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North/West Passage Pathfinder Webinar – FINAL Summary 
January 16, 2019 2:30 – 4:00 p.m. CT 

North/West Passage is a pooled fund program focused on developing effective methods for sharing, 
coordinating, and integrating traveler information and operational activities across state borders along I-
90/I-94 from Washington (state) to Minnesota.  This document is a summary of the North/West Passage 
Pathfinder Webinar, and includes an overview of Pathfinder and notes of the discussion from the webinar.  
The webinar included the following presentations: 

• Pathfinder: National Experience – Roemer Alfelor, Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) and 
Shawn DeVinny, National Weather Service (NWS) 

• North/West Passage States Experiences, Outcomes, and Impacts of Pathfinder 
o Minnesota DOT – Joe Huneke 
o Wyoming DOT – Gabe Gutierrez and Mark Heuer 
 

Following these presentations, a roundtable discussion allowed other North/West Passage states to 
provide their road weather practices, experiences, and interest in Pathfinder.   

This document summarizes the presentations and discussion from the webinar.  Over 30 individuals 
participated in the webinar including staff from the North/West Passage state DOT’s, FHWA, and NWS. 
The following additional Pathfinder information is included at the end of this document: 

• Pathfinder Overview Fact Sheet 

• Pathfinder Implementation Recommendations Fact Sheet 

Pathfinder Overview 

The overview of Pathfinder emphasized the goals of building transportation and weather organization 
relationships, and – most importantly – creating more consistent messaging to the public regarding travel 
during weather events. The Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) Every Day Counts (EDC) Program is 
a state-based model to identify and rapidly deploy proven but underutilized innovations. EDC is in its 
fourth round and includes Pathfinder and Integrating Mobile Observations (IMO) strategies under the 
Weather-Savvy Roads initiative.  

Roemer showed a Pathfinder overview video that includes testimonials from implementing agencies, 
which is available online.  

Pathfinder is a collaborative strategy for proactive transportation system management ahead of and 
during adverse weather events. The purpose is for core partners to share and translate weather forecasts 
and road conditions into consistent transportation impact messages for the public. Pathfinder core 
partners include state departments of transportation, NWS, weather service contractors, emergency 
managers, and local agencies, as well as media. Acknowledging that relationships are often already 
present between these partners, Pathfinder aims to take that collaboration to a higher level. The 
document Collaboration Across the Road Weather Enterprise: The Pathfinder Project includes an 8-step 
process is described for Pathfinder implementation, as shown in Figure 1.  

FHWA is working with 21 states that have committed to adopting Pathfinder under EDC. Utah’s 
implementation, for example, is focused on snow, freezing rain, and high wind events.  Roemer described 

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/innovation/everydaycounts/edc_4/roadweather.cfm
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Promotional%20Materials/Videos/EDC4%20Weather-Savvy%20Roads%20Overview%20Video.mp4
https://ops.fhwa.dot.gov/publications/fhwahop16086/index.htm
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how the Utah DOT use of Pathfinder has resulted in well-forecasted and unified messages, public trust 
and response, reduction in travel during snow events, more effective DOT maintenance activities, and 
improved safety and mobility.  A survey in Utah showed that the public is more likely to modify their travel 
plans with this messaging: changing schedule, route, not traveling, or using transit. Shawn described the 
collaborative website between the NWS and Utah DOT that is utilized, based on NWS products and the 
Utah DOT private weather service provider.  Utah DOT uses variable message signs, road weather alerts, 
511 weather forecasts, Travelwise alerts, and media for delivering road weather event messages.  The 
NWS uses watch, warning and advisory products, weather stories and media.   

Shawn described the 2018 Pathfinder Summit and NWS commitment to support Pathfinder efforts with 
state DOTs to improve messaging.  Shawn clarified that the NWS helps understand the evolution, timing, 
and impacts of hazardous weather events, but will not forecast road and pavement conditions or provide 
support regarding road treatment options, roadway-specific forecasts, which are services provided by 
private-sector weather partners.  

FHWA is providing technical support, such as this webinar and workshops, for agencies interested in 
implementing Pathfinder. Educational materials and organized outreach activities are available to build 
agency understanding of Pathfinder and allow agencies to exchange information with their peers.  

