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A METEOROLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE OF THE 1998 HOBART RACE (by Roger Badham)

MY BACKGROUND

1

| am a meteorological consultant and for 20 years | have specialised in the marine field with almost a
total dedication to yachting and yacht racing. | have been involved in all the major yacht races around
the world as a forecaster over the last 15 years. | have a PhD in meteorology and have taught marine
meteorology both at university and TAFE. Most of my work for the last 10 years has been out of Australia
and | concentrate on specific yacht race research as well as detailed marine forecasting.

2?2

| have forecast for yachts in the Hobart race from 1977. Since 1986 | have offered a commercial service
that centres around a weather package that includes a description of the predicted conditions on a day by
day basis, with accompanying weather maps, etc. The package also discusses the best course with
respect to current and wind etc. In the late 1880's | was the official race forecaster, doing the briefings
and also all the forecasts for the Hobart race as well as the then Southern Cross Cup. When the
America's Cup moved to San Diego, | was no longer available for this role and the task reverted to the
Bureau of Meteorology. My involvement in the race naturally centres around the better, more fancied,

yachts as they are prepared to pay for the service and they have skippers and navigators who frequently
work with me in other races, particularly overseas.

3

| have quite a detailed forecasting knowledge of all the major yacht races around the world. In 1980, |
worked at the UK Met Office on a Churchill Feliowship and spent considerable time discussing with many
people, both in the Met Office and also the sailing community, the forecasting problems etc to do with
the Fastnet Storm in 1979. A full report of that study, particularly looking at radio broadcasts for
sailors/mariners was completed and a copy sent to the BOM.

THE METEOROLOGICAL SITUATION AND MODEL GUIDANCE FOR THE RACE

(see section 33 for a summary of the development)

4

The general development and situation was well forecast by the numerical models, but until the 26th,
there was a great deal of uncertainty about the actual location and intensity of the low pressure system.
With hindsight, the USA models (MRF) picked it the best and earliest, with the Australian model (GASP)

varying somewhat but being particularly good on the moring of the start, while the ECMWF was
probably the least accurate of that group.

5

It needs to be pointed out that the numerical models do not provide the forecast. they supply guidance to
the forecaster and it is the forecaster's task to pick and choose from the information at hand and
construct the forecast accordingly. The model output is vast, with arrays of weather variables; perhaps
the most useful for the marine forecaster are the lowest level winds, sometimes at the lowest model level
(height of 40 to 120 metres) and other times 20 or 10 metre surface winds. The wind vectors from the
models are, by the nature of the models, somewhat conservative; in a light wind situation they often over
read while in a strong wind situations, they often under read. The models never forecast extreme events

with good accuracy nor will they simulate the extreme sharp horizontal wind boundaries that have been
observed around intense low pressure systems.

THE BRIEFING (THU 24th DEC)
6

| attended the briefing (as | usually do) and | have to say that on this occasion that the standard of the
briefing from the Bureau's representative was very poor. For approximately 20minute period nearly every
weather feature that could possibly develop along the various sections of the race track was discussed.
Most of this was quite superfluous to the task and only in the last few minutes was the actual forecast
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conditions addressed and then he stated that; "as the models were presently disagreeing with the
outcome, he would only give the briefest of outlooks and that everyone would have to wait until the
morning of the race." While the uncertain statement is true, there had been some consistency over the
days leading up to the morning of the briefing. In my opinion it would have been much more beneficial
for the audience had he focussed on the 3 most likely outcomes as indicated by the models.

7

During that week leading up to the 24th December, | had been working very closely with the navigator
from 'Wild Thing' (Steve Kemp) and 'Sayonara’' (Mark Rudiger) and while the actual outcome was not
certain, we had discussed, at length, the 3 likely scenarios. They were:

A

for a low pressure system to form south of Tasmania and the associated trough/front combination to

dominate until the fleet were well into Bass St, then for the winds to go NW and then SW at 20-30 knots.
This showed a race record very likely.

B

for a low pressure system to form well east of Tasmania with the trough/front arriving earlier and the
winds going quickly SW and then subsequently S-SE depending upon the following ridge of the high
pressure system. This would not be a record breaking race as it appeared that the ridge and softer winds
would get to the race leaders across Bass St.

