March 11th, 2025 GP-CERT Meeting Minutes:

Holtby welcomed everyone to our first meeting of 2025 – and offered a special welcome to anyone attending their first ever GP-CERT meeting.  He asked that everyone sign in on one of the attendance sheets, and mentioned that trifolds, copies of tonight’s agenda, and GP-CERT Volunteer Information Forms were on the back table. The last form that we have on the back table for anyone who has not already taken one is a “Homeowner Information Sheet” for our new management company, Castle Group – they would appreciate all of us filling one out and either dropping it off, mailing or emailing it back to them.  

Holtby advised that Sarasota County had a tornado watch in effect yesterday morning. A rare EF-2 tornado with winds of about 120 mph that touched down along Interstate 4 in the Longwood/Lake Mary area of Seminole County around 9:30 a.m.  This is comparable to a Cat 2 or 3 hurricane and caused a lot of damage, so even though we are not officially in hurricane season – Holtby urged everyone to stay vigilant.

Kicking thing off – Holtby noted that while it is still early, what are the experts saying about 2025? He noted that meteorologists have started rolling out their predictions for the upcoming season, and so far, things look pretty typical—at least on paper.
· Tropical Storm Risk (TSR), a respected forecasting group, is calling for 15 named storms, seven hurricanes, and three major hurricanes (Category 3 or higher).
· WeatherBell Analytics is slightly more aggressive, predicting 15 to 19 named storms, seven to nine hurricanes, and two to three major hurricanes.
· Holtby noted that we are still waiting on forecasts from Colorado State University (CSU) and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), which typically release their outlooks in April and May.

Holtby noted that hurricane forecasts aren’t an exact science. While these numbers give us a rough idea of what to expect, the real question for Floridians isn’t how many storms will form, but where they’ll go.

A few key factors are shaping this year’s predictions:
🌊 Warm Waters in the Atlantic – Sea surface temperatures in the Main Development Region (MDR), where most hurricanes form, are running about 0.3°C warmer than normal. Warmer waters fuel stronger storms, so this is something to keep an eye on. We have seen several examples of rapid intensification of storms over the past couple of years – its not going away. 

🌬️ Trade Winds Are Slightly Weaker – Weaker trade winds in the Caribbean can create a more favorable environment for hurricanes to intensify.

🌡️ La Nina Is Fading, but What’s Next? – Right now, we’re coming out of a weak La Nina phase. While La Nina is on its final legs, its influence will continue in Florida for a few more months. Through the end of May, that means there is about a 55% chance of drier than normal conditions, with 25% and 20% chances of near- or above-normal precipitation, respectively, for the state as a whole. Drier springs tend to be warmer than average in Florida, so look for a 45% chance of average temperatures in March-May running a degree or more above normal, with a 20% or so chance of cooler than normal temps. Forecasters give us a 66% chance of shifting from La Nina to an ENSO-neutral phase by summer.  An ENSO neutral phase means that neither El Nino nor La Nina conditions are expected to be dominant in the near future, and make predictability of the 2025 season difficult—it really depends on how other weather patterns develop. Unfortunately, the probabilities of El Nino development, which would act as a brake on the 2025 hurricane season, remain minimal.

What Does This Mean for Florida - whether a season is “average” or “above average” doesn’t matter much if Florida gets hit. 2024 brought three hurricanes to Florida, two of which were major. Even if we only see a handful of hurricanes this year, just one strong storm making landfall in the right (or wrong) spot can be devastating. That’s why Holtby noted that early preparation is key.

Moving on to something that dovetails with this unpredictability and is potentially far more concerning. Yesterday morning Holtby advised that he had sent out WeatherTiger’s March 2025 Newsletter to our 461 subscribers on the Gran Paradiso Weather email list. Holtby advised that he did not want to get political, but the Trump Administration’s recent cuts to the NOAA workforce may have severe consequences for all of us in hurricane-prone areas.  The cuts reportedly left the agency understaffed, hamstringing weather forecasting and halting certain operations like the launch of weather balloons, according to the New York Times.

