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This is Ken Frederick with the National Interagency Fire Center.

With just a few weeks left in 2011, we can almost put the fire season in the books.  

It was a busy year.  You’ve probably heard that a La Niña weather pattern was a significant fire weather maker across most of the nation in 2011.  While much of the northern third of the country had cooler and moister conditions, much of the southern third of the country was bone dry and at risk from wildfires this year.  Nationwide, over 8.5 million acres burned in wildfires in 2011, much of it occurring in drought stricken areas.    

That total actually ranks as the 4th highest amount of acres burned in a year since 1960.  After three relatively quiet fire seasons, the 2011 campaign was a return to the hectic fire years of the mid-2000s.  

But there is more to this story.  Because conditions were cooler and moister in many of the high elevation forests and rangelands across the western U.S. this summer, land managers had the opportunity to regulate numerous low-intensity lightning fires and manage them for their beneficial effects to the landscape.  In other words, a good portion of the acres burned this year were actually benefitted by fire.  

Too often, we paint a picture of wildfire using words like “destroyed” or “incinerated.”  But low-intensity fire actually cleans up the forest floor by burning away accumulated brush, fallen trees, and other fuels.  It recycles minerals and nutrients and allows them return to the soil.

As of mid- December, conditions are still dry across the southern-most band of the country, and virtually no long-term relief is in sight.  Although the 2011 La Niña weakened in the middle of the year, it never completely lapsed, and according to weather forecasters, we are back in the La Niña pattern.  

That’s not good news for Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona and other parts of the South.  In previous years with a La Nina weather pattern, these regions were fighting rangeland fires in early January.  So let’s hope conditions don’t worsen.


Thanks for listening! And check back later for more information on wildland fire in the U.S.
