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Abstract–Convective weather is responsible for large delays and
widespread disruptions in the U.S. National Airspace System (NAS),
especially during summer months when travel demand is high.This
has been the motivation for Air Traffic Flow Management (ATFM)
algorithms that optimize flight routes in the presence of reduced
airspace and airport capacities. These models assume either the
availability of reliable probabilistic weather forecasts or accurate
predictions of robust routes; unfortunately, such forecasts do not
currently exist. This paper adopts a data-driven approach that
identifies robust routes and derives stochastic capacity forecasts
from deterministic convective weather forecasts. Using techniques
from machine learning and extensive data sets of forecast and ob-
served convective weather, the proposed approach classifies routes
that are likely to be viable in reality. The resultant model for route
robustness can also be mapped into probabilistic airspace capacity
forecasts.

Keywords- convective weather; air traffic management; integration
of weather forecasts and air traffic management; route robustness;
airspace capacity

I. I NTRODUCTION

The increase in demand for air travel over the past few years
has been accompanied by an increase in congestion and delays
in the National Airspace System (NAS) of the United States, and
has made the system more susceptible to weather disruptions.
This problem is particularly intense during summer months,
when travel demand is high and there are frequent thunderstorms
(convective weather activity) over much of the continentalU.S.
It has been estimated by the Joint Economic Committee of the
U.S. Senate that domestic air traffic delays in 2007 cost the U.S.
economy $41 billion [1]. It has also been estimated that 76.9%
of all delay in the NAS and 25% of all delayed flights in 2007
was weather-related [1, 2]. With the demand for air traffic oper-
ations expected to grow significantly over the next two decades,
it has become increasingly important to develop approachesthat
will enable the efficient operation of the airspace system, even in
the presence of convective weather [3].

A. Background and related work

There has been much research over the past several decades
on techniques to minimize air traffic delays and to better bal-

ance demand for air traffic operations and the available capaci-
ties of various airspace and airport resources. This research falls
broadly into the realm of Air Traffic Flow Management (ATFM),
which is the process of making strategic decisions a few hours
ahead of the time of operations, in order to balance the demand
for, and capacity of, constrained NAS resources. However, the
capacity of airspace resources is strongly influenced by ambient
weather, since aircraft need to avoid hazardous atmospheric con-
ditions and may therefore be forced to deviate from their planned
trajectories. Traditionally, ATFM models handled the presence
of weather by assuming that the impact of weather on the ca-
pacity of a resource at any time was known, and used the de-
terministic estimates of capacity to route flights between their
origins and destinations in order to minimize delays. Various
approaches have been adopted to solve the large scale optimiza-
tion problems that arise, including integer programming formu-
lations [4] and Eulerian models which treat the traffic as contin-
uous flows [5, 6]. Algorithms have also been developed to effi-
ciently synthesize routes through regions of airspace impacted
by convective weather. These algorithms require fine-grained
and time-varying weather forecast data as static weather input,
and focus on synthesizing short and easily flyable routes which
do not get too close to regions of airspace impacted by weather
[7, 8]. The challenge in using these deterministic approaches
lies in the fact that under clear weather conditions, deterministic
capacity estimates based on weather forecasts tend to be stable
and tend to reflect the conditions that materialize; however, un-
der stormy weather conditions, capacity is highly variableand
the use of the expected capacity for planning is unrealistic.

The knowledge that weather forecasts are inherently uncertain
motivated optimization approaches that assumed multiple capac-
ity scenarios for airspace resources, with associated probabilities
of occurrence. These approaches then minimized the expected
value of delay in the system while trying to route aircraft soas
to not violate capacity constraints [9]. More recently, robust op-
timization approaches have been proposed that assume a set of
possible capacity uncertainty values, and try to keep the system
safe for any possible realizations of the uncertainty [10].At the
tactical level, prior research has assumed that convectiveweather
can be modeled as a dynamic stochastic process, and flight routes
determined using dynamic programming.

There have also been recent attempts at the problem of creat-
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ing stochastic and deterministic models of capacity from weather
forecasts. In [11], the authors considered the problem of esti-
mating the capacity of a sector of en-route airspace by comput-
ing a theoretical capacity given weather in the region. Thiswas
done through the application of continuous maximum flow the-
ory. This work relied on static weather forecasts and did not
incorporate uncertainty intervals or any measure of forecast ac-
curacy. In [12], the authors extended this approach to the case of
weather forecasts accompanied by regions of uncertainty. How-
ever, the uncertainty profiles were randomly generated, by as-
suming that the probability of a weather impacted region of apar-
ticular size was proportional to the intensity of the weather fore-
cast in the region. In the terminal area environment, the Route
Availability Planning Tool (RAPT) uses Lincoln Lab Convective
Weather Forecasts to model jet route blockage deterministically.
The product is used operationally in the New York area airports
to help controllers determine if aircraft can take off over rela-
tively short time horizons[13].

