Hi, this is Jennifer Smith with the National Interagency Fire Center, with a fire season update.

The Wallow Fire in eastern Arizona started on May 29 on the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest and quickly began a march into the history books.  In its first three days, it burned only a modest 2,600 acres, but then took off and burned almost 150,000 acres in its first week.  Less than a week later, the Wallow Fire crossed the 400,000 acre bench mark.  It officially surpassed the 2002 Rodeo-Chediski Fire as Arizona’s largest ever fire on June 15.  In just three weeks of burning, the Wallow Fire reached 500,000 acres.  

By any measure, the Wallow Fire is one the largest single fires in the continental United States since the dawn of the 20th century.

Meanwhile, during roughly the same period, the Horseshoe 2 Fire was burning in far southeastern Arizona.  By mid June, it had burned over 200,000 acres.  If not for the staggering size of the Wallow Fire, the Horseshoe 2 Fire would be grabbing daily headlines.

These two wildfires aren’t the only gigantic blazes of 2011.  Since January, nine wildfires in the U.S. have breached the 100,000 acres-burned mark.  Including the two huge fires in Arizona, Texas has seen six fires reach that mark, and Georgia has had one.  Remarkably, Alaska has not had a fire reach 100,000 acres this year.

What’s going on?  What is causing this surge of wildfire activity?  The answer comes in two words:  La Niña.

The winter of 2010/2011 saw a strong La Niña weather pattern, which brought above average moisture to the Northwest and the rest of the northern tier of the country.  On the other hand, this weather pattern denied typical rain and snow to the lower one-third of the United States.  Consequently, it’s been a tough fire season from Florida all the way over to Arizona.  Quite likely, firefighters will have to meet new challenges until the summertime monsoonal rains bring relief.

The good news is lingering snow-packs from La Niña suggest a delayed onset of the normal summer wildfire season in the mountainous areas of the western U.S.

Keeping checking in for more updates as the fire season makes its way across the country.

