Climatologists see blue skies ahead
Rain or shine, Dynamic Predictables can project climate behavior for businesses years in advance. 
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Most people just complain about the weather. Gregg Suhler, Doug O’Brien and Al Peterlin try to understand it. 
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Doug O'Brien, left, and Gregg Suhler operate Dynamic Predictions with partner Al Peterlin. They use technology and historical data to predict weather patterns across the United States three years in advance. 

The three are partners in Dynamic Predictables, a little-known Columbia company that provides long-range climate projections tailored primarily for the agriculture and utilities industries. 

Using complex computer-generated models, the company projects weather patterns three years into the future with a level of accuracy that is making it a hit with farm groups and market news outlets. 
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And it’s not just farmers and energy traders who are paying attention. Dynamic Predictables markets to city planners and tourism and recreation professionals, along with the construction and transportation industries. Even retailers could benefit from knowing whether to expect a late winter. 

"It might be that it really doesn’t make a lot of sense for Wal-Mart to rush their galoshes up to New England this fall," Peterlin said. "Why not wait until winter when they’re needed - they’ll be more useful somewhere else." 

Tony Lupo, an atmospheric sciences professor at the University of Missouri-Columbia, agreed that a variety of industries can benefit from accurate climate prediction. 

"If you can anticipate long-range dry spells, warm spells, cool spells in advance," he said, "certainly the economic benefit will be there." 

While unable to comment specifically on Dynamic Predictables’ methodology, the researcher says the science of climate prediction has just taken off over the past few years. He attributes this in part to advances in computing power and speed, allowing manipulation of large amounts of data in a dauntingly complex mathematical puzzle. 

Lupo is optimistic about future contributions and not just to industry. "Society as a whole benefits," he said. 

● 

Gregg Suhler grew up on a farm in southeastern Colorado, a high plateau where many of the nation’s weather patterns originate. 

The climate in Columbia 
So what does Dynamic Predictables have to say about the weather in Mid-Missouri? 

It’s going to be an unusual winter. 

"This winter will flip everyone’s expectations," said meteorologist Al Peterlin. "What you expect is not what you’ll get." 

The typical pattern of cold temperatures in the dead of winter, bracketed by warmer weather before and after, will be reversed this time around. January will be "downright pleasant," Peterlin said, while November will be cooler than usual. 

March, he said, will be unseasonably cold throughout the eastern half of the United States.  



Sitting on a tractor, he watched major storms develop over the course of the day. "I became fascinated with how weather and ultimately climate work," he said. 

Suhler studied physics at Colorado State University and the University of Illinois and eventually found himself a White House Fellow during the Carter administration. He was the White House’s "point man" during the drought of 1980. 

Suhler came to Columbia in 1988, working in management at the MU’s Food and Agricultural Policy Research Institute, or FAPRI. 

In 1993, Suhler was looking on behalf of FAPRI at people doing cutting-edge work in climate prediction. One of the leading academic theorists of the time, Robert Currie, said he knew of someone who could possibly "crack the problem," Doug O’Brien. 

A geophysicist with a doctorate from Berkley, O’Brien spent 12 years in Silicon Valley designing instrumentation before moving to Colorado and founding two companies that conducted airborne surveys around the world. He then spent several years working in South America’s "oil patch" and teaching at a Brazilian university, until Suhler invited him to join FAPRI’s research group in climate and resource prediction. 

O’Brien left FAPRI in 1998, when MU let go of several of its researchers as a cost-cutting measure. When Suhler left in 2000, the two decided to form Dynamic Predictables, with Suhler as managing member and O’Brien director of research. 

Suhler said their first task was to develop a predictive climate model, one they believed was sufficiently accurate and reliable. While they believe the resulting model is the best available, they are constantly refining their work. Only in the past couple of years have they started marketing their climate projections. 

"Right now we’re trying to establish presence in some markets and expand into others," Suhler said. "We’re really just getting off the ground." 

Al Peterlin joined the company in 2002 and serves as its public voice. He worked as a meteorologist for the National Weather Service for almost 26 years before joining the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1996. For four years, Peterlin served as the USDA’s chief meteorologist and spokesperson on environmental issues. 