Contact information for the FHWA Road Weather Management Program team is: 

• Roemer Alfelor, Roemer.Alfelor@dot.gov  
• Gabe Guevara, Gabriel.Guevara@dot.gov  
• Ray Murphy, Ray.Murphy@dot.gov  

Contact information for National Weather Service representatives is: 

• Roham Abtahi, lead National Weather Service representative, Roham.Abtahi@noaa.gov 

• Shawn DeVinny, Shawn.DeVinny@noaa.gov  

Minnesota Pathfinder 

Joe Huneke described that MnDOT initiated Pathfinder as part of the EDC-4 Weather-Savvy Roads 

initiative and conducted a Pathfinder workshop in September 2017. This initial workshop reviewed 

current practices and possible Pathfinder scenarios, identified stakeholders, and developed a plan to 

implement Pathfinder for blizzard events during the 2017-2018 winter season. Minnesota Pathfinder 

Figure 1. 8-Step Pathfinder Implementation Process 

mailto:Roemer.Alfelor@dot.gov
mailto:Gabriel.Guevara@dot.gov
mailto:Ray.Murphy@dot.gov
mailto:Roham.Abtahi@noaa.gov
mailto:Shawn.DeVinny@noaa.gov
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stakeholders include MnDOT maintenance operations; the Regional Transportation Management Center; 

the six NWS Weather Forecasting Offices (WFOs) in Minnesota; MnDOT’s private sector weather 

forecaster Iteris; and MnDOT Office of Communications.  MnDOT staff participated in NWSchat and 

training to understand how to use it for communications and its benefits.  MnDOT worked with the RTMC 

staff to provide direction for messaging on dynamic message signs (DMS). Criteria were also established 

for initiating a Pathfinder event. 

The MnDOT Pathfinder Coordinator is a single point of contact who collaborates with NWS and Iteris. The 

criteria for Pathfinder events was initially blizzard warnings, but has evolved to now be include additional 

winter weather events that will have a high travel impact.  

Pathfinder briefings are generally about 15-20 minutes and conducted at either 11:00am or 3:00pm based 

on shift changes; other times for collaboration may occur based on the need or specific situation. These 

calls seem to work better before the event starts rather than waiting to schedule them until the blizzard 

warning has been issued.  The Pathfinder Coordinator moderates these briefings. The agenda includes a 

forecast brief from NWS and road weather impacts brief by Iteris, followed by questions for NWS and 

Iteris. After this, traffic operations provides a brief on the DMS message timing and duration, district and 

maintenance affected by the warning present their plan, and communications shares their plan of public 

outreach strategies. 

Pathfinder has helped MnDOT develop a great working relationship with NWS WFOs, with increased 

collaboration between MnDOT, Iteris, and NWS as a result of the NWSChat room. Maintenance operations 

staff are accustomed to using NWSChat, and forecasters value feedback from the maintenance staff in 

the field. Overall, the positive conversations have enhanced the Pathfinder program for MnDOT in 

subsequent winter seasons. MnDOT has received positive feedback about the messaging via Twitter from 

travelers. 

Contact information for more information on Minnesota Pathfinder:  

• Kathleen Schmidt, MnDOT Pathfinder Coordinator, kitty.schmidt@state.mn.us 

• Joe Huneke, joseph.huneke@state.mn.us  

Wyoming Pathfinder 

The purpose of Wyoming Pathfinder is to create site specific, pre-event DMS messages for weather events 

that will impact the traveling public.  Wyoming DOT uses Pathfinder for dense fog, winter weather events 

with heavy impacts even if not at warning levels, high wind events, winter storm warnings, blizzard 

warnings, and snow squall warnings.   

The Wyoming Pathfinder process begins with the private sector weather service provider, DayWeather 

submitting a form to the Wyoming TMC about the current times and locations of the event. NWSChat or 

a call may be used to collaborate, depending on how many stakeholders are involved. The conference 

calls have been streamlined by TMC operators completing a DMS form that notes affected road sections, 

timing, and DMS messaging that will be used, which can be shared in advance for review and comments. 

A DMS message library is available to ensure consistency.  The calls generally focus on road impacts, which 

does not always coincide with the start and end time of an event. Wyoming has been using Pathfinder 

mailto:kitty.schmidt@state.mn.us
mailto:joseph.huneke@state.mn.us
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since 2014-2015, and may have 15-20 Pathfinder events per year. Major impact events are targeted, 

rather than minor or localized weather events. 

