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I N T E R V I E W 1 

(2:59 p.m.) 2 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay, so the time is 2:59, Central Daylight 3 

Time, on May 19th?  Yes, 19th, 2021.  My name is Mike Richards, R-4 

I-C-H-A-R-D-S, and I'm an investigator with the National 5 

Transportation Safety Board, and I am chairing the Meteorology 6 

Group for the NTSB’s investigation into the accident involving the 7 

vessel Seacor Power on April 13th, 2021. 8 

 I am on the phone with two gentlemen from DTN, that’s Delta, 9 

Tango, November.  So could each of you please introduce yourselves 10 

and your positions, and spell your last name for us so that the 11 

transcriber can put that down?  And perhaps we could start with 12 

you, Renny? 13 

 MR. VANDEWEGE:  Great.  I am Renny, R-E-N-N-Y, Vandewege, V-14 

A-N-D-E-W-E-G-E, and I serve as the Vice President of Weather 15 

Operations for DTN. 16 

 MR. POLK:  All right.  Good afternoon, everyone.  My name’s 17 

Andrew Polk.  That’s A-N-D-R-E-W.  Polk is Papa, Oscar, Lima, 18 

Kappa, I believe –- or, that’s K, and I am the DTN North America 19 

Offshore Marine Team Lead. 20 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay.  Thanks, guys.  And just –- I just need 21 

to ask and make sure you both are aware that this –- the audio 22 

from this -- from our phone call today is being recorded and will 23 

be transcribed, correct? 24 

 MR. VANDEWEGE:  That is correct. 25 
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 MR. RICHARDS:  Correct? 1 

 MR. POLK:  Yes. 2 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Thank you.  Thank you.  Okay.  So let me start 3 

out with a general question, and this is just to help us establish 4 

who you guys are.  What is Weather Ops, and how does it relate to 5 

DTN, and what type of services does Weather Ops provide to the 6 

Marine community?  So, a few questions in there; but if you could 7 

just break out this company for us and what it does, it probably  8 

-- help us with context. 9 

 MR. VANDEWEGE:  Sure.  I’ll start with a general perspective 10 

of DTN, and I’ll let Andrew highlight some of the specifics of the 11 

marine industry.  But DTN is a commercial weather service 12 

provider, among other activities that we provide, where we provide 13 

weather information and services to multiple industries, which 14 

includes aviation, live outdoor events, transportation markets, 15 

such as winter roads and winter road maintenance. 16 

 There’s a variety of industries, but the one that we’re 17 

discussing obviously today, is focused on the marine offshore 18 

world where we provide weather data, information, and alerts to 19 

offshore customers; where we’re focused on their operations and 20 

helping support their operational decision making, both from a 21 

safety perspective of their operations, but also from a strategic 22 

decision-making process; where they're ensuring that they're 23 

operating as efficiently as possible to go along with the safety 24 

aspect. 25 
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 Andrew, if you would like to talk about some of the specific 1 

services that we provide and how we interact, I think that would 2 

be great. 3 

 MR. POLK:  Yeah, not a problem there.  So for the Offshore 4 

Marine Team, we provide specifically, just weather applications to 5 

the marine industry.  And that's not just the Gulf of Mexico, but 6 

that is also just our worldwide, global scope as well.  Some of 7 

those products that we provide for our customers, it does include 8 

thunderstorm alerting for squall events in the Gulf of Mexico, and 9 

elsewhere around the world.  But we also provide additional 10 

services that are really key for marine operations just as a 11 

whole.  So that could include information on timing of cold 12 

fronts, what we call significant wind shifts.  That also is 13 

communication of tropical forecasting on a global perspective as 14 

well, and what type of impacts to marine operations and tropical 15 

system they have, to just name a few of key, I guess, roles and 16 

services that we provide in the marine world. 17 

 MR. VANDEWEGE:  And Mike, I think there's two ways to think 18 

about the –- or really, three ways that we work.  So one line of 19 

product or service that we provide is a sort of on-schedule, daily 20 

forecast that highlights the assets specific to the business that 21 

we work with.  So we’ll be looking at various weather variables 22 

such as wind, wave heights, thunderstorm chances, temperature, and 23 

so forth.   24 

 So, some relatively standard weather variables, but then when 25 
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the weather becomes active, we also produce asset-specific alerts 1 