B. Contributions of this paper

While the efforts described above assumed the existence of re-
liable probabilistic weather (or capacity) forecasts, no attempts
have been made made to evaluate the quality of existing fore-
cast products nor their predictions, but instead the forecasts were
treated as ground truth. In contrast, this paper explicitlyconsid-
ers the problem of understanding and validating weather fore-
casts, and developing techniques that will help integrate them
into ATM decision-making in a reliable and meaningful fash-
ion. We adopt a data-driven approach to achieving this objec-
tive. We make use of state-of-the-art aviation convective weather
forecasts, developed by MIT Lincoln Laboratory, to identify ro-
bust routes, that is, routes that are likely to remain viablein the
actual weather that materializes. We consider various features
(characteristics) of the forecast weather along arrival and depar-
ture routes, and identify features with high correlation with route
blockage. Using techniques from machine learning, we propose
potential classification algorithms that predict whether agiven
route is likely to be open or blocked in actual weather, based
on the values of different features of the route, as determined
by the forecast. We compare these techniques with each other
as well as the naive prediction (which would treat the forecast
as ground truth, and classify a route as blocked if it is blocked
in the forecast weather). We evaluate these different approaches
using several metrics, such as the accuracy (the fraction oftime
that the prediction is correct), the false positive rate (the fraction
of time that we forecast that the route will be open but it endsup
being closed), the false negative rate (the fraction of the time that
we forecast that the route will be closed, but instead it remains
viable), etc.

II. PROBLEM DESCRIPTION

In this section we formalize the problem of identifying robust
routes in the terminal area. We also introduce the Lincoln Lab
Convective Weather Forecast (CWF) and the dynamic forecast
grid, used in constructing our route robustness model. For sim-

plicity, we consider the case of airports with well-defined arrival
and departure gates through with most aircraft are routed. An
instance of such an airport is Hartsfield Atlanta International air-
port (ATL), which uses four arrival gates in the NE, NW, SE and
SW corners, and four departure gates in the North, South, East
and West corners.

A. Terminal-area model

Consider the following version of the route robustness prob-
lem, illustrated in Figure 1. The input is a terminal-area, defined
by two concentric circles: an outer circleCO of radiusR, and
an inner circleCI of radiusr. The outer circleCO represents the
points at which arriving aircraft first enter the terminal airspace,
andR is typically 40 nautical miles, or 75 km. The inner circle
CI represents the point at which aircraft start their final approach
into the airport. In contrast, departures traverse the terminal-area
in the reverse direction, entering it close to the airport atCI and
exiting it through the outer boundaryCO.

Figure 1:Model of terminal-area flows. Arrival flows enters through the outer
circle CO and flow into the inner circleCI , while departure flows (denoted by
grey arrows) travel in the reverse direction. The red regionrepresents a forecast
weather hazard.

Given a route (for example, a path between an arrival gate
on CO and a point onCI , a weather forecast provides us with a
prediction of where the weather obstacles will be located, and
therefore a prediction of whether the route will remain or not.
However, we note that weather forecasts are not always accurate.
Figure 2 (left) shows an illustrative example: three paths overlaid
on a 60-min weather forecast on the left; and the same paths
overlaid on the observed weather for that scenario on the right.
We notice that two of the three paths (denoted by blue lines) are
predicted to be open but are blocked by weather in reality, while
the third (denoted by a red line) is forecast to be blocked, but is
open in the weather that actually materializes.

B. Problem statement

The objective of this paper is to determine routes that are likely
to be robust to weather disruptions, by understanding and incor-
porating the inherent uncertainty associated with weatherfore-
casts. In other words, our problem can be stated as follows:
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Figure 2:An example of forecast inaccuracy. The figure on the left shows the
forecast, while the corresponding observed weather is on the right. We note that
two of the paths are forecast to be open but are blocked in reality, while a third is
forecast to be blocked but is open in reality.

