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Overall, the Great Basin fire season is expected to be near normal.

But there is a catch. A stronger possibility exists of above-normal activity in the lower elevations.  Given the wet spring and warming temperatures, an abundance of fine fuels is expected.

“Cheatgrass is a little behind right now, but there’s no way we won’t have plenty of fine fuels later on,” said Jeremy Sullens, wildland fire analyst at the National Interagency Fire Center. “There’s been too much precipitation to avoid lots and lots of grass.”

The National Season Assessment for the Great Basin states, “Annual native grasses are proliferating, while cheatgrass is slowly emerging.  Heavy early winter snows over the higher elevations largely compacted carryover cured grasses, greatly reducing potential fuel loadings this spring.  At lower elevations, increased fuel loading and continuity is expected, which typically increase acres burned during the summer.” 

One major change in the Great Basin this year is that no areas of drought have been identified for the first time in a decade, as defined by the U.S. Drought Monitor.  

Above-normal temperatures are expected to spread from south to north across the Great Basin as the summer progresses, said Robyn Heffernan, a fire meteorologist with the National Weather Service.  In addition, drier than normal conditions can be expected across the northern Great Basin by mid- to late summer.  These hot and dry conditions will sap out vegetation moisture and elevate fire potential.  Lower elevation grass and brush will dry out in early summer, yet it may take until August for vegetation in the moisture-rich soils of the higher elevations to be of concern.

“It may be soggy in the spring, but I’m confident that there will be a difficult fire season in some places in the Great Basin,” Heffernan said.

So the best advice is this:  Keep your eye on the temperature and condition of the fuels.  If dry lightning provides a source of ignition, things could get busy in a hurry in parts of the Great Basin toward the end of summer. 