Cc

for a low pressure system to develop in Bass St or close to Bass St. That would hasten the arrival of the

front/trough and then give SW/30 to 40 knots behind the front, until the low moved east the following
day.

8

All these scenarios were discussed on a daily basis and at that stage | favoured A then B and to a lesser
extent C. On the morning of the start, | finally went for B and C combination. The point is that the
guidance available from the 4 major models (Australia, Europe, USA and UK) made it possible to

present 3 likely scenarios and at the briefing, the likely wind strengths of each possibility should have
been discussed.

9

| must again stress here that although my actual forecast was not that good with the intensity or
positioning of the low pressure system, both navigators said after the race that they felt fully briefed and
knew at all times what was happening and how the situation was going to unfold.

MY INPUT TO THE RACE AND OBSERVATIONS
10

I'had input to quite a number of yachts on the morning of the event; several simply took the package with
no discussion; some had a brief (5 minute maximum) discussion and a few wanted an in depth
discussion of all the likely scenarios. The yachts that maximised my time on race moming were;
Sayonara, Wild Thing, Brindabella, AMRO and B52. Of these, AMRO and Wild Thing pulled out early,
the 2 maxis made it through ahead of the nastiest winds, while B52 suffered badly.

11

Rob Mundle has used me on an informal basis for quite a number of years (circa 1983) to brief him on
the weather conditions, both in the lead up to the start as well as during the race. This is generally a one
sided relationship; ie he calls when he wants something. This time, after the race had started, | actually

called him on 4 occasions... on each occasion to update the likely severity of the developing low
pressure system and the implications for the fleet.
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Mundle called on the morning of the start and asked for update. At that stage, | favoured the low
pressure system to form off the Tasmanian east coast and briefed him with the strong running conditions
that afternoon and night, then severe electrical storms and then SW winds of 30 to 40 knots with an
absolute maximum of 50 knots.

13

| called Mundle later in the afternoon 26th and told him of the updated model output from the 00Z runs
(11am) and that the low was now almost certain to form in eastern Bass St and that 50 or more knots of
wind wouid be seen by many of the boats; particularly the middie to back end of the fieet late on Sunday
27th. | thought the severity of the situation was similar to 1984 and unlike the situation of 1993 where the
low persisted for some 3 to 4 days and moved steadily southwards with the fleet. At this time, | also
attempted to call the yacht 'Wild Thing' and warn them of the impending development with much
stronger winds and nasty seas. As it was a brand new boat, | felt they should be aware of the probable
conditions. | did not make contact (nor did | really expect to) as their mobile phones were off, however, |
left a message which they did not get until they reached Eden (the next day) after pulling out of the race.

14

On Sunday (27th) morning | calied Mundie after seeing the 6am observations, the 3am weather map and
the 12Z model output. He was not avaiiable (flying to Hobart) but | left a detailed message with him,
stating that the situation looked very grim for the boats that would enter Bass St later that afternoon and
night. The 6am observations showed Wilson's Prom with 71 knots of mean wind speed and although the
Prom over reads some 25 to 33% in wind speed, this was a very significant observation and that 50 to 60
knots seemed certain. It also occurred to me at that time, that the 'nastiest’ winds were probably in a thin
elongated band on the western flank of the low pressure. Such a phenomena has been reported in the
literature in the last few years (Pedgley D 1997. WEATHER Vol 52 No 8 p230-242) with similar intense
low pressure systems, where a 'low level jet' structure develops in a narrow band around the low.

15

After the 9am observations, | drew a local weather chart for the region and played around with what |
thought might be happening on the western flank of the low pressure system. | called Mundle again (now
in Tasmania) and informed him of the Prom observation of 250 degrees at 79 knots gusting 92 knots and
reaffirmed my belief that the boats would be hit with excessively strong winds and large nasty seas right
off the SE tip of Gabo Is at the the confluence of the currents. | believe that | told him that the worst

conditions would be between 3pm and 3am the following morning and | estimated that more than half the
fleet would be knocked out.