With a possible turn to the private sector forecasting looming – approximately 1,380 or over 10% of NOAA’s 12,000 employees were let go a couple of weeks ago.  NOAA executives have been told the next wave of cuts should include at least 1,000 more employees. 

The federal agency includes the National Weather Service (NWS), which is responsible for tracking the weather with fancy gadgets like satellites and sensors that provide data for sophisticated forecast models, as well as the forecasts you see on TV or on your phone. NOAA also has experts researching the climate, as well as monitoring natural phenomena from hurricanes to geomagnetic storms. 

Holtby noted that the downsizing could be part of a bigger shakeup: Trump advisors have suggested weather forecasting should be outsourced to for-profit companies. However, the idea of ending the government telling Americans for free when they need an umbrella would upend 150 years of tradition. 

Weather is apolitical, as over three-quarters of Americans from across the political spectrum support the critical, lifesaving work of the National Weather Service. By 60%+ margins, the clear will of the American people of all stripes is that this valuable work be allowed to continue. Historically, support for the NWS is not controversial: the Weather Research and Forecasting Innovation Act of 2017 that increased NOAA’s funding and responsibilities passed both houses of Congress by acclaim and was signed by none other than President Donald J. Trump.

Private weather forecasters like AccuWeather rely on government weather data, as well as NWS’ forecasting models for their product. AccuWeather has opposed fully privatizing forecasting, saying that that the agency plays an important role in alerting Americans of extreme weather events. And weather scientists say that NOAA’s work on modeling catastrophic events like hurricanes has made forecasts more accurate.

While the idea of limiting NWS to a weather-tracking function is meant to save taxpayer dollars, skeptics point out that NWS operations cost just $4 per American each year, while providing free data that saves thousands of lives and allows businesses to plan around the weather to avoid immense losses. And they note that the stakes are high: natural disasters caused $200 billion worth of damage in the US last year, and extreme weather events are becoming more frequent in the US due to climate change.

If NOAA operations are crippled, almost all the modeling and data that underpins private weather forecast products goes away as well, leaving us blind. Your phone’s weather app is very likely an AI repackaging of forecast output from the NWS’ suite of weather models, and your radar app draws directly from NOAA’s national network of 160+ radars. While other weather models, like the European, do exist, those models are only as good as the data fed into them. Slashing NOAA’s observational, radar, and satellite networks will greatly degrade the skill of these forecasts as well.

If these changes go forward, you’ll notice. Given the robust and growing slate of private weather companies in the United States, it’s understandable to assume that your app, the Weather Channel, or people like Dr. Ryan Truchelett at WeatherTiger can step in to seamlessly fill any gaps in demand that hobbling the NWS might create. They can't.

Despite accounting for one-thousandth of the federal budget, NOAA and the NWS produce routine forecasts, created by trained human experts, for the entire country, plus lifesaving severe weather warnings. NOAA also operates the computer modeling, radar, satellite, balloons, and buoy networks that inform those forecasts.  By law, all of this modeling and data must be provided for free to the public. Experts say that the capacity to replicate NOAA/NWS public safety functions or data sources simply does not exist in the private sector. 

Hopefully there will not be interruptions to the reliable availability of U.S. weather data, but Holtby noted that GP-CERT needs to make contingency plans to mitigate that risk.  If you disagree with dismantling the National Weather Service and replacing it with nothing as tornado, flood, fire, and hurricane seasons approach, Holtby suggested contacting your elected Senators (Rick Scott and Ashley Moody) and let them know how you feel. Holtby advised that he had sent emails to both of them.  There was some discussion on how we can get our community involved, and our March 2025 Newsletter may educate people on this matter.

Second Update Item on our agenda was drones. Not much new on this front – Holtby noted that he needs to educate himself on this before bringing a recommendation to all of us. He still believes that CERT groups are ideal for drone programs storms given how difficult it was to have the team deploy after Ian. When first responders respond they are busy doing other duties and CERT members may be able to fill that role without distraction. 

