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GOES without a word to the users went from water vapor column to cloud cover.  This resulted in the dropping of the 12 micron channel used in the split window detection of volcanic ash.  The ability to detect volcanic ash via split window is not scheduled to return until 2008.

In 1999, ALPA was a member of the group that urged NASA to earmark the NASA VOLCAM research project for inclusion on future GOES spacecraft.  VOLCAM project passed the initial NASA recognition and processing phase and there was space available on the then schedule.  GOES “N” – January 2003 and GOES “O” to be launched early in 2005.  Inclusion of VOLCAM on either or both would have eliminated the five-year blind spot for detection of volcanic ash.  Unfortunately, though the need for or detection capability like VOLCAM is obvious to aviation’s users, the FAA has never formally requested the information that such a system could provide as a “product”.  Consequently since NOAA has not received a formal FAA request and since NOAA budget constraints force frugal management, NOAA has been reluctant to commit the approximately 10 million dollars necessary to put the VOLCAM server on a GOES satellite.  In addition, the National Weather Service (NWS), a part of NOAA, has not supported VOLCAM because they have insisted that “something better” was allegedly being developed.  The “something better” has not materialized, nor is anything other than VOLCAM on the current research and development horizon.  Therefore, VOLCAM appears to be the only immediate solution.

Aviation is a major piston in the economic engine of this country.  We will not remain so if basic government services are not supplied.  Moreover, let’s remember, planes carry people.  Human lives are at risk when ash clouds go undetected.  I for one do not wish to witness a body count on my watch especially when the technology and the funds exist to mitigate this hazard.