that are delivered to the customer, whether that be onshore 2 

operations or the offshore vessel itself, that are more of the 3 

short-term impacts that may occur from an ongoing weather event. 4 

 Andrew mentioned a tropical sequence of products that we 5 

provide throughout hurricane season; but any time that hurricanes 6 

or tropical storms may be active, then, we also provide visuals 7 

through our applications, both mobile and online.  So there’s 8 

mapping components that detail this information.  And we also 9 

provide telephone consulting as an option to our customers.  Most 10 

of the time, these are scheduled and typically around the –- a 11 

tropical event, generally, is when we have those.  But they can 12 

occur for other requested weather events, as well.  So there is a 13 

consultation aspect that is an option to our customers. 14 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Well, I’ll tell you, this is a great segue 15 

into the next questions I wanted to ask.  I couldn’t have set this 16 

up better myself.   17 

 So during the course of our investigation thus far, we've 18 

been talking to other vessels that were in the area of the 19 

accident around the accident time, one of those being the vessel 20 

Louisiana -- or Savannah, Louisiana.  I'm not exactly sure how to 21 

pronounce that, which I believe is –- I don't know if they're 22 

owned by -- but I believe they're operated by Seadrill.   23 

 Anyway, the point is that one of the people onboard that 24 

vessel provided us with emails that were sent to them by 25 
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Central Daylight Time, through Tuesday.  So maybe the sent time of 1 

that email is incorrect.  We will have to clarify that a different 2 

point.  The email has an image in it that provides a polygon; it 3 

looks like an area of coverage, alongside the current weather 4 

radar.  I believe it was current, and it goes into what –- the 5 

threats that are expected, which includes wind gusts, 60 plus 6 

knots. 7 

 So my question –- I guess my first question for you is, what 8 

is a Hazardous Thunderstorm Watch, and what’s the criteria for 9 

issuing one of these to a vessel? 10 

 MR. POLK:  Absolutely.  Yeah, so a Hazardous Thunderstorm 11 

Watch is just any time that our forecasters believe that there 12 

might be hazardous thunderstorms that may impact offshore 13 

operations of any kind.  The Watch threshold kind of changes 14 

depending on the application, but for marine purposes 15 

specifically, we try to target any thunderstorm that could produce   16 

35-knot winds or greater. 17 

 MR. RICHARDS:  So a watch is issued if –- is it –- do storms 18 

have to be imminent for a particular location for a Watch to be 19 

issued, or alternatively, are these issued if there is the 20 

potential for storms?  Or both? 21 

 MR. POLK:  Yeah, a Watch is –- a Watch is issued more for the 22 

potential of thunderstorms.  So we may issue a Thunderstorm Watch 23 

and nothing results -- 24 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Mm-hmm.  25 
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 MR. POLK:  -- from a thunderstorm perspective.  Or we may 1 

issue a Watch and there is widespread, active thunderstorm 2 

activity present.  Really, we just issue that Watch any time that 3 

our meteorologists feel as though there is the potential for 4 

strong convective thunderstorm activity that could impact offshore 5 

operations. 6 

 MR. RICHARDS:  And the key with -- as far as wind threshold 7 

is 34 knots or greater? 8 

 MR. POLK:  Yeah, we typically use 35 knots as that threshold.  9 

Gale force winds, essentially. 10 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay.  And so I’m going to pull up the other 11 

email, and I’m going to have the same question, really, with this 12 

one.  And this was an email that –- it’s a Hazardous –- WeatherOps 13 

Hazardous Thunderstorm Warning.  And it looks like –- I won’t go 14 

through all the details, I guess, of this email, but it looks like 15 

it was issued Tuesday, April 13th, 2021, 3:05 p.m., Central 16 

Daylight Time, and was valid for two hours.   17 

 It also has a polygon in there for, I guess, applicable area 18 

and the primary impacts as far as wind goes -- wind gusts in 19 

excess of 50 knots.  So I guess, let me start it with the same 20 

question:  what’s a Hazardous Thunderstorm Warning, and what’s the 21 

criteria for their issuance? 22 

 MR. POLK:  Sure, absolutely.  So a Thunderstorm Warning is 23 

issued whenever we believe that a thunderstorm is imminent to 24 

potentially impact a location.  The wind threshold is exactly the 25 
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same, so 35 knots is when we would issue a thunderstorm warning 1 

for any of our customers offshore, and then they would get an 2 

alert for that thunderstorm warning.  3 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay, so -- 4 

