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Simon Keeling explains how to use a DIY weather chart to predict the weather

How to draw fronts 
on a weather chart

WEATHER WISE Dr Simon Keeling is an author and 
broadcaster who teaches  the dark 
art of forecasting to sailors (see 
weatherschool.co.uk). He issues 
weekly forecasts at YBW.com

In the last two issues of 
Yachting Monthly,  
I explained how to draw your 
own weather charts, using 
the Shipping and Inshore 

Waters forecasts broadcast on 
Radio 4 and RYA Metmaps (which 
you can print from my website:  
www.sailingweather.co.uk). Now, 
after taking down the broadcast, 
plotting the observations and 
forecasts, identifying areas of high 
and low pressure and drawing 
isobars to join lines of equal 
pressure, it’s time for the final 
stage: identifying and marking 
fronts. You can then use the  
scales printed on the Metmap to 
predict windspeed and how the 
fronts will move.

A front is a totally artificial 
construct. It simply exists on a 
weather chart to help explain why 
the weather is doing what it is 
doing, where it has come from, 
and where it might be going.

You need to have a fairly loose 
attitude to the drawing of fronts. 
This is not an exact science, so be 
prepared to make mistakes and to 
have to rub out and start again. 

So, where do we start? First, 
look for obvious clues in the 
Shipping and Inshore Waters 

forecasts. If you’re lucky, the 
broadcast might give you 
the actual position of a front 
(sometimes included in the 
Inshore Waters, only very rarely in 
the Shipping Forecast). If you’re 
very lucky, you may even get a 
forecast position, too. 

More subtle clues include 
statements about the position of 
low pressure and where it is going. 
Low-pressure areas generally have 
fronts wrapped around them, and 
the more vigorous the low – the 

more weather it is producing – the 
higher the chance that a front will 
be clearly identifiable.

Sometimes the fronts are 
elusive, so we need to use our 
knowledge of the weather each 
front brings to assess where 
they may be. It is wise to brush 
up on your knowledge of frontal 
weather: for example, a warm 

front brings rain, poor visibility, 
falling pressure ahead of it, then 
rising temperatures and a veering 
wind behind it.

Many weather books, including 
my own, describe the sequence 
of weather, pressure and wind 
associated with each front.

On your plotted Metmap chart, 
look for changes in wind direction. 

Typically, winds will veer (shift in 
a clockwise direction) as a front 
passes through, so a clue may 
be a windshift from westerly to 
northwesterly. But do be careful, 
because a ridge of high pressure 
building into an area can also  
bring backing winds.

Of course, the wind change 
should be accompanied by 
weather and a change in visibility. 
For example, if a warm front is 
passing through an area you 
should expect a veer in the wind, 
a reduction in visibility, and a 
statement such as ‘fair at first, rain 
later’. This all confirms that a warm 
front is going to affect the area 
during the forecast period.

If a cold front is passing through, 
again look for the wind change, 
but also expect visibility to 
improve and the weather forecast 
to perhaps be ‘rain then showers’.

The reports from coastal 
stations include useful statements 
about pressure. This tends to 
become steady as a warm front 
passes (‘falling more slowly’), 
or rise quite quickly behind cold 
fronts (‘rising more quickly’). So, 
add the information from coastal 
reports to the information you 
have plotted for each area, and 

This is not an exact science, be 
prepared to make mistakes and to 
have to rub out and start again

‘Fronts help to explain why the 
weather is doing what it’s doing, 
where it has come from,  
and where it might be going’
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A cold front sweeps 
over the Solent. 
Drawing fronts on a 
weather chart is not 
an exact science
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Read on to find out how to predict a front’s position in the future

How to use a Metmap 
to predict the weather

you should start to be able to 
identify where a front might be.

Lightly sketch in where you 
think fronts might be before 
drawing in the isobars. Then, try to 
make the isobars match the fronts, 
showing a relevant change in wind 
direction along the front. This is 
shown by a kink in the isobars.

