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Executive Summary 
 
Snow cover is minimal to normal in most southern parts of the Canadian Provinces with extreme 
southern regions of Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba having bare ground. Dry conditions exist 
along the Ontario/Quebec border, northward around James Bay, and in patchy areas in the Atlantic 
Provinces. Northern Saskatchewan and Manitoba, central Quebec, southern Yukon, and high mountain 
areas continue to have above normal snow depth. While cold Arctic air flooded into Canada in early 
February, the latter half of the month has been warm. Along the Pacific and Arctic air transition zone, 
some early season lightning has occurred in British Columbia, southern Alberta, and Manitoba, although 
these events are too early in the fire season to contribute to significant fire activity. While dry conditions 
in winter do not often result in significant fire activity, it may contribute to events as spring progresses. 
 
Scattered large fire activity continued in the southern United States (US) with increasing frequency in 
the Plains and southwest US. Record setting cold was observed in mid-February across the central US 
with much of the US experiencing below average temperatures for February. Snowpack is generally 
near to above normal in the West, but much of the southwest US and Sierra are below normal with 
water-year precipitation deficits mounting across most of California into the southwest US and southern 
Great Basin. 
 
Significant fire potential will increase across Florida and parts of the central Gulf Coast in April with 
above normal significant fire potential anticipated in May and June. Above normal significant fire 
potential is expected during spring across the Southwest and southern Plains due to background 
drought and forecast drier and warmer than normal conditions. Lower to mid elevations in the Southwest 
are favored to have above normal significant fire potential beginning in March and April. Most of the 
southern Plains are forecast to have an active spring fire season before green-up. Increasing fire 
potential will spread across much of the southwest US and into portions of the southern Great Basin 
and southern Colorado in May. 
 
Fire activity in January and February exceeded average with activity observed in the central states of 
Mexico (Mexico City, Mexico, Puebla, Tlaxcala, Hidalgo, and Morelos), western Mexico (Nayarit, 
Jalisco, Colima, Michoacán, and Guanajuato), northern Mexico (Chihuahua, Coahuila, Durango, and 
Zacatecas), and southeast Mexico (Veracruz, Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Chiapas). Precipitation was below 
normal during fall and winter, except for the Yucatán Peninsula and in the eastern part of the Isthmus 
of Tehuantepec, and temperatures have been near normal. Drought is likely to continue across much 
of Mexico into summer. Significant fire potential will be above normal through May across large swaths 
of Mexico, especially in the mountainous and forested portions of the country. A very active wildfire 
season is expected. 
 
 
Critical Factors The critical factors influencing significant fire potential for this outlook period are: 
 
El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO): La Niña continues with below average sea surface 
temperatures (SSTs) in the Equatorial Pacific Ocean. The Climate Predicter Center (CPC) forecasts 
that La Niña conditions will persist through March. There is a 60% chance that ENSO neutral conditions  
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will return during the April – June period with the transition likely occurring during the spring. However, 
recent long-range guidance indicates an intensification of below average SSTs is possible this summer 
into fall, which would result in a prolonged La Niña with a secondary minimum of SSTs in the Equatorial 
Pacific Ocean. However, there remains ample forecast uncertainty with this scenario. La Niña will 
continue to significantly impact weather and climate patterns into spring with warmer and drier than 
normal conditions forecast across the southern tier of the US and through much of Mexico.  
 
Drought: Drought has expanded since late January with abnormally dry conditions expanding from the 
southern Prairie Provinces northwest into the northern half of British Columbia, and east across the 
Ontario/Quebec border. A narrow area without drought extends from the northernmost part of Lake 
Superior northward east of Lake Nipigon. This narrow area separates the Prairie and Ontario/Quebec 
border drought regions, but if dry conditions affect in this region, an unbroken band of drought will exist 
from eastern British Columbia into central Quebec. An abnormally dry area in the northern Northwest 
Territories has also expanded, likely extending into Nunavut, which is without current assessments. 
  
Much of the western US and Plains remains in drought 
with a large expanse of severe to exceptional drought 
in the southwest US and across the broader Four 
Corners region. Snowfall and snowpack across most of 
the West are near or above the 30-year median for 
snow water equivalent (SWE), according to Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) data. 
However, the Sierra, southern Utah, and the Southwest 
are below the 30-year median for SWE. Consistent 
upper-level trough passages have provided a robust 
snowpack for the Pacific Northwest into the Northern 
Rockies reminiscent of a winter La Niña pattern, while 
a dry February reduced January snowpack and 
precipitation gains across southern California and the 
southwest US.  
 
During early February, above average precipitation 
was observed in northern and northeast Mexico, as well 
as in Quintana Roo and portions of Veracruz, Oaxaca, 
Chiapas, Campeche, and Yucatán. Precipitation 

   
Monthly fire outlook for North America for March 2021 (left), April 2021 (middle), and May 2021 (right). Red 
shading indicates areas where conditions would favor increased fire activity. Green shading indicates areas where 
conditions would favor decreased fire activity. Click on each image to see larger versions.   

 
 
The North American Drought Monitor valid on February 
28. It is a cooperative effort between drought experts in 
Canada, Mexico, and the United States to monitor drought 
across the continent on an ongoing basis. 
https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/nadm/Home.aspx 
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events were associated with a strong winter storm and very cold air that moved southward into Mexico. 
Additional cold front passages and moisture from the Gulf of Mexico resulted in periods of precipitation 
across portions of eastern and southern Mexico. Below normal precipitation was observed in northern, 
western, and central portions of Mexico due to the prevalence of high pressure over much of the country 
in February. Drought intensified and expanded in Durango, Zacatecas, Jalisco, Michoacán, Guanajuato, 
and Hidalgo. As of 15 February, 60.3% of Mexico is in moderate to exceptional drought, a 2.6% increase 
since January. 
 