When a TMC operator posts any conditions on the DMS that warrants the use of flashing beacons, the 

Pathfinder message is dropped to avoid distracting the driver. When there is high confidence from the 

meteorologist, high wind warnings about gusts of 40+ mph and 60+ mph are posted to DMS. If the time 

or impacts of the storm are adjusted by the meteorologist, the TMC operators are asked to update the 

DMS to reflect that update. Wyoming DOT works to ensure that Pathfinder messages are only posted for 

high confidence events. 

Contact information for more information on Wyoming Pathfinder:  

• Gabe Gutierrez, Gabriel.Gutierrez@wyo.gov   

• Mark Heuer, Mark.Heuer@wyo.gov  

Roundtable Discussion on North/West Passage State Experiences 

For the roundtable discussion, representatives from each state were asked to share their experiences and 

practices at their agency, including: 

• Does your state have an on-staff meteorologist or contract with private weather service providers?  

• What weather information sources does your state use, e.g., NWS, WeatherNet, MDSS? 

• Describe any interaction your state has with interacting and coordination with the NWS, e.g., 

conference calls, e-mailed briefings, NWS chat.  Then describe how your agency uses the 

information, e.g., maintenance and staffing decisions for an upcoming weather event or providing 

messages to the public.   

• Comment on whether your state is interested in conducting a Pathfinder workshop, or for those 

who have implemented Pathfinder: what triggers to have Pathfinder call such as one inch of snow, 

NWS winter advisories and what agencies participate in Pathfinder conference calls such as NWS, 

DOT maintenance, public information officers, highway patrol, local law enforcement. 

 

Washington State DOT (WSDOT): Justin Belk noted that a Pathfinder workshop was conducted in March 

2018. WSDOT is contracted with WeatherNet to receive 24/7 weather information, and maintenance staff 

also uses NWS forecasts. Maintenance staff use NWSChat and NWS weather briefings. WSDOT Public 

Information Officers coordinate on weather messaging. Some of the TMCs remain reluctant to post 

weather information on DMS. WSDOT triggers a Pathfinder event based on how widespread a major 

impact event will be. WSDOT Pathfinder conference calls include state patrol, public information officers, 

and NWS primarily. 

o Gabe noted that WYDOT has gotten some negative feedback about DMS messages where the 

weather event time in the message does not align with the actual event. 

Idaho Transportation Department (ITD): Chris Loffer from the State Communications (StateComm) office 

noted the he participated in the Pathfinder workshop in Idaho and attended the Pathfinder summit. The 

initial Pathfinder event Idaho attempted to coordinate was an event in Coeur d’Alene that involved 

changing weather forecasts was not successful, which made them re-think their approach.  DMS messages 

were posted that NWS Spokane was confident about anticipated snowfall the following morning, however 

mailto:Gabriel.Gutierrez@wyo.gov
mailto:Mark.Heuer@wyo.gov
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the next morning there was no longer high confidence in the snow event so the DMS messages were 

removed.  Other than that, there has not been a lot of major weather events in Idaho thus far this season 

to test Pathfinder. Chris noted that ITD is different than most states in that there is no TMC, and 

StateComm is part of the Department of Public Health and Welfare which tends to be more reactive.  Chris 

works with ITD for messaging; this arrangement poses a different challenge than other agencies. 

South Dakota DOT: South Dakota DOT does not have a meteorologist on staff, but works with Iteris to 

receive weather briefings.  When there are events, there is something similar to Pathfinder where multiple 

agencies do collaborate. Greg Fuller added that SDDOT works closely with the Department of Public 

Safety, including highway patrol and emergency management staff which also provide information SDDOT 

from weather sources as the event begins to development. 

North Dakota DOT: Brandon Beise noted there are no meteorologists on staff, but NDDOT has MDSS and 

works with Iteris and NWS. NDDOT is generally passive in conference calls with NWS that are conducted 

with other agencies. Any emails and briefings received from NWS are generally forwarded to field staff.  

Staff are encouraged to use a variety of weather information and resources to leverage all available tools. 

