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Executive Summary

The significant wildland fire potential forecasts included in this outlook represent the cumulative forecasts
of the ten Geographic Area Predictive Services units and the National Predictive Services unit.

Significant Wildland Fire Potential Qutlook
December 2016

Significant Wildland Fire Potential Qutlook
January 2017

Significant Wildland Fire Potential Qutlook
February & March 2017

Significant wildland fire potential has largely returned to
normal across the United States. In most instances this
indicates a condition in which very little fire activity is
expected and could be considered out of season.

The exceptions to this occur across the southern tier where
the global climate circulations have produced a long term
dry condition. In Southern California long term drought
remains in place. The seasonal return of a cooler and
wetter environment will generally return above normal fire
potential to normal, but likely not have significant impact on
the existing drought.

Across the southeastern U.S. drought conditions coupled
with the additional fuel loading of leaf drop have created a
critical fire environment. This condition is expected to
improve in late November and early December as some
moisture moves through and dampens the fuels. However,
there is potential that the dryness across portions of the
south as well as the south central plains could lead to
periods of increased fire activity, especially when
associated with dry winds. This will be especially likely into
the late winter and spring.

Though this is not a significant period of fire activity for
much of the United States, this time of year is when much
of the baseline condition is being established for the 2017
fire season. At this point fire managers are paying close
attention to winter moisture and snowpack in order to
develop plans for what the upcoming season might bring.


http://www.predictiveservices.nifc.gov/outlooks/month1_outlook.png
http://www.predictiveservices.nifc.gov/outlooks/month2_outlook.png
http://www.predictiveservices.nifc.gov/outlooks/extended_outlook.png

Past Weather and Drought

High pressure dominated the U.S. in early November, bringing unusually warm weather to much of the
nation. By mid-month a series of troughs began moving through West, dropping temperatures and
producing rain and snow across the region. The best precipitation was focused in the Southwest where
deeper troughs and cutoff lows brought periods of soaking rains to the region. However, dry and warm
conditions remained over the eastern half of the country. Precipitation deficits over the past 90-120 days
in the Southeast coupled with fall leaf drop allowed widespread wildfire activity to develop from the
central Gulf states to the central Appalachians. A strong trough and frontal system late in the month
brought much needed rain to the Southeast, moderating fire conditions.

Temperatures for the month were largely above normal for most of the U.S. Much above normal
conditions stretched across the central states with the largest anomalies in the northern Plains and the
Upper Midwest where November averages were nine to fifteen degrees above normal. The Eastern
Seaboard was near to slightly below normal. Above normal precipitation fell across the Southwest from
Arizona to central Texas. The Upper Midwest also received slightly above normal precipitation. The rest
of the nation was dry with much below normal precipitation over the northern Rockies, the western Great
Basin and the far Southwest. Very dry conditions continued across the eastern U.S. with less than 50
percent of normal rainfall across the Mid-Atlantic, the Appalachians, and the Southeast.
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Prediction Center)
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Weather and Climate Outlooks

El Nifio-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) continues to hover around a
weak La Nifia. Latest model forecasts indicate conditions will remain
near this level at least through the Northern Hemisphere winter.

Temperatures are expected to be above normal across much of the
southern third of the U.S. through the winter with a return to near
normal across the Southeast. Temperatures in Alaska are also
expected to run above normal for the season. Colder-than-normal
conditions are expected across the northern tier of states centered
around the Great Lakes and Upper Midwest region. Precipitation
trends will likely mirror the temperature pattern with below normal
precipitation expected across the southern half of the country and
above normal precipitation across the north central and northeastern
states. Alaska is expected to have drier conditions across the north
and wetter conditions in the southwest and central areas. The
warmer trend will likely limit snowpack over large areas.

Geographic Area Forecasts

Alaska: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for
Alaska through the Outlook period.

An area of abnormally dry conditions remains in the southeastern
Interior of Alaska. Mild temperatures and below normal precipitation
across much of the state over the last two months resulted in
abnormally dry conditions in the southeastern Interior. The first
significant cold spell occurred at the end of November. The ground is
generally frozen and most of Alaska has at least a small amount of
snow cover. Fine fuels in some of those areas are dry enough to
carry a surface fire.

Warmer-than-normal conditions are expected across much of
western and northern Alaska for the coming months. Precipitation
forecasts show wetter-than-normal conditions in the western and
central parts of the state but precipitation forecasts are generally
poor in the winter. December generally brings sub-freezing
temperatures and snow cover to most of Alaska. Warmer conditions
in parts of southern Alaska, particularly along the coast, may provide
some burnable fuels; however spread rates are not expected to be
significant in the absence of a very strong wind event.

Northwest: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for
the Northwest through the Outlook period.