Given a weather forecast for some time in the future and a set
of predetermined potential routes, we would like to best identify
those routes that are likely to be open in the actual weather that
materializes and also quantify the uncertainty associatedwith
our prediction mechanism.

In the approach that we follow to solve this problem, we use
the following definition for an open route.

Definition 1 A route is defined to beopenor clear in the ob-
served weather if there exists a route that is not impacted by
weather within a small neighborhood of the original route.

This relaxed definition allows for slight deviations in a
planned route that reflect the “wiggle room” or the ability ofan
aircraft to make small adjustments to the planned route.

This problem stated above is an important one from the air
traffic management perspective for several reasons. First,it aims
to capture trends in how the impact of observed weather on
routes differs from predicted impact, rather than by simplyevalu-
ating forecasts using pixel-by-pixel comparisons [14]. Second, it
takes into account the realities of scheduling aircraft routes, such
as the ability to allow small deviations from planned routeswith-
out effecting operations. Third, this approach suggests that in
the terminal-area, the theoretical capacity may not be a sufficient
metric to measure the impact of weather on air traffic flows [11].
This is because while the theoretical capacity might predict that
N aircraft will be able to enter airspace over the next hour, it
may not indicate the possibility (which is critical for planning)
that these aircraft must necessarily arrive from the West. Further-
more, it is possible for the theoretical capacity forecast to exactly
match the realized theoretical capacity, and yet require that air-
craft use trajectories that are very far from the original planned
routes.

C. Lincoln Lab’s Convective Weather Forecast

In order to assess the robustness of a route to the differences
between the forecast and actual weather, it is necessary to first se-
lect a weather forecast. This paper uses the state-of-the-art Lin-
coln Lab Convective Weather Forecast (CWF), which is briefly
described in this section.
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Figure 3:Sample Lincoln Lab Convective Weather Forecast near ATL.

The 0-2 hour CWF consists of a grid of 1km x 1km pixels
covering a large portion of the NAS [15]. Each pixel containsa
predicted value of Vertically Integrated Liquid (VIL), indicated
by an integer value in the range[0,255]. Figure 3 shows a sample
forecast for ATL. These VIL values are divided into seven lev-
els of convective activity, ranging from level 1 (minor) to level
6 (very severe). A VIL value above a certain threshold (133, in
practice) in the observed data corresponds to weather of severity
level 3 or higher, which is commonly considered to be hazardous
to pilots. A forecast has a horizon that spans every 5 minute in-
crement between 5 and 120 minutes, and is updated every 5 min-
utes. In other words, at timeT0, forecasts are available for time
T0+5,T0+10,T0+15, . . . ,T0+120. The forecast data is accom-
panied by observed VIL values for the same region of airspace
at that time, providing data that can be used for evaluating the
quality of the forecast.

The static CWF is useful in obtaining a general idea of what
weather will look like, and is used in various decision support
tools by air traffic controllers and airlines. Lincoln Lab, as well
as other entities that develop forecast products, provide daily
statistics such as rates of false positives, false negatives, and a
skill score, but these are pixel-based, and often ad hoc. It is im-
portant to note that no large-scale historical evaluation of forecast
accuracy for ATM decision-making has been performed so far.

D. Dynamic weather grid

To model aircraft moving through the terminal area, it’s nec-
essary to use a different time horizon for different aircraft posi-
tions. We achieve this dynamic weather grid by splicing together
weather data for time instantst that increase from the outer to
inner circle for arrivals, and decrease from the outer to inner cir-
cle for departures. The distance between two concentric circles
in the grid (shown in Figure 4) corresponds to the distance flown
by a typical aircraft in 5 min.

Figure 4 contains a sample dynamic weather grid for arriv-
ing aircraft. We assume aircraft arrive atCO at time t, with a
t0- minute time horizon. For departures, the corresponding dy-
namic grid assumes aircraft arrive atCI at timet, with the same
t0-minute time horizon. This grid will therefore be used for plan-
ning at the current time, namely, timet − t0.
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Figure 4: Sample forecast region for arrivals, created by splicing together
consecutive 5-minute forecasts. This is for a 30-minute time horizon on July 29,
2007, where aircraft reach the outer circle at time 21:00.

III. G ENERATION OF DATA SETS

As has been mentioned before, this paper adopts a data-driven
approach of identifying routes that are likely to be robust to the
inaccuracies in the forecast. The approach is based on a large-
scale evaluation of the performance of the Convective Weather
Forecast, and the difference in predicted and observed impact
on routes. An essential step is therefore the generation of the
necessary data sets, which consists of the selection of forecast
and observed weather scenarios, selection of potential arrival and
departure routes, and the validation of these routes in observed
weather, as described in this section.