O’Brien runs the company’s computer modeling with Suhler’s assistance, and all three partners review the results and add their expert opinion. Peterlin then interprets the final product to suit the target industries before dissemination to clients and the public. He also does the bulk of the company’s consulting work. 

● 

While a few independent "climate consultants" market their services, Suhler said Dynamic Predictables’ chief competitor is the federal Climate Prediction Center. The CPC breaks the country down into 90 to 95 "super regions" and each month does projections for these regions covering three-month seasons over the next year. 
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Gregg Suhler, left, and Doug O'Brien look over maps and numbers which they use to create predictive maps of temperature and precipitation. Dynamic Predictions operates out of Suhler's home. 

The CPC’s one-year forecasts are typical of the industry, Suhler said. 

"We’re the only ones that we know of that go out past a year," he said, "and we go several years into the future." 

He also claims his company’s forecasts are 10 percent to 15 percent more accurate on a month-to-month basis than those issued by the CPC. 

"We find that we can predict years in advance better than anyone else that we know can six months in advance," Suhler said. 

Dynamic Predictables gives a forecast for 344 climate divisions in the United States every month. O’Brien said many of the factors affecting climate are cyclical, and they look at the interaction between the different cycles. The partners say they’ve had recent breakthroughs, and they’re working on a new refined model that they have high hopes for. 

"We’d like to think that what we are doing now in climate is something that will eventually be taught 1,000 years from now," says Suhler. 

● 

Dynamic Predictables’ primary market is agriculture. 

"Farmers are more used to using weather in their day-to-day activities," Peterlin said, "and so they understand the difference between weather and climate and are always used to looking at mother nature and fighting her whims." 

The Illinois Farm Bureau is one of the company’s biggest clients. In addition to publishing Dynamic Predictables’ projections on its Web site - www.ilfb.com - each month, the farm bureau produces a 20-minute broadcast on its radio network each Monday featuring Peterlin. 

"It’s hard to find someone who really understands agricultural forecasting. He’s great at that," said Farm Bureau Radio Director Al Jarrand. "He’s probably one of the most popular features that we move on our network. Everybody looks forward to Al Peterlin’s comments on the weather." 

Jarrand said the company has a good reputation for accuracy and ties long-term climate into other economic projections. An example might be balancing climate against current energy supply to make predictions about the cost of natural gas. 

This in turn directly affects such things as the cost of nitrogen fertilizer and whether it’s advantageous to dry grain with propane or naturally in the field. 

He also said climate projections can help farmers decide what crops to plant and when. "That type of long-term planning, I think, is one of the big advantages," Jarrand said. 

The company’s projections are featured monthly on AgWeb and published periodically by Bloomberg, Dow Jones and Reuter’s business news services. The company has a Web site at www.dynapred.com. 

Dynamic Predictables also markets to the utilities industry. 

"Energy, other than hydroelectric, depends almost entirely on temperature," Suhler said. "Secondarily, it’s dependent on whether you have a windy season or not, because that affects how rapidly temperature is dissipated, depending on how well buildings are insulated." 

The Midwest Regional Climate Center’s Michael Palecki said climate prediction has important ramifications for the use and pricing of energy. 

"If you knew ahead of time whether winter would be warm or cold," he said, "you would have a tremendous leg up on whether to lock in either your natural gas price or some other utility arrangement ahead of time or to let the price float the market." 

Dynamic Predictables’ rates start at $395 for a one-year projection for a specific geographic area. For an additional $100, clients can buy four phone consultations over a year with Peterlin. 

While Dynamic Predictables is certainly in business to make a profit, Suhler said, the company’s mission is much broader. The partners want to improve people’s lives, particularly in areas that are dependent upon agriculture and, consequently, the weather. 

"Sometimes the stakes are pretty high - literally feast or famine," Suhler said. He hopes crop failures and other climate-related disasters can be averted if people in these areas know what’s coming their way. 

"That, I think, would make the world a better place," he said. 

  