Holtby has not yet spoken with North Port FD/NPPD and/or Sarasota County EOC on this matter, as strong sponsorship and a working relationship with a government agency is key if we are going to be successful. 

The Third Update Item on the Agenda concerned the newsletter - “The GP Responder”. Our nineteenth issue will be sent out this month – it should have gone out already but we have really been lacking content. Holtby thanked all those volunteers who do continue to submit articles. We continue to seek 100-150 words on anything with a safety or weather focus that would be of interest to the GP community. We have been profiling members of the Command Team in each issue, Brian was featured in the June issue, Kristi in the September issue and Sal in the December issue. No one has stepped up yet for March. 

The Fourth Update Item concerned the distribution of additional radios to each Zone. Sal explained our rationale and advised that it was something we will need to work on.

The Fifth Update item was Training & Education
Holtby noted that we have reached out to Sandra T. of Sarasota County and Stacy Aloisio from NP regarding another hurricane presentation for Gran Paradiso in the June time-frame. It will likely be set up in the third or fourth week of June based on preliminary feedback from them. We had a brief discussion on how we could do things better than last year, and one suggestion was to record the presentation so it could be put on the GP web-site. General consensus was to do a presentation solely for GP rather than a combined GP-IslandWalk evening.

Holtby noted that Rich MacCready has been working with the county on a Damage Assessment (DA) class to be run by the Red Cross in Sarasota.  There is a need for a group of individuals who can be called upon to survey and complete online forms.  Currently, damage assessment is performed by the county, Red Cross and FEMA.  A class will likely be held in late March or April in the Red Cross's facility in Sarasota during the February/March timeframe for those interested in helping out.

Kristi then provided an update on training and education plans – with the next class likely in June (and a refresher course to be held if sufficient interest – with topics to be determined based on feedback).
 
The Sixth Update item was Recruitment. Holtby noted that “Homeowner Apathy” continues to be the foremost challenge facing the CERT community. He felt we need to enhance homeowner engagement to foster a vibrant community. Holtby welcomed any recommendations to mitigate homeowner apathy.  With respect to Gran Paradiso At Wellen Park cap sales - Holtby advised that we have sold 168 of 200 caps and have 32 caps (18 red on white, 10 silver on white, and 4 silver on grey) left to sell.  He posted on a couple of Facebook groups this morning to try to finish things up and had sold another 4 today.  Holtby felt all caps would be sold shortly.

Holtby noted that the BOD had agreed to have a GP-CERT trifold and a “one-pager” included in all new resident packages, and he felt that we needed to meet with the new management company to continue this effort. He has reached out about having a meeting once the new PM is on board.

Command Team changes: Holtby advised that Zone 2 Lead Larry Kalb and his wife Jean are selling their home in Gran Paradiso and moving out of the community. He noted that the Kalb’s will be sorely missed, as they have been extraordinary when called upon to do anything.  We will need a new Zone 2 Lead to replace them.  Paddy is also transitioning the Zone 6 Lead to Ron Donner. In addition, Holtby announced that he is stepping down from my GP-CERT Command Team position at the end of this season to spend more time with the Finance Committee and the finances of our community. He mentioned that he had been heading up things for over six years since we started up in January of 2019. His expertise is finance, and he felt that GP has some challenges on that front.

Agenda Item 3 was Q&A and Open Discussion:
Holtby noted that our next meeting date is Tuesday, May 13th, 2025 at 6:30 pm in the craft room. 

Agenda Item 4: 
A hands-on educational triage teach-back on assessing victims in the field was explained in detail by both Kristi and Jan, and then all attendees broke into groups and practiced what had been demonstrated. Attendees felt the exercise was excellent.

Agenda Item 5: Adjournment 
Holtby thanked everyone for attending and adjourned the meeting.