A. Selection of weather scenarios

A dataset was created containing routes for several weather
scenarios during each of the 18 most weather-impacted days in
ATL during the months of June and July 2007, when ranked ac-
cording to weather-related delays.

Although the Lincoln Lab CWF data can be described as a ma-
trix of integers in the range[0,255], the archives of this data are
kept in a proprietary format, and each day of data takes several
hours to extract, yielding 30 GB of uncompressed binary data.
To identify convective weather scenarios for the ATL terminal-
area, the forecasts for the airspace surrounding ATL were ex-
tracted and visualized for the entire two-month time period, to
identify the time periods with maximum convective weather ac-
tivity. This resulted in an average of 4 weather scenarios per day,
separated from each other by at least 30 minutes, and yieldeda
total of over 300 trajectories in forecast weather. Eight datasets
were created, corresponding to the 10-, 30-, 60-, and 90-minute
time horizons for both departures and arrivals.

B. Route selection in the forecast grid

Potential aircraft trajectories through the forecast gridof each
weather scenario are generated by sampling eight straight routes
from C0 to CI , as depicted in Figure 5. These eight trajectories
represent a sampling of routes through varying weather forecasts.
Arrival trajectories point toward the inner circle, while the depar-
ture trajectories are oriented in the opposite direction.

Figure 5:Eight routes selected through a 60-minute departure forecast scenario
for June 12 2007 at 6AM at ATL.

C. Validation of routes in the observed weather grid

Each pathP generated in the manner described above is eval-
uated using the observed weather data. A routeP is defined as
openif there exists a corresponding route in the observed weather
grid which is withinB km of P and does not pass through any ac-
tual weather hazards. ThisB-km neighborhood allows for slight
perturbations in the path (of the order of several kilometers),
which represents only a slight change from the original planned
trajectory,P.

Open routes are synthesized by solving the following modi-
fied shortest-path problem through the dynamic grid of observed
weather:

Construct a directed graphG(N ,A ) such that the set of
nodesN contains all pixels withinB km of P (in the dynamic
observed weather grid) which are free of weather hazards, and
such that each set of adjacent nodes form an arca∈ A as long
as the arc moves towards the center. At timet, a unit of flow
is sent from a set of source nodesS = CO ∩N (the subset
of nodes lying on the outer circleCO) to a set of sink nodes
T = T =CI ∩N . For simplicity, we use a standard transforma-
tion and introduce a supersourcēS and a supersinkT̄ , and route
one unit of flow between the two through the source nodes and
sink nodes [16]. Define NX(i, j) to be the nodek ∈ N which
constitutes a straight next arc if(i, j) is used. In other words,
nodesi, j,k form a straight line in the observed weather grid,
pointing towards the center. The objective is to find the mini-
mum cost flowf such that out of all minimum cost flows,f has
the minimum number of turns.

This problem is modeled by the IP below, which is a slight
modification to the shortest path problem. This problem is solved
for each of the selected routes in the data set; the infeasibility
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of the problem implies that the route is blocked in the observed
weather grid, feasibility implies that the route is considered open.
A version of this problem can be also be solved with different
sets of sources and sinks to generate a large set of candidate
paths for a given weather forecast scenario [14]. Furthermore,
although the construction above models the case of arrivals, the
exact same IP can be used to model departures as well, as long
as the underlying dynamic grid is changed.

xi j := flow on arc(i, j) ∈ A

zi j := 1 if (i, j) ∈ A is a turn,0 otherwise.

min ∑
(i, j)∈A

ci j xi j + λ ∑
(i, j)∈A

zi j

s.t. ∑
j∈N :

(i, j)∈A

xi j − ∑
j∈N :

( j ,i)∈A

x ji = bi ∀i ∈ N (1)

zi j ≥ xi j − ∑
k∈NX(i, j):

( j ,k)∈A

x jk ∀(i, j) ∈ A (2)

x∈ {0,1}n (3)

z∈ {0,1}n (4)

Constraints (1) are the flow balance constraints, withbi :=−1
for a supersourceS̄ , bi := +1 for a supersinkT̄ , andbi := 0 for
all other nodesi in N . Constraints (2) in conjunction with the
penalty term in the objective function serve to minimize thenum-
ber of turns in the path without changing the path length, since
it is desirable that aircraft trajectories have a limited number of
turns for simplicity. All arcs that follow(i, j), except( j,k) for
k = NX(i, j), pay a penalty in the objective function.λ is cho-
sen to be sufficiently small (less than the maximum length of any
path) to ensure that a longer route with fewer turns is never cho-
sen. Finally,x andz are binary variables because a single path
cannot be split up, and the existence of a turn is a binary quality.

