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While automated weather observing systems (AWOS) have been a fixture at
airports for many years, what some feel is the next generation of the technology
has been gaining in popularity. The SuperAWOS, devised by Maryland airport
owner David Wartofsky, has had a long and twisting road to certification. The
homegrown system was originally designated as a unicom device for airfields
without tower communication, but Wartofsky imbued it with a degree of artificial
intelligence (Al).

Like every other non-tower general aviation airport, Potomac Airfield faced the
problem of how to provide Unicom coverage. Most airports look to a commercial
tenant or FBO to provide that.

With a pre-airport management background in designing life-saving high-tech
medical equipment, Wartofsky created a unit that would monitor radio traffic in the
area and respond when needed, as well as provide weather information to pilots.
“For example, if you are coming into Potomac Airfield and say, ‘Potomac Airfield
121 inbound, anyone in the pattern?’ and no one replies, our system listening to
the frequency knows that and says, ‘Good evening, this is Potomac Airfield
automated unicom, wind 220/7 conditions favor Runway 24 pilot’s discretion.”

In essence, said Wartofsky, the system acts as a receptionist and more. “The
objective of the Al was to create a system that would act like an intelligent weather
observer/pilot sitting out on the airport constantly evaluating,” he said. “Whenever
a pilot asks for information, this Al would give just what the pilot needs that’s
important for flight operations.”

Expanded Capabilities

After years of development and certification bureaucracy, Wartofsky added other
abilities that enabled the unit to unlock IFR approaches for airports, including
approved altimeter check source, approved visibility source, radio check capability,
ELT monitoring, and a semi-classified exotic radio transceiver that can detect weak
transmissions at a range of 20 miles. A version currently under development even
incorporates TCAS.

As the unit’s capabilities grew, so did its size, and the SuperAWOS eventually
outgrew its original housing. "I picked that two [cu] foot cube because it was the
largest all-weather enclosure that | could buy off the shelf that would go through
the door of my Skymaster,” said Wartofsky.

The goal was to make the system as user-friendly as possible. The early units were
clamped directly to the airport’s windsock pole, which was usually powered for
lighting. The SuperAWOS tapped into this source to charge its batteries. While the
latest unit stands alone, it is as simple to install as the original, according to
Wartofsky. “It’s in a crate at 8 a.m. and by noon it is up and running.”

The units have shown their durability, with some in operation for more than a
decade. “Since 1994, no airport has ever spent a dime maintaining any of our
equipment,” according to Wartofsky, who credits his med-tech background for their
reliability. In terms of accuracy and reliability, there is redundancy and diagnostics
built in, and if that fails, Big Brother is always watching. Each of the 45 latest
satcom-equipped units currently in operation sends regular satellite uplinks
containing weather observations, usage statistics and system diagnostics to a
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