 MR. POLK:  Obviously in this case, we have a wind gust in 5 

excess of 50 knots, so we could designate those potential wind 6 

gusts as higher than 35 knots, but 35 knots is our threshold for 7 

these warnings. 8 

 MR. RICHARDS:  And in this particular case, you did identify 9 

winds –- the minimum wasn’t 34 knots that you identified, the –- 10 

it was in excess of 50 knots? 11 

 MR. POLK:  Yes.  Our forecasters saw that there was at least 12 

some potential for 50-knot winds with this particular 13 

thunderstorm. 14 

 MR. RICHARDS:  And that’s what I wanted to key in on.  So I 15 

looked at the Special Marine Warning that was issued by the 16 

National Weather Service just prior, approximately 10 minutes 17 

prior to this –- your product’s issuance, that -- Special Marine 18 

Warning indicated winds greater than 34 knots –- 34 knots or 19 

greater.  Yours is 50 knots or greater, and the question is: is 20 

what were you looking at that made you feel -- you, I guess, or 21 

your forecaster, feel that they needed to identify winds greater 22 

than 34 knots?  Well, that’s a weird way to say it.  To identify 23 

winds of 50 knots or greater? 24 

 MR. POLK:  Yeah, absolutely.  So our forecasters just utilize 25 
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any of the marine observational data that is available.  Some of 1 

those observations are also onshore observations for -- to kind of 2 

just determine the severity of a particular thunderstorm.  So with 3 

this particular event, our marine meteorologists on shift kind of 4 

used the combination of that observational data, along with the 5 

satellite information to make that assessment to put out a wind 6 

potential for 50 knots with this particular thunderstorm. 7 

 In this particular case, I believe that some of that data was 8 

actually used –- or, some of the information was utilized with the 9 

Storm Prediction Center.  They issued a mesoscale discussion 10 

around 2:44 p.m. for southeastern Louisiana that indicated that 11 

severe risk would continue over the next one to two hours.  And 12 

with that severe risk in place, we made that determination that 13 

watched that severe thunderstorm push offshore, that those wind 14 

gusts of that 50-knot or higher caliber would be possible, at 15 

least for the region. 16 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay.  Okay.  So that mesoscale discussion, 17 

your opinion is that that played into the forecaster's mindset? 18 

 MR. POLK:  Yes, I would say that it certainly did.  And we 19 

utilize weather service data as well, Storm Prediction Center in 20 

this case, for this particular assessment, along with GOES-16 data 21 

in that observational network as well, that is available. 22 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Given your, I guess, relationships and 23 

contacts in industry, do your forecasters have non-public data 24 

available to them to help guide their forecasting decisions?  And 25 
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by non-public data, what I’m really thinking about is weather 1 

information from vessels, either in real time or somehow after the 2 

fact, that aren't available to the general public than like, say, 3 

a METAR would be at an airport.  Do you have non-public data sets 4 

available to you? 5 

 MR. POLK:  Sure.  For the most part, we use publicly 6 

available data. 7 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay. 8 

 MR. POLK:  There are some cases where we will be in contact 9 

with a rig in the deeper waters where there’s not an observational 10 

buoy available, in which case we will ask for what their current 11 

weather conditions are, and then we will utilize that information 12 

to factor into additional warnings for a region --  13 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Right. 14 