D. Dataset Details

The overall statistics of the route blockage datasets for arrivals
and departures at the four time horizons studied are listed in
Table 1. Each dataset contains approximately 400 routes, the
majority of which are open. The percentages of open forecast
routes (routes which do not pass through Level 3+ weather in the
dynamic forecast grid) are between 50 and 60 percent for both
arrivals and departures, meaning that approximately half of the
routes in the dataset are forecast to be blocked. However, these
same routes are open roughly 77% of the time in the weather
that materializes (that is, there is a route in the neighborhood of
the original path which does not pass through Level 3+ weather
in the dynamic observed weather grid). The last two columns
indicate how the forecasts and true weather differ for individ-
ual routes. Routes that are forecast as open are overwhelmingly
open in the observed weather grid, with rates of 86% and above.
Arrivals have slightly lower rates than departures, and therates

t0
# Fx Open Act. Open % Act. Open % Act. Closed

Paths (%) (%) | Fx Open | Fx Closed

A
rr

iv
al

s 10 408 50 77 98 44
30 408 51 77 96 42
60 384 56 77 92 41
90 392 60 77 86 38

D
ep

ar
tu

re
s

10 408 55 78 98 47
30 408 52 78 96 42
60 384 53 78 94 40
90 392 60 77 90 43

Table 1:Overall dataset statistics for each of the 8 datasets. Fx Open (Actual
Open) refers to the percent of routes that are open in the forecast (actual) weather
grid. [Act. open| Fx Open] refers to the percentage of forecast open routes which
are open in the actual weather as well. [Act. closed| Fx closed] has the similar
connotation for closed routes.

decrease with increasing time horizon. Both of these trendsare
to be expected, because arrivals typically encounter the bottle-
neck at the end of their route through terminal airspace, where
the forecasts are less accurate. Finally, routes that are forecast as
closed are closed in the true weather less than 50% of the time,
across the board. These low rates reflect the effect of the addi-
tional flexibility allowed for finding routes in the actual weather.
Figure 6 contains examples of routes synthesized in the forecast
grid, along with the same routes validated against the observed
weather.

The raw data suggest that subject to minor adjustments, plan-
ning at a 10-, 30-, 60-, and 90-minute time horizon is quite rea-
sonable, as routes that are forecast to be open end up being over-
whelmingly so. This is encouraging, and shows that allowing
even small adjustments from fixed arrival routes can improvethe
quality of decision-making based on the forecast. The next sec-
tions explore how we can learn more from these data sets, and
better predict blockage based on the forecast data.

IV. FEATURE SELECTION

Once a dataset of routes through the weather-constrained
terminal-area is available, it is interesting to identify characteris-
tics of the convective forecast which may best reflect the likeli-
hood that a trajectory will be unblocked in the observed weather.

A. Potential features of interest

For each path, ten features of interest were indentified and
each feature was correlated with route blockage. The ten features
of the forecast weather, chosen for their possible correlation with
route blockage, are listed below:

1 Mean VIL along the path
2 Standard Deviation of VIL along the path
3 Minimum distance to level 3+ weather along the path
4 Mean distance to level 3+ weather along the path
5 Maximum VIL in neighborhood of the path
6 Theoretical capacity for the weather scenario
7 Number of segments in the minimum cut
8 Length of the minimum cut segment (bottleneck) that the