Fire Season Status: Although the snow-free status in parts of the southern Prairie Provinces continues, 
and some early season lightning has occurred, Natural Resources Canada has not noted significant 
fire activity. As spring progresses, an increase in fire activity is likely with much of Canada experiencing 
warm and generally dry weather.   
 
Large fire activity has increased recently with most activity in the southern and southwest US. Year-to-
date fire statistics show that through March 5, 3,891 fires burned 32,323 hectares (79,896 acres) across 
the US. The year-to-date acres burned and number of fires are below the 10-year average. 
 
Accumulated fire statistics through February 25 show 1,001 fires occurred in 25 states affecting an area 
of 17,779 hectares. The states with the highest number of fires were: Mexico, Mexico City, Puebla, 
Tlaxcala, Michoacán, Morelos, Chiapas, Hidalgo, Oaxaca, and Veracruz. States with the largest area 
affected were: Mexico, Baja California, Oaxaca, Michoacán, Chiapas, Puebla, Guanajuato, 
Aguascalientes, Mexico City, and Chihuahua. 
 
 
Canada Discussion 
 
March/April/May: Early March climate forecast guidance from the Environment and Climate Change 
Canada’s Global Ensemble Prediction System (GEPS) suggest above-normal temperatures are 
possible in southern Saskatchewan and Manitoba and over the Great Lakes in March. The GEPS 
guidance also suggests dry conditions in Alberta, the northern half of British Columbia, and in the 
Atlantic Provinces. Since snow cover is presently light in much of the southern Prairies and western 
Ontario, these regions may be prone to March fire activity, although at this time of year it will not likely 
be widespread nor intense. At this stage of the season, fire activity is normally limited to grassland and 
parkland (mixed grassland and forest) regions. 
 
Models continue to favor above-normal temperatures in most of Canada and cooler than normal 
conditions in British Columbia and Yukon. In addition, almost all models in the North American Multi-
model Ensemble place continue dry conditions in the southern Prairies and possibly western Ontario, 
where winter snow cover has been light. This scenario suggests potential fire activity in the grassland 
and parkland regions. By this time of year, interior valleys in British Columbia normally have been snow-
free for a few weeks, although this model scenario keeps temperatures low and precipitation high 
through most of the province. 
 
Forecast guidance continues to predict warm weather dominating much of Canada in May. The cool 
western area these models predicted for April shrinks to a small area along British Columbia’s central 
and northern coast. The model consensus, including those from Europe, indicate a warm May, 
particularly in eastern areas, and continued dryness in the Prairie Provinces. With most of western 
Canada having low fuel moisture in the deeper organic layer before the onset of winter, fire activity 
could intensify if these expected warm and dry conditions continue, affecting portions of the boreal 
forest as well as grassland and parkland areas. 
 
United States Discussion 
 
March/April/May: A weather pattern consistent with La Niña will likely continue through spring across 
the US with warmer and drier conditions forecast across most of the southern tier of the US and on the 
Plains. Drought is expected to continue for much of California, the Great Basin, and the southwest US 



into summer with drying expected to increase across portions of the Plains and Florida. Intensifying 
drought conditions are likely across the southern half of the Intermountain West and southern High 
Plains. Climate outlooks suggest normal to below normal significant fire potential is likely for large 
portions of the southeast US, Ohio Valley, Appalachians, and Mid-Atlantic through March. However, an 
active fire season is expected for the southern Plains, especially the southern High Plains. Central and 
northern portions of the Plains may experience above normal wildfire activity before green-up if spring 
precipitation is below average. 
 
An early and active start to fire season is expected for the southwest US this spring. Lower to mid 
elevations in the Southwest are favored to have above normal significant fire potential beginning in 
March and April. By May, much of the Southwest and portions of the southern Great Basin and southern 
Colorado are likely to have above normal significant fire potential.  
 
Mexico Discussion 
 
March/April/May: Above normal temperatures and below normal precipitation are expected for much 
of Mexico through April. This will be most pronounced in northern and western portions of Mexico, which 
will exacerbate ongoing drought conditions. In May, northern portions of Baja California and southern 
and southeast portions of Mexico are forecast to receive above normal precipitation, but above normal 
temperatures are likely to continue for most of Mexico, especially in western and northern portions of 
the country. 
 
Temperature, precipitation, and drought conditions across Mexico combined with climatological analysis 
indicate above normal significant fire potential is expected March through May predominantly in 
mountainous and jungle areas of Mexico. Central and northern portions of Mexico are likely to the focus 
of increased wildfire activity in March and April with northern and southeast portions of Mexico entering 
their critical fire season during April and May. Given the ongoing drought and climate outlooks, a very 
active wildfire season is expected through May for Mexico. 
 
Additional Information 
Additional and supplemental information for this outlook can be obtained at: 
 
United States:  
National Significant Wildland Fire Potential Outlook 
http://www.predictiveservices.nifc.gov/outlooks/monthly_seasonal_outlook.pdf 
 
Canada:  
Canadian Wildland Fire Information System 
http://cwfis.cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/home 
 
Mexico: 
Servicio Meteorológico Nacional 
http://smn.cna.gob.mx/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=156&Itemid=113 
 
Outlook Objective 
The North American Seasonal Fire Assessment and Outlook is a general discussion of conditions that 
will affect the occurrence of wildland fires across Canada, the United States, and Mexico. Wildland fire 
is a natural part of many ecosystems across North America. This document provides a broad 
assessment of those factors that will contribute to an increase or decrease of seasonal fire activity. The 
objective is to assist wildland fire managers prepare for the potential variations in a typical fire season. 
It is not intended as a prediction of where and when wildland fires will occur nor is it intended to suggest 
any area is safe from the hazards of wildfire.  
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