The first half of November was warmer-than-normal for the
Northwest with Washington accumulating above average rainfall.
The second half of November was colder and wetter with a near
normal rainfall across Oregon and Washington. Snow accumulation
at higher elevations has been poor. Only two reporting stations in
Washington are at normal for mid-November; the remaining stations
are well below normal.

Temperatures are generally expected to be just above average for
this period with no clear trend expected for precipitation
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accumulation. Normal fire potential is expected through March. The Area should remain out of fire
season until June 2017.

Northern California_and Hawaii: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for Northern
California through the Outlook period.

Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected in Hawaii for the Outlook period.

The outlook for the Northern California Area for December through March is for above normal
temperatures and near normal precipitation. Much of the Area has received above normal precipitation
since the beginning of October. A new grass crop emerged at lower elevations. Soils and dead fuels are
currently very moist. Current conditions and a continuing trend or near normal precipitation, large fire
occurrence is highly unlikely during this outlook period.

Sea surface temperatures in the vicinity of Hawai'i are expected to remain slightly above normal through
March. Therefore, temperatures across the islands are expected to remain above normal. November
was slightly drier-than-normal in many areas, but rainfall since early summer was near to above normal
across much of the islands. Near to above normal rainfall is expected from through March as the rainy
season and a weak La Nifia continues. Some leeside areas may continue to receive below normal
rainfall during this time. The Keetch-Byram Drought Index increased in the recent dry conditions but
remains below normal for this time of year due to the wet weather since early summer. Little fire activity
occurs in Hawai'i in late fall and winter in a typical year, so a projection of normal fire activity from
December through March implies light significant fire activity. Other than small local-scale leeside areas
that may have periods of slightly elevated fire potential, Hawai'i has normal significant fire potential
through March.

Southern_California: Above normal potential is expected for portions of Southern California through
December. The Area will return to normal by the end of December and remain normal through the
Outlook period.

Late fall and early winter usually mark the return seasonal wetting rains at regular intervals. However,
the heaviest precipitation has remained north of the Southern California Area. Two to three rainfall
events have occurred across the central coast and in the Sierras. Precipitation during the past 30 days
has been close to, or even above, normal across most of central California. Expected rainfall during the
next few weeks will likely preclude the possibility of any further substantial wildfire activity over the
central part of the state outside the deserts.

The southern part of the state hasn’t fared as well, but a pair of subtropical storms brought some wetting
rains to the desert as well as Orange and San Diego Counties. This rainfall spurred a minor amount of
green-up to occur and some fuel beds have seen some new grass growth. Other areas, mainly in and
near Los Angeles County, have yet to receive a significant rainfall event and fuels remain extremely dry.
Several offshore wind events aggravated the already dry conditions and a majority of Southern California
still has critically dry live fuels. But seasonally cooler weather, a low sun angle and short daylight hours
should allow large fire potential to drop from north to south to near normal during December. Some
wetting rains are expected to continue over the state during the next three to four weeks as the pattern
looks supportive of a wetter start to the winter. But long range models indicate a drier pattern may ensue
during the mid to late winter months. Overall, expect little fire activity during the outlook period.

Northern Rockies: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Northern Rockies
through the Outlook period.

The first half of November featured very warm and dry conditions across the entire Northern Rockies
Geographic Area. Strong high pressure ridge episodes led to temperatures that were well above normal.
Despite below average precipitation received, impacts on drought were minimal due to residual abundant
soil moisture lingering from a very wet October. Furthermore live fuels had entered dormancy for the
winter. A wetter and cooler pattern set in for the second half of the month and established a mountain



snowpack. The Area is drought free except for the southeastern corner of Montana and the northwestern
corner of South Dakota. Live fuels have entered dormancy for the winter dead fuel moisture levels have
risen. The Northern Rockies Area is out of season.

Normal climatological trends are expected for the outlook period. This typically means increased snow
potential and periodic intrusions of arctic air, especially in December and January. Occasional heavy
shows can occur during any of the outlook months.

Great Basin: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Great Basin through the
Outlook period.

Significant fire potential is very low across the Great Basin during the winter months as frequent cold and
wet weather systems track across the Area. Much of southern Nevada has remained quite dry through
the fall months so limited fire activity is possible under dry, windy pre-frontal conditions.

December and January are expected to be warmer- and drier-than-normal, while the late winter and
early spring months will likely be wetter-than-normal across much of the Area. This will not have much
impact on fire potential during the winter months but could affect fine fuels heading into the next fire
season. With the ensuing wintertime pattern and rapidly shortening days, there are no large scale large
fire concerns for December through March.

Southwest: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Southwest through the Outlook
period.

Over the past month temperatures were generally above normal Area-wide. The far southern and
northeastern sections of the Area have been dry recently while central portions of the Area into the
eastern plains have experienced above to well above normal precipitation amounts.

