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Message from the Director

The meteorological community lost a pioneer and the National Weather Service lost a dedicated

employee when Dr. Joe Sela passed away on February 2.  

As a result of his ground-breaking work, NOAA’s first global spectral weather forecast model

was implemented as an operational system in 1980.  At that time, it was the world’s first

operational global forecast model to have a unique and accurate representation of the global

atmosphere as a series of continuous waves rather than as dicrete grid points.   Over the last 30

years, Joe tirelessly worked to improve the Global Forecast System (GFS), which remains the

backbone of all operational modeling in the United States, as amply illustrated by the

remarkably accurate forecasts of the Mid-Atlantic snowstorm that occurred three days after his

death. 

For his work on the spectral model, NOAA awarded him its highest award, the Gold Medal, in

1981.  He was also awarded NOAA’s Distinguished Career Award in 2005.  However, Joe was

not the type to look for recognition.  He derived his greatest satisfaction from serving the

American people.  

Dr. Sela leaves a powerful legacy.  He was finishing a rebuilding of the GFS to include a unique

formulation using basic conservation principles of theoretical physics.  When it is implemented

in 2011, the efficiency of the  model will be dramatically improved which is expected to lead to

increased model performance through the next decade.  

On behalf of the National Weather Service, I want to extend our deep sympathies to his wife,

Malka and his two sons.  His contributions to the advancement of weather forecasting will have

a lasting impact.  
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