path passes through
9 Length of tightest bottleneck
10 Maximum density of L3+ weather along path
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Figure 6:Sample routes in a dynamic forecast grid are on the left-handcolumn, and the corresponding routes in the actual weather are on the right-hand column.
The top weather scenario is an arrival route from June 8, 2007at 2130hrs with a 60-minute time horizon, and depicts a situation where the route that is open according
to the forecast ends up open in the actual weather that materialized. The middle scenario is an arrival route from June 19,2007 at 1930hrs with a 30-minute time
horizon. In this situation, the forecast route is not open inthe observed weather grid. The bottom one shows a departure from July 7, 2007 at 1930hrs with a
90-minute time horizon. The precise forecast route is blocked according to the forecast, but a nearby route is availablein the true weather grid.
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The first 4 features are reasonably self-explanatory, but the
others require some explanation. Feature 5 is the maximum VIL
forecast in the neighborhood of radiusB along the path, where
B is the same as in the integer program in Section II. Features
6,7, and 8 refer to the theoretical capacity of the forecast grid
and the corresponding minimum cut, and are computed using
continuous max flow theory and the techniques described in [17,
11]. Feature 9 contains the length of the minimum bottleneck
through which the route passes. Finally, Feature 10 is meant
to indicate the intensity of the weather in the neighborhoodof
the route. It is computed by taking aB km neighborhood of the
route, and finding the strip of pixels perpendicular to the route
with the largest percentage of Level 3+ forecast pixels. If the
route is forecast to pass through Level 3+ weather, Features8-9
will be 0, but Feature 10 may still contain pertinent information
about the nature of the weather through which the route passes.

B. Feature selection

Previous work by the authors computed the simple correla-
tions for each feature with blockage, giving smooth estimates of
the probability of blockage at each feature level [14]. To eval-
uate features for classification and gain a better understanding
of which features best correlate with blockage individually, we
compute the Mutual Information between each featureXi and the
blockage labely (+1 for open, -1 for blocked).

Mutual information is an information-theoretic measure ofthe
dependence between two random variablesX andY, and mea-
sures how much the uncertainty ofX is reduced ifY is observed.
Note that this measure considers each feature individuallyand
does not capture situations in which two random variables com-
bined correlate very well withy. For discrete random variables
X andY, their mutual information,I [X;Y], can be expressed as

I [X;Y] = ∑
x∈X

∑
y∈Y

P(x,y) log
P(x,y)

P(x)P(y)

To compute mutual information, it is necessary to have access
to the density functions for the corresponding random variables.
When the dataset size is much larger than the range size of the
joint p.d.fFX,Y, we can choose the Maximum Likelihood param-
eter estimates of the p.d.f.s as good approximations. For the case
of continuous random variables, the data are discretized byplac-
ing points intok equally sized bins. We note that there are other
approaches to approximating MI for continuous distributions, in-
volving setting bin sizes so that the data points are equallydis-
tributed between the bins, which is a better approximation to true
entropy [18, 19]; however, for simplicity, these methods are not
adopted here.

Figure 7 contains a comparison of mutual information (MI)
across features and time horizons for both departure and arrival
datasets. It is seen that MI decreases overall as the time hori-
zon increases, which reflects the decreased forecast accuracy at
longer time horizons. In addition, departures have slightly higher
MI than arrivals across the board, which can be explained by the
fact (also discussed in Section III.D) that departures enter the
bottleneck of their path (close to the inner circle) at the start of

their time through the terminal area. Features 1, 2 and 10 con-
sistently have the highest MI scores, while features 6 and 7 have
the lowest.

The above analysis provides a better understanding of how
well the features of a convective weather forecast correlate with
route blockage. In the next section, the selected features will be
used to predict robust routes, though the use of methods from
machine learning.

V. CLASSIFICATION

In this section, using the route data set described in sections
III and IV, techniques from machine learning are adapted to bet-
ter predict the possibility of route blockage in actual weather.
Specifically, a classifier is trained to predict, given the features
of a route in forecast weather, whether the route will be openor
blocked in the actual weather that materializes. This prediction
is also associated with a probability, which is determined by the
performance metrics of the classifier.

A. Training objectives

When evaluating a classifier, the class predications are com-
pared with the actual classes of a test set, according to the stan-
dardtwo-class confusion matrix:

Predicted Open Predicted Blocked

Actual Open TP (True Positive) FN (False Negative)
Actual Blocked FP (False Positive) TN (True Negative)

Although it is typically desirable to maximize the accuracy
(total correctly predicted items) of a classifier on a test set, the
setting of aviation weather warrants a modified objective. In-
deed, due to safety concerns, it is more important to correctly
predict a route that ends up blocked than one that ends up open.
This emphasis on correctly predicting members of the blocked
class (minimizing false positives) is complicated by the fact that
the dataset is imbalanced, having fewer blocked examples than
open, making it inherently harder to perform well on the minor-
ity class.

In addition to the FP and FN rate, we compute the follow-
ing (standard) performance metrics to the evaluate our classifier:
a− = TN

TN+FP, a+ = TP
TP+FN , g-mean =

√
a− ∗a+, and accuracy

= TP+TN
n , wheren is the total number of routes in the data set.

a− (also known as recall) is a measure of how well the classifier
performs on members of the blocked (minority) class. We will
seek to maximize this value through classification.