NDDOT has been working with Roemer and is interested in scheduling a Pathfinder workshop in 2019. 

Available Resources 

More information about Pathfinder can be found at the following websites: 

• Resources on the Weather-Savvy Roads Pathfinder Toolkit include Case Studies and Fact Sheets, as 

well as presentations from various road weather meetings: 

https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllIte

ms.aspx  

• The Pathfinder Guidance document can be downloaded from this link: 

https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/2016%20(00)

%20FHWA%20Pathfinder%20Guidance%20Document%20and%20Workbook/Pathfinder%20Guidanc

e%20(FHWA-HOP-16-086).pdf  

• The Pathfinder Weather Messaging Peer Exchange recording and presentations is available at: 

https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllIte

ms.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fdot%2Ffhwa%2FRWMX%2FPath%20Finder%20Library%202%2F2017%20%

2806%29%20FHWA%20WSR%20DMS%20Weather%20Messaging%20Virtual%20Peer%20Exchange

%20%2811%2E29%2E2017%29&FolderCTID=0x012000E8BE2FB0D835B5499FF18A369C04BB8D&Vie

w={E0D6D333-9CD8-4B9A-BE17-4DF779347210}  

 

https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllItems.aspx
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllItems.aspx
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/2016%20(00)%20FHWA%20Pathfinder%20Guidance%20Document%20and%20Workbook/Pathfinder%20Guidance%20(FHWA-HOP-16-086).pdf
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/2016%20(00)%20FHWA%20Pathfinder%20Guidance%20Document%20and%20Workbook/Pathfinder%20Guidance%20(FHWA-HOP-16-086).pdf
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/2016%20(00)%20FHWA%20Pathfinder%20Guidance%20Document%20and%20Workbook/Pathfinder%20Guidance%20(FHWA-HOP-16-086).pdf
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fdot%2Ffhwa%2FRWMX%2FPath%20Finder%20Library%202%2F2017%20%2806%29%20FHWA%20WSR%20DMS%20Weather%20Messaging%20Virtual%20Peer%20Exchange%20%2811%2E29%2E2017%29&FolderCTID=0x012000E8BE2FB0D835B5499FF18A369C04BB8D&View=%7bE0D6D333-9CD8-4B9A-BE17-4DF779347210%7d
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fdot%2Ffhwa%2FRWMX%2FPath%20Finder%20Library%202%2F2017%20%2806%29%20FHWA%20WSR%20DMS%20Weather%20Messaging%20Virtual%20Peer%20Exchange%20%2811%2E29%2E2017%29&FolderCTID=0x012000E8BE2FB0D835B5499FF18A369C04BB8D&View=%7bE0D6D333-9CD8-4B9A-BE17-4DF779347210%7d
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fdot%2Ffhwa%2FRWMX%2FPath%20Finder%20Library%202%2F2017%20%2806%29%20FHWA%20WSR%20DMS%20Weather%20Messaging%20Virtual%20Peer%20Exchange%20%2811%2E29%2E2017%29&FolderCTID=0x012000E8BE2FB0D835B5499FF18A369C04BB8D&View=%7bE0D6D333-9CD8-4B9A-BE17-4DF779347210%7d
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fdot%2Ffhwa%2FRWMX%2FPath%20Finder%20Library%202%2F2017%20%2806%29%20FHWA%20WSR%20DMS%20Weather%20Messaging%20Virtual%20Peer%20Exchange%20%2811%2E29%2E2017%29&FolderCTID=0x012000E8BE2FB0D835B5499FF18A369C04BB8D&View=%7bE0D6D333-9CD8-4B9A-BE17-4DF779347210%7d
https://collaboration.fhwa.dot.gov/dot/fhwa/RWMX/Path%20Finder%20Library%202/Forms/AllItems.aspx?RootFolder=%2Fdot%2Ffhwa%2FRWMX%2FPath%20Finder%20Library%202%2F2017%20%2806%29%20FHWA%20WSR%20DMS%20Weather%20Messaging%20Virtual%20Peer%20Exchange%20%2811%2E29%2E2017%29&FolderCTID=0x012000E8BE2FB0D835B5499FF18A369C04BB8D&View=%7bE0D6D333-9CD8-4B9A-BE17-4DF779347210%7d
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Pathfinder Implementation Recommendations  
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