased data from Spire, Planet, Maxar (Space News reports 
$25M).

1) Data will be made available only to the NASA scientific 
community (and NOT for NSF, NOAA or other communities)

2) Data and derivatives will only be available for scientific use 
(how will this be enforced?)

3) Derivative products can be made available to the scientific 
community only for scientific use (how enforced?)

4) No restrictions on publication of scientific results, including 
providing source data required by some publishers… (how 
would the journal provide access to raw data?)
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Claim: The private sector can provide weather 
data faster and cheaper than the government

• Implicit in this claim 
Equivalent data

Quality
Quantity
Accessibility (no additional restrictions)
Reliability
Transparency
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Potential benefits are high

• More data for everyone
• Lower costs for agencies 
• Increased cooperation and good will among nations
• Faster progress in research and operations
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But only if principle of free and open sharing
of data is maintained



Risks if principle of free and open exchange is 
eroded
• Leaving the future global weather enterprise with

• less data
• lower quality
• at higher cost
• for fewer people

• Data wars (International and Intranational)
• Less accurate forecasts and warnings with increases in

• loss of life
• economic losses

• Moral/ethical issues (potentially life saving data available only to wealthy 
countries)
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The plane is taking off in a fog…..
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WMO International Radio Occultation Working Group (IROWG) Denmark 2019:
• IROWG encourages all providers of RO observations to classify these as essential in the sense of WMO Res 40. 

IROWG stresses the importance of free and unrestricted access to essential RO data including archived raw 
data.

• IROWG recommends that WMO and CGMS should coordinate any GNSS-RO data purchases to avoid 
duplication amongst agencies. If purchased, the commercial GNSS-RO data should be bought with a world 
license, so that the data are equally available to all agencies.

Where is the Research and Operational Community?
Some know this is happening and the issue has received some attention in BAMS, 
USCLIVAR, and AMS Town Hall meetings.

The Risks of Contracting the Acquisition and Processing of the Nation’s Weather
And Climate Data to the Private Sector. Serra et al. Bulletin of the American
Meteorological Society, 2018, 869-870 
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Evaluation of a Range of LANDSAT data cost sharing models
A Report of the National Geospatial Advisory Committee

Landsat Advisory Group
June 2019

“Finding: The LAG believes that the revenue obtained for charging a fee for Landsat data
would not be worth the economic, legal, societal or political costs that would be incurred,
particularly given the measures that would need to be required to change applicable law
and regulation or to revoke internationally lauded and followed data policy.’
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A simple solution……….

• Treat commercial data no different from data produced by the 
purchasing agency. Despite the source, the agency is in the public 
sector, funded by the public, and its public sector obligations are not 
changed by the data source.
• Accept no more restrictions on data, metadata, or distribution rights than if 

data produced by the agency
• A Win-Win for the agencies, private sector, research, educational and 

operational communities and the public
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