
Summary for North Ops for Dec 2016 - Mar 2017
The outlook for the North Ops region for December 2016 through March 2017 is for above 
normal temperatures and near normal precipitation. Much of the North Ops area has 
received above normal precipitation since the beginning of October. A new grass crop has 
come in at lower elevations. Soils and dead fuels are currently very moist. Considering the 
current conditions and the expectation that weather systems will continue to bring 
precipitation to the region, the potential for large fire development in the North Ops region 
will be minimal to nonexistent from December 2016 to March 2017, which is normal during 
the late fall and winter months. Therefore, Large Fire Potential from December through 
March is Normal for all areas.
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December 2016 - March 2017
Highlights for N Ops:

Normal Significant Fire Potential in all 
areas.

Temperatures: 1-3° above normal

Precipitation: 80-120% of Normal

La Niña and rainy season underway



Weather Discussion for North Ops
Precipitation was variable throughout the North Ops region in November, with the majority of the area 
received below normal amounts (Fig 1). Temperatures were above normal (Fig 2). Near normal rainfall is 
expected from December 2016 through March 2017 (Fig 3) and temperatures are expected to be slightly 
above normal. There is a weak La Niña occurring in the equatorial Pacific, and it is expected to continue into 
early 2017 (Fig 4). Rainfall variability during La Niña years is greater than in El Niño years, but in a typical La 
Niña year, however, above normal rainfall occurs from the northern end of the North Ops region northward and below 
normal rainfall occurs from the southern end of the North Ops region southward. Longer range forecasts show that 
weather systems will continue to impact the region at normal intervals throughout the late fall and winter. 
However, it is not uncommon for a dry stretch of two weeks or more to occur during the winter, and such an 
event would typically allow dead/dormant above ground medium-sized and smaller fuels to dry out and begin 
to have the ability to carry fire.

Fig 1 November Precip - % of Average Fig 2 November Temp - dept. from normal

Fig 3 Jan-Mar Expected PCPN Fig 4 Nov. ENSO Forecast Plume Diagram
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Fig 5 NOPS 1000-hr FM

The months with the highest average precipitation totals in the North Ops region are December and January. 
Since the rain year began on October 1 much of the region has received above normal precipitation, with 
about 75% of the region at 150% or more of normal. The result is that the threat of large fire development 
dropped off rather quickly by mid October. A new crop of fine fuel/grasses came in at lower elevations across 
the region, further reducing the chance that a new ignition could spread rapidly. Fuel moisture of heavier 
dead 1000-hr fuels (Fig 5) climbed to above normal by mid-October and remains above normal. 

The Drought Monitor (Fig 6) shows that the recent wet weather is easing drought conditions in the northern 
and western areas of the North Ops region. This trend will continue as more wet weather systems bring 
wetting rain to the region at regular intervals in December. The early season weather systems had relatively 
high snow levels. This allowed soaking rainfall across mid and upper elevations ahead of the colder recent 
winter systems that are dropping snow and producing the winter snowpack over the same areas. This will be 
an important point once the snowpack melts in the spring because low snow levels on top of dry soils and 
fuels early in the fall tends to lead to an earlier start to the fire season at mid and upper elevations the 
following spring. This is because more of the snow sublimates, or quickly evaporates after melting during dry 
and warm spring weather when surface conditions are dry, and therefore is not available to vegetation as it 
enters its spring green-up phase. When the diminishing snowpack uncovers soils and fuels that were 
moistened in the fall before the snowpack built up the melting snow runs into creeks, streams, and rivers and 
is available to vegetation to contribute to higher live fuel moisture values during spring green-up phase. 
Higher live fuel moisture values lead to later peak values as early summer heat waves arrive, and therefore 
delay the time when fuels dry to critical values that allow fire to spread more easily. Therefore, rain at mid 
and upper elevations in the fall ahead of snow tends to produce later fire season start dates, compared to a 
situation where snow levels are low from the beginning of the rainy season.

All areas are expected to have NORMAL Significant Fire Potential from December 2016 through March 
2017, which is a time of year when little to no fire activity occurs.

Fuels and Fire Potential Discussion for North Ops

Fig 6 Drought Monitor for CA
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