B. Two ensemble classifiers

The Machine Learning literature has shown that ensemble
classifiers tend to perform well on imbalanced datasets, outper-
forming non-ensemble methods[20, 21]. We trained two clas-
sifiers using the R language for statistical computing alongthe
lines of [22]: an Ensemble of Support Vector Machines (En-
sSVM), and a weighted random forest (WRF). This section de-
scribes the training process.

For both classifiers, we created identical training and testdata
sets from each base route dataset. We partitioned the base dataset
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Figure 7:Comparison of mutual information values across features and time horizons for both arrivals (left) and departures (right)

randomly so that the training set had 70% of instances, and the
test set 30%, making sure that weather scenarios from the same
date were not split up, so as not to introduce bias. The training
set was then further processed when setting up the ensemble:m
blocked instances of the training set were set aside, andN boot-
strap samples of sizem were created from the open instances.
The blocked set was then combined with each of the bootstrap
samples to createN training bootstrap training sets. This way,
each of theN bootstrap sets had a balance between open and
blocked instances.

TheseN bootstrap samples were then used to train the two
types of classifiers. EnsSVM was trained with an RBF kernel,
and 5-fold cross validation was used to tune the parameters.The
WRF was trained using the rpart package for R [23] for a large
set of weights, where a higher weight increases the penalty for
missclassifying blocked examples.

In both cases, the resulting ensemble classifier uses the major-
ity vote of the ensemble to classify new routes.

C. Results for Ensemble SVM

Table 2 shows the results for the ensemble SVM classifier at
all four time horizons of interest, for both arrivals and departures.
All metrics shown are the average of 5 runs of the classifier (on
independently generated test/training sets), to account for vari-
ability in training.

The table illustrates two major trends. At the shortest time
horizons of 10- and 30-minutes, the ensemble does not sig-
nificantly improve the performance of the forecast on blocked
routes, since the recall rates (a−) of the clasifier and forecast are
very close together. This is not surprising since at these short
time horizons, there is very little room for improvement, and the
weather forecasts are known to be more accurate.

There is clear improvement in the recall rate of the classifier
at 60- and 90- minute time horizons. Arrivals at 60-minutes post
a 3.5% improvement in recall rate over the weather forecast,at

a matching cost to accuracy. At 90-minutes, the improvementin
recall rate is close to 10%, with a cost to accuracy of 13%.

Thus EnsSVM is successful in combining the features of a
given weather scenario and using them to predict route blockage,
with higher recall rates than the weather forecast. This decrease
in the false positive rate comes at an expected tradeoff withaccu-
racy, due to the conservative objective function we placed on the
learning algorithm, and the imbalance between open and blocked
routes.

D. Results for the weighted random forest

The performance of the WRF classifier is similar to that of
EnsSVM, as it is successful in learning from the features to pre-
dict blocked routes, at a cost to overall accuracy. Althoughthe
associated metrics are omitted due to space constraints, the ex-
plicit penalty on misclassifying blocked routes in the WRF (in
the form of a weight in the training loss function), providesan
illustration of the tradeoff between FP rate and accuracy.

Figure 8 depicts this relationship for the 10- and 90-minute
time horizons. A diagonal trend is evident between the FP rate
and the accuracy rate of the WRF. The color of each point rep-
resents the size of the weights in the training function, andthe
ellipses indicate approximately where points of various weights
tend to be located. Points associated with a lower weight tend to
be in the top right (higher FP rate and accuracy), while points as-
sociated with a lower weight tend to be in the bottom left (lower
FP rate and accuracy).

E. Two more classifiers

Two additional classifiers were trained on the route blockage
data set, in order to validate the results above and compare with
other classification methods. EnsSVM and WRF outperformed
them in terms of maximizing recall. Due to space constraintswe
only include brief descriptions and summaries of results.