After a mild trend through November, a major change is expected as December arrives with much colder
temperatures Area-wide. Heading into the winter months, this trend is more than likely to persist. Some
near normal to above normal temperature episodes will be likely as well, especially focused south and
east as a strong jet stream is expected to remain over northern portions of the Area through much of the
winter. Much of the Outlook period will likely end up with near to above normal precipitation with the
highest chance of above normal focused across the northern half of New Mexico. Closer to normal
precipitation and perhaps areas of below normal will be more likely west of the continental divide. March
could see a pattern shift toward milder and drier conditions for more of the Area. Significant fire potential
is not expected to increase during this timeframe. Some areas of eastern New Mexico could experience
wind events during the mid to late winter. It is possible that areas across the east will begin to show signs
of evolving fine fuels-driven significant fire activity issues into early spring.

Rocky Mountain: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Rocky Mountain Area
through the Outlook period.

Late month snow across the Rockies partially made up for precipitation deficits in parts of western and
central Wyoming but most of the remainder of the Rocky Mountain remained dry with much below normal
precipitation over the Plains and along the Colorado Front Range. Abundant dead grass and brush
remain in place in the lower elevations and foothills. Snowfall in the higher elevations began late, leaving
many mountain areas snow-free through late November.

An active weather pattern in early December could bring more typical precipitation and temperatures to
the region. Near normal precipitation is expected during the late fall and winter. Fire activity during
December and January is generally very low. Winter fires typically occur in the lower elevations and
grasslands, wind-driven and of short duration. Grass fuels are abundant from spring and early summer
rains. Nonetheless, fire risk during the outlook period is expected to be normal.



Eastern Area: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Eastern Area through the
Outlook period.

Soil moisture and precipitation anomalies were below normal across the western mid-Mississippi Valley
as well as portions of the southern Mid-Atlantic States toward the end of November. Anomalies were
near to above normal over the rest of the Eastern Area. Fuel moistures were near to above normal over
the majority of the Eastern Area towards the end of November. The exceptions were across portions of
eastern Pennsylvania, southern New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland and western Missouri where fuel
moisture levels were below 18 percent.

Near to below normal temperatures overall are forecast over the majority of the Eastern Area into
February. Drier-than-normal precipitation trends are expected to persist over the western half of the
Eastern Area into December with wetter-than-normal conditions expected to develop over the Eastern
Area from January into February with a transition to a drier trend across the Eastern Area in March. The
fall fire season may persist longer than normal across portions of the western Mid-Mississippi Valley and
the southeastern half of the Mid-Atlantic States into December. Near normal fire potential is expected
over the majority of the Eastern Area through the winter.

Southern Area: An area of above normal significant fire potential will persist in December across much
of the Southern Area. This above normal region will gradually return to normal through December.

Widespread short and long term drought continues across the Southern Area as continuing dry
conditions affect the Appalachians and the southeastern states. Late month storms brought some rain to
mitigate the immediate fire threats to the region but longer term moisture deficits remain in place.
Drought development is expected to advance westward into Texas and Oklahoma through the winter.

Fire potential is expected to return to mostly average levels for the Southern Area in December. Areas of
Texas and Oklahoma will be monitored for emerging fire potential over the upcoming winter months as
seasonal fire potential reemerges. Texas and Oklahoma now have cured grass fuels and high fuel
loadings due to the much wetter weather earlier this year. A much more active storm period is expected
from through mid-December for the South with moderate to locally heavy rainfall being generated. This
rain, along with the final stages of a late leaf drop season should be enough to mitigate the high fire risk
environment of November. Deeper into the winter months, a more active weather period along with
colder temperatures and a wetter environment is likely to produce fire conditions more typical of the early
winter. High grass fuel loadings in Oklahoma and Texas will require careful monitoring for developing
potential.

Outlook Objectives

The National Significant Wildland Fire Potential Outlook is intended as a decision support tool for
wildland fire managers, providing an assessment of current weather and fuels conditions and how these
will evolve in the next four months. The objective is to assist fire managers in making proactive decisions
that will improve protection of life, property and natural resources, increase fire fighter safety and
effectiveness, and reduce firefighting costs.

For questions about this outlook, please contact the National Interagency Fire Center at (208)
387-505 or contact your local Geographic Area Predictive Services unit.

Note: Additional Geographic Area assessments may be available at the specific GACC websites. The GACC websites can also
be accessed through the NICC webpage at: http://www.nifc.gov/nicc/predictive/outlooks/outlooks.htm



http://www.nifc.gov/nicc/predictive/outlooks/outlooks.htm

	National Significant Wildland Fire Potential Outlook
	National Interagency Fire Center

	Issued: December 1, 2016
	Outlook Period – December 2016, January and February through March 2017