Using a Metmap to plot your 
own weather chart isn’t just about 
drawing up a chart of current 
weather conditions – after all, you 
can get an analysis chart from 
many websites. The DIY chart 
comes into its own in two stages. 
The first is the act of drawing  
the chart. By taking time to 
transcribe the Shipping and 
Inshore Waters forecast, 
transferring the information onto 
the Metmap and then analysing 
the chart, you are gaining 
an understanding of current 
conditions and getting ‘under  
the skin’ of the weather.

The second stage is using the 
information we have plotted to 
make a more detailed and precise 
prediction of how conditions will 
affect your sailing area in the  
next 24 hours. We’ll do this by 
using the measuring scales  
printed on the Metmap.

What the scales mean

1Take a look in the bottom 
right-hand corner of your 
Metmap. There are two scales, 

one labelled ‘2mb intervals’ and the 
other ‘4mb intervals’. Which scale 
you use depends upon whether 
you have drawn isobars every two 
or four millibars. Each of the scales 
is labelled A, B and C. These are 
used to measure windspeed on the 
Beaufort Scale (A), and the speed 
of movement of warm (B) and cold 
fronts (C), both in knots.

How to use them

2But how do you use the 
scales? Let’s measure 
windspeed, using the 4mb 

scale. Select the area where you 
wish to measure the windspeed. 
Using a ruler, dividers or anything 
else, measure a distance of  
4 millibars perpendicular to the 
isobars, across the area for which 
you are forecasting. Now, place your 
measuring tool on the far left of 
the scale and measure the distance 
found between the isobars, to the 
right. The figure on the scale gives 
an estimated Beaufort windspeed. 
Notice how the greater the distance 
you measure from the left of  
the scale, the lighter the winds  
(ie the further apart the isobars).

How fast the fronts move

3You can use a similar technique 
to measure the speed at which 
fronts will move. To estimate the 

speed of movement at a particular 
point along the front, once again 
measure 4 millibars across it. Next, 
using either scale B or C (depending 
on whether you’re measuring a warm 
or cold front), measure from the 
left of the scale to obtain a speed of 
movement of the front in knots. 

LEFT: Measure 4mb across the front. 
ABOVE: Scale C gives the speed at 
which a cold front will move

The figure on the scale gives an estimated Beaufort wind speed
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Dr Simon Keeling’s 
latest CD-ROM, GRIB 
for Sailors, explains 
how to plot your own 
forecast charts using 
free online data. 

WEATHER WISE

FREE DOWNLOAD
If you missed the other two parts of this series and 
you’re wondering how to plot observations and 
forecasts, identify areas of high and low pressure and 
draw isobars, you can download and print them from 
our website: yachtingmonthly.com/weatherwise

While practising our ‘Metmapping’ skills in the 
Yachting Monthly office, we put together a crib sheet 
for quick reference, with wind strength symbols,  
isobar intervals and a wind angle compass rose. 
You can download a copy from our website: 
yachtingmonthly.com/cribsheet 

How to predict a 
front’s position

4 Let’s assume a 
front is moving 
at 25 knots. In 

10 hours, it will have 
moved 250 nautical 
miles. Using the scale 
at the bottom of the 
map, we can estimate 
the position of the front 
in 10 hours. Remember 
that the front will move 
in the direction to which 
it is pointing.

Practice  
makes perfect

5Now that you have 
the information 
you need to create 

your own weather chart, 
it really is a case of 
practice makes perfect. 
Try to transcribe a 
Shipping and Inshore 
Waters forecast at least 
once or twice a week. 
You will be surprised 
at how quickly you 
can become proficient 
in drawing your own 
chart and making 
predictions based on 
it. Use your own chart 
in tandem with the 
forecasts produced 
by the professionals. 
Compare your 
forecast with 
theirs. In just a 
few weeks, your 
weather knowledge 
will improve 
significantly and 
your confidence in 
using the Shipping 
and Inshore Waters forecast 
will be enhanced, too.

The completed Metmap gives 
you a clear picture of what the weather is doing

Use the scale along the bottom  
to estimate the front’s position

We’ve all been caught out in 
a capful of wind. Drawing 
your own weather charts 
will help you avoid it
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