We trained (regular) SVMs using two different data sets. The
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10-min 30-min 60-min 90-min

A
rr

iv
al

s

EnSVM Fx EnSVM Fx EnSVM Fx EnSVM Fx

Acc 70.168 69.252 66.600 67.966 67.640 71.134 58.620 71.592
a− 98.674 98.148 5.326 87.144 89.562 86.122 73.652 63.672
a+ 63.524 62.792 58.584 60.376 60.906 66.616 54.540 72.728

g-mean 0.792 0.782 0.694 0.718 0.738 0.760 0.596 0.676
% TP 51.660 50.908 45.322 46.490 46.630 50.972 47.016 61.772
% FP 0.344 0.512 2.506 2.314 2.506 3.356 3.424 5.214
% TN 18.510 18.344 21.282 21.474 21.008 20.158 11.608 9.818
% FN 29.488 30.238 30.890 29.720 29.854 25.512 37.956 23.198

D
ep

ar
tu

re
s

Acc 77.986 76.806 69.454 69.620 63.776 69.102 60.574 71.538
a− 92.110 92.110 93.640 91.530 83.026 80.640 83.994 71.132
a+ 73.786 72.414 61.132 62.312 57.824 65.468 54.454 70.970

g-mean 0.822 0.816 0.750 0.754 0.676 0.722 0.658 0.708
% TP 59.320 58.142 47.544 48.324 47.724 53.596 42.108 55.326
% FP 1.434 1.434 1.274 1.892 2.712 3.260 3.890 6.144
% TN 18.666 18.666 21.910 21.292 16.054 15.504 18.466 16.210
% FN 20.580 21.756 29.274 28.492 33.510 27.636 35.536 22.318

Table 2:Results for (the average of 5 runs of) the Ensemble SVM classifier, for arrivals and departures

Figure 8:Comparison of false positive and accuracy rates of the weighted random forest classifier over several iterations with weight Wt, for 10-min (left) and
90-min (right) time horizons. In general, a lower false positive rate is accompanied by lower accuracy (bottom left region), and higher weight (penalty against false
positives) generally results in a classifier with lower FP rate.

first was a simple (imbalanced) partition of the base data setinto
a training and test set. The second oversampled the minority
class to produce a balanced dataset. An SVM with an RBF kernal
was trained on each data set using 5-fold cross validation toop-
timize for recall. A separate classifier was trained on many sub-
sets of features, and feature combinations were selected based
on mutual information and by balancing different feature types
(features related to the weather grid such as theoretical capacity,
and features related to the specific route such as mean VIL along
the route). However, both data sets resulted in classifiers with
very high FP rates, though they also had higher accuracy rates
than the forecast.

A decision tree was trained on an imbalanced data set. In or-
der to maximize the recall rate, a weighted loss function wasused
just like for the WRF. Even with a high penalty for missclassi-
fying the blocked class, the resulting classifier had very high FP
rates, though once again they had higher accuracy rates thanthe
forecast. Just like for SVMs, the classifiers failed to effectively

learn from the features set to detect false positives.

VI. CAPACITY FORECASTS FROM PREDICTIONS OF ROUTE

BLOCKAGE

The route blockage model can be used to create a stochastic
model of capacity. This section presents an initial versionof such
a model, for the case of arrivals. For an airport withm arrival
gates (in the case of ATL,m= 4), and for a given time horizon
t0, we can forecast capacity in the following way. First, four
routes are sampled, each sourced from a different quadrant of the
outer circleCO through the forecast grid. Next, the classification
error rates of EnsSVM (Tables 2) can be used to represent the
the probability that the route will be blocked in the true weather
grid given the EnsSVM prediction. LetC be the clear-weather
capacity of the airspace. Then the capacity of the the airspace can
be forecast asCk

m with probability Pr( exactlyk of the synthesized
routes are open), which will be a binomial distribution.
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VII. C ONCLUSION

This paper presents a data-driven approach to the prediction of
routes that are likely to be robust to the inaccuracies of convec-
tive weather forecasts. In contrast to prior research in airtraffic
management which assumed the presence of accurate determin-
istic or probabilistic capacity forecasts as inputs, this approach
evaluates features of weather forecasts, and selects ones that have
high correlation with route blockage in observed weather. These
features are then utilized in classification algorithms based on
machine learning techniques to predict, given a set of poten-
tial routes and a weather forecast, which routes are likely to be
blocked and which ones will be open in the observed weather.
The performance of the proposed classifiers is evaluated and
compared to the naive forecast predictions, using several met-
rics including the false positive rate (or FP rate, when a route is
predicted to be open but is blocked in the weather that materi-
alizes), and the overall accuracy. It is shown that the classifiers
can be optimized to minimize the FP rate, which is important for
this application, and the tradeoffs between overall accuracy and
the FP rate illustrated. Finally, a possible approach to using these
route robustness models to obtain probabilistic capacity forecasts
is discussed.
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