 MR. POLK:  -- but primarily, especially so close to shore, we 15 

would generally lean on the publicly available data. 16 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay.  Were there any –- I mean, on this case 17 

on the 13th with this forecaster for this warning, are you aware 18 

of any –- prior to this warning’s issuance, were you -- are you 19 

aware of any contact with any vessels in that area that may have 20 

provided information that was not public? 21 

 MR. POLK:  I would say, most likely, no. 22 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay.  Thank you.  I think I’m almost done 23 

here, actually -- relatively brief.  But I wanted to touch base on 24 

the phone call.  So we did learn from someone onboard the 25 
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Louisiana that they received a phone call from their weather 1 

service.  I have to presume that that’s your company, because you 2 

were providing them –- you were their weather service, at least 3 

with these emails.  Are you aware of a phone call that was made 4 

from your company to Louisiana that afternoon regarding weather -- 5 

impending weather? 6 

 MR. POLK:  Yeah, absolutely.  Some of our customers in the 7 

Gulf of Mexico pay a premium for a marine forecaster to make 8 

contact with them whenever a warning is issued, and that is what 9 

occurred for this particular event.  10 

 MR. RICHARDS:  I see.  So the criteria for making –- now, 11 

correct me if I’m wrong, this is a question:  is the criteria for 12 

making a phone call, at least to this vessel in this case, was 13 

that you had issued a Hazardous Thunderstorm Warning? 14 

 MR. POLK:  That is correct.  We do not make phone calls for 15 

the Watch, but we will make phone calls for the Warning. 16 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Do you ever make –- okay.  Because I had 17 

perceived this as an unsolicited phone call, unsolicited in the 18 

sense that it didn't –-this was a, hey, heads up, be aware of 19 

this.  And I wanted to find out why that was, but it sounds like  20 

-- that the phone call is just –- it’s part of the service that 21 

they have signed up for. 22 

 MR. POLK:  Yes.  It is part of the service. 23 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay. 24 

 MR. VANDEWEGE:  It’s part of our –- I think it’s fair to say 25 
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it is part of our standard operating procedure with those 1 

customers that if they received that alert type, they will receive 2 

a follow-up phone call, partially as a redundancy so that we know 3 

it’s been received -- 4 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay. 5 

 MR. VANDEWEGE: -- and secondly, to answer any questions that 6 

may come up as part of that initial alert communication. 7 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay. 8 

 MR. POLK:  I would also like to add that not all of our 9 

customers pay for that premium for a phone call to be received. 10 

 MR. RICHARDS:  It’s an option?  It’s a tiered service? 11 

 MR. POLK:  Yeah.  It is a premium option that they utilize. 12 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay.  Well, gentlemen, I mean, I think –- I  13 

-- you've answered the questions that I had written down.  I am 14 

sure –- I mean, I guarantee you that when we hang up, I’ll think 15 

of five things that I should have asked.   16 

 And I –- we’re -- National Weather Service is a party to our 17 

investigation, and they have someone on my group who is almost 18 

always present in our interviews, but she works in Corpus and 19 

they're dealing with some flooding today, and she couldn’t make 20 

it; so she may also have some questions.  So I hope if a week or 21 

two or a month from now, if something comes up, we could reach out 22 

back to –- Renny, I could reach back out to you by email, and ask 23 

those questions. 24 

 But before we go today, is there anything you think that we 25 
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should know about the weather that day, or any vessels you were in 1 

touch with, or even services you provided that we didn't talk 2 

about here today I didn't think to ask?  Anything you think that 3 

could help us as far as the weather picture goes for our 4 

investigation? 5 

 MR. POLK:  Overall, I think that we covered it quite well 6 

with the particularity –- with issuing that Thunderstorm Watch and 7 

Warning and how that sequence goes for us providing our service to 8 

our marine customers. 9 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Okay.  Okay.  Well -- 10 

 MR. VANDEWEGE:  I agree with Andrew.  Yeah, I agree with 11 

Andrew.  I think that that covers it.  But we would be certainly 12 

happy to assist if there are more questions that come along.  And 13 

please feel free to reach out to me, and I’ll be happy to help. 14 

 MR. RICHARDS:  Thank you very much.  I think that’s it.  Let 15 

me –- we’re going to go off the record right now at 3:20, Central 16 

Daylight Time. 17 

 (Whereupon, the interview was concluded.) 18 
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