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Note of the editor: Although not a scientific paper, this journal is happy to publish this article as a way to promote
an ever increasing open access to climate data, which will benefit the production of more and better scientific work.

Abstract

This paper illustrates the benefits of changing from a commercial to an open access to climate data policy in
the Israel Meteorological Service (IMS). The former commercial policy failed to provide expected economical
revenues and notably increased the work time devoted to the management of the commercial structure and involved
processes. At the same time, many companies and institutions tended to use data freely available in the Internet
in spite of their worse quality or resolution in order to avoid the fees required to obtain data provided by the
IMS. Changing to a free access to these data now allows an optimum use of climatic information and a significant
reduction of bureaucratic tasks, freeing resources for research and development of new products.
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Resumen

Este articulo ilustra los beneficios de cambiar de una politica comercial a otra de acceso abierto a los datos cli-
madticos en el Servicio Meteorologico de Israel (IMS). La anterior politica comercial no proporciond los ingresos
econdmicos esperados y aumento notablemente el tiempo de trabajo dedicado a la gestion de la estructura co-
mercial y sus procesos involucrados. Al mismo tiempo, muchas empresas e instituciones tendian a utilizar datos
disponibles libremente en Internet a pesar de su peor calidad o resolucion para evitar tener que pagar por ellos si
se solicitaban al IMS. El cambio a un acceso gratuito a los datos permite ahora un uso optimo de la informacion
climdtica y una reduccion significativa de las tareas burocrdticas, liberando recursos para la investigacion y el
desarrollo de nuevos productos.
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1. Introduction

Expanding demand for free and accessible data is putting pressure on the limited resources of many
national meteorological services and many are looking to improve the availability of their data. The
WMO has for many years supported Members in their efforts to exchange and publish data for the mutual
benefit of all services and users. The World Weather Watch, the WMO Integrated Global Observing
System (WIGOS) and the provisions in WMO Resolutions 40 (Cg-XII; WMO, 1995), 25 (Cg-XIII,;
WMO, 1999) and 60 (Cg-17; WMO, 2017), provide just a few examples.

Funding models based on the sale of such information often present a serious barrier to the free access
open data model. Thus, meteorological services considering a switch will face a range of technical and
policy issues, but a principal concern will be the loss of revenues. Without an alternative source of
revenue, it will be impossible for them to maintain observational networks and fund data processing and
quality control.
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The Israel Meteorological Service (IMS) started providing free access to most of its real-time data and
historical observations at the beginning of 2012. This marked a dramatic change in policy for the orga-
nization. Until then, most of its operational budget, excluding salaries, depended on the generation of
income by billing for data and services. The IMS experience —the benefits and challenges of moving to
a free data model- will catch the interest of other National Meteorological Services (NMS) considering
a similar move. In this regard, IMS presents a useful case study.

2. Case study

2.1. IMS before free access

Before the move to free access, revenues from billing data and services at IMS had to cover not only
its operational budget but also permit IMS to fulfill international obligations to WMO and other organi-
zations, to maintain weather stations and to deploy radiosonde equipment. IMS sold data and products,
including tailor-made forecasts and climatic analysis, to this end; however, this raised practical and moral
problems.

= Private good took priority over public good. IMS focused more on finding clients, answering calls
for tender and providing services to paying customers than on important public good projects.
Private sector queries, for example, burdened the climate department so much that they had little
time for projects such as the production of climate atlas, wind energy atlas and climate change
analysis.

= The generation of revenue actually created new expenses for IMS and decreased efficiency as data-
invoicing required key personnel from both the economic and meteorological sections. In addition,
as IMS generated most of its income by billing other governmental agencies, the flow of money
was internal to the government —from one pocket to the other— but created a lot of administrative
Ccosts.

= Competition between IMS and the private sector did not really follow free market rules. IMS, as
part of the government, had a fixed price known to the private sector, which they could underbid.

= When governmental agencies could not afford to buy high-quality IMS data due to budget con-
straints, they were tempted to use low-quality, freely available data on the Internet. Alternative
networks sprung up due to the restrictions placed on publication or distribution of IMS data, caus-
ing duplication and additional governmental expenses.

= High IMS prices dissuaded private companies from developing IMS data-based products or appli-
cations, although these companies could not afford to establish their own observational networks.

= Academics could not afford to purchase the vast amount of data they required for research as prices
were too high even though IMS gave them discounts. Many turned to alternative sources of data
—often lacking quality control- or used lower resolution products.

These issues led IMS to consider other funding models for data dissemination. Growing demand for IMS
data among government agencies, complaints about costs and the complications of paying for such data
and the new “open government” web-policy occurred together and permitted IMS to change its funding
model. An agreement was reached with the Transport and Finance Ministries for a fixed yearly budget
in exchange for making all data accessible to the public, free of charge.
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2.2. Prioritizing public good

Under the new framework, IMS has re-focused on the provision of basic meteorological services —public
good- free of charge, while leaving the tailoring of meteorological services to the private sector. The
basic IMS services include:

= Forecasts and warnings; regular, and special, climatological reports, climate atlases and climate
change monitoring reports; and products from IMS Numerical Weather Prediction models, all
freely available on the IMS website.

= Aviation and marine sector forecasts and warnings, as well as climatological information, which
meet international standards and requirements (products with further added value are supplied by
the private sector).

= Meteorological data from IMS stations, including near- and real-time data from Automated Weather
Stations and historical, quality-controlled climatological data, available free-of-charge through a
dedicated government website. Private companies can access and use the data to develop special
products for sale but cannot simply sell the data.

= Meteorological information for the various government ministries is supplied free-of-charge to
their specifications.

The free data model permits IMS to fulfill all of these basic duties and to centre resources on advising the
government on weather and climate related issues and on conducting research to improve the usability
of meteorological information by the government.

The private sector now provides a range of value added services, including:

= Answering meteorological queries that require data processing.

Producing tailor-made forecasts for specific applications.

Generating advanced graphic displays of meteorological data.

Meteorological consulting for the private sector.

Provision and maintenance of meteorological equipment.

3. Conclusions

The new framework brought many benefits. Tasks requiring significant time investment but little tech-
nical expertise have been drastically reduced, thus the focus is once again on activities requiring meteo-
rological skill. Professional staff now have sufficient time to focus on activities of national priority and
important projects —wind energy atlas, climate atlas, climate change monitoring analysis— are no longer
delayed.

The reputation of IMS as a service provider has improved and the tensions with government agencies
previously viewed as clients have ended. Cooperation across government has improved, especially the
relationship between IMS and the emergency and rescue authorities.

In light of the experience gained since 2012, IMS recommends that other national providers, who wish
to take the free data access route, take care that their data dissemination platform be clear and simple to
use and provide the means to download large amount of data simultaneously. The IMS free data policy
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reform was rapid and comprehensive but one can take a gradual, step-by-step approach by first providing,
for example, only raw data and retaining forecasting service revenues.

The IMS example suggests that, where agreements can be reached within governments, new funding
frameworks based on free and open access can provide a wide range of benefits to the public and private
sectors, as well as to the meteorological services themselves.
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