16

The wind reading from the Prom is very significant, even though the channelling and funnelling that
occurs across the Prom and the lighthouse causes the anemometer to grossly over read. In all my
forecasting experience | can only recall a few occasions where the winds at the Prom have recorded 79
knots or above, and | do not recall ever seeing gusts of 92 knots. This is certainly in the top 1% of
readings for that station and nearly all of those occurrences would be during winter. | intend to purchase
the data from the BOM and statistically analyse that reading.

THE BUREAU OF METEOROLOGY FORECASTS

17

The BOM forecasts varied somewhat in their ability to convey the correct information to the sailors.
There were several sources of BOM forecasts available to the sailors during the race.

The official race forecasts supplied by the Sydney and then the Hobart Offices were made available by
the radio relay vessel, Young Endeavour. As well, there were the regular coastal forecasts; NSW coastal
waters forecasts from the NSW Office, the Bass St forecast from the Victorian Office and the regular
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Tasmanian coastal waters forecasts from Tasmanian Office. These routine forecasts and asspciated
actual observations from the reporting stations are available at set times via VHF and HF during the
regular marine broadcasts from Sydney Radio and Melbourne Radio.

FORECASTS PRIOR TO THE START

18

The forecasts from all the Bureau offices were (in my opinion) very poor with their outlook for Bass St on
the Sunday 27th. At that stage on the morning of the event, SW winds of 30-40 knots should have been
forecast for eastern Bass St for Sunday 27th, with the situation not easing untit Monday 28th.

A

The Victorian Office forecast at 6am that morning;

"EASTERN BASS STRAIT:

Northeast/northwest wind 10/20 knots ahead of a west/southwest change of 20/30 knots extending from
the west during the afternoon and at night. Seas 1 to 2 metres increasing to 2 to 4 metres. Easterly swell
about 1 metre decreasing with a westerly swell 2 to 3 metres developing.

Outlook for Bass Strait for Sunday. Moderating west to southwesterly wind."

B

The NSW Office at 5am was; "South Coastal Waters: Ulladulla to Gabo Island and 60 nm seaward N/NE
winds 15/20 knots, reaching 25 knots this afternoon. S'ly change 20/30 knots late tonight. Sea 1 to 2
metres, rising to 3 metres with change. Swell 1 to 1.5 metres.

Outlook for Sunday : S/SE winds 15/25 knots. "

FORECASTS THE AFTERNOON/EVENING OF THE 26TH

19

The race forecast from the Sydney Office referenced the Storm warning, but the actual wind forecast did
NOT match the warning. The outlook for the next 48 hours references gale to storm force winds south of
Jervis Bay, which presumably means 40 to 50 knots. The Bass St forecast issued at 1646 hours from
the Victorian Office was a better product with 45 to 55 knot wind referenced along with 4 to 6 metre seas.

A

The race forecast issued from Sydney at 1450 hours:

SYNOPTIC SITUATION: A high near New Zealand is ridging onto the central NSW coast. A low 995hPa
near Lord Howe Island is slow moving. A cold front is over central Victoria.

WARNINGS: Storm Warning is current south from Merimbula.

Gale Warning is current south from Broken Bay.

WIND: North to northeast wind 20/25 knots ahead of a W/SW change 25/35 knots, with stronger gusts,

expected near Jervis Bay around midnight-2am and then near Sydney around 3am-5am Sunday. Wind
may tend briefly northwest 15/20 knots prior to the change.

WAVES: 1 to 2 metres, rising to 3 metres offshore with W/SW change.
SWELL: 1to 2 metres.

WEATHER: Scattered showers and thunderstorms developing tonight ahead of
the change then clearing tomorrow.

OUT LOOK FOR NEXT 48 HOURS: Winds moderating north of Jervis Bay Sunday night. Gale to storm
force W winds south of Jervis Bay expected to moderate Monday evening.

B

The Bass St forecast issued from Victorian Office at 1646 hours:
EASTERN BASS STRAIT:

Northeasterly wind 20/30 knots in the far east at first. A west/southwest change at 20/30 knots extending
throughout this evening and increasing to 30/40 knots tomorrow moming and to 45/55 knots during the






