MONTHLY/SEASONAL
OUTLOOK
ISSUED: AUGUST 1, 2016

VALID FOR: AUGUST THROUGH NOVEMBER

Highlights:







Below normal “monsoon” thunderstorm
activity, but a greater chance of dry
lightning compared to last year.
Near normal offshore wind events expected
this fall.
Above normal large fire potential slowly
returning to normal from north to south by
the middle of the fall
Large fire potential remaining above normal
in Southern CA into December.

WEATHER DISCUSSION
July began on a cool note as a series of unseasonably
deep troughs passed through the Pacific Northwest and
northern Rockies. An onshore flow prevailed which
caused “June Gloom” conditions to dally into the second
week of July. But as the month wore on, much warmer
weather arrived as an expansive ridge of high pressure
covered most of the southern half of the U.S.
This ridge brought above normal, and in some cases
record setting, temperatures. It also served to keep
subtropical moisture to the south and east of the district.
Only a handful of thunderstorm days were recorded and of
those, the storms were isolated in coverage. This stands
in stark contrast to the past few monsoon seasons when
significant and widespread wetting rains occurred.
Sea surface temperatures (SST) across the Pacific may
be playing a role in keeping the monsoonal thunderstorm
activity suppressed.
Currently, a wide swath of the
Pacific from 20° to 40° N latitude continues to experience
above normal surface temperatures while areas further
north are cooler than average (Fig 1, next page). This
distribution of warm and cool water is often seen during
negative Pacific Decadal Oscillation (PDO) events, but the
trend during the last few months has been positive. This
may result in expansive area of the Pacific which has seen
above normal SST’s to fall to near, or perhaps, below
normal readings later this year.

Contact: Riverside.FWX@fire.ca.gov

Webpage: http://gacc.nifc.gov/oscc/predictive/weather/index.htm

PREDICTIVE SERVICES
MONTHLY/SEASONAL OUTLOOK
VALID: AUGUST THROUGH NOVEMBER 2016
Meanwhile, along the equator, SST’s continue to tumble. Areas
off the South American coast have seen temperatures fall
quickly late last spring which have resulted in the ENSO falling
to below the zero value (Figure 2, right). There are signs the
rate of cooling of SST’s along the equator has slowed a bit and
the latest ENSO model predictions for the fall and winter are not
quite as cool as predicted earlier this year. This may be due to
interaction with warmer water to the north, or possibly the warm
water brought eastward from the positive PDO. Whatever the
cause, it is increasingly likely that a weak La Niña will be in
place for the upcoming winter “rainy season.”

Thunderstorm activity has been far less impressive so far
this summer compared to the last two years. Expect this
trend to continue the rest of the summer into the early fall.
Again, although there will be fewer thunderstorms this
summer, a greater percentage of the convection may
produce dry lightning
Figure 2: Mid July plume of model ENSO predictions

Figure1: Current SST’s over the Pacific

Concerning the possibility of offshore winds, if the positive PDO
continues this fall, there may be a possibility of fewer than
normal Santa Ana wind events. Since the index is quite high at
the current time, the positive PDO may take some time to
dissipate, if it indeed does so. Thus, the synoptic pattern of
troughs in the north coupled with a positive PDO may cancel
each other out and offshore wind events may be near normal
this fall. Of course, this is subject to change if the PDO flips
back to negative during the next few weeks
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Looking further ahead, many long range models indicate
there is a greater likelihood of a drier winter than a wet one
Comparisons of resultant precipitation with weak episodes
show there is a slight tendency for winter rainfall to be
below normal, especially over Southern California.
However, as was seen last winter, the presence of a
positive or negative ENSO index is not a guarantee of a
wet or dry winter.

With the potential for a late start to the onset of winter
rainfall, offshore winds this fall will almost certainly
occur long before greenup occurs. There have been
several large fires including the Erskine and Sands Fires
that grew during windy weather this summer. Several
weeks of strong drying conditions lie ahead in August and
September and fuel moisture levels will probably be even
lower than what was experienced during the onset of these
fires. Thus, large fire potential will likely remain far above
normal over most of the area.
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Figure 3: Tree Mortality Progression 2014-current

FUELS AND DROUGHT OUTLOOK:
Fuel moisture conditions are already at record low levels
across much of Southern California. Conditions were
similarly dry in June 2015 prior to the onset of a very wet
monsoon season. But the usually high amount of rainfall
recorded last year caused fuel moisture to climb over many
areas of the district during the height of summer which is
quite unusual. The moisture kept the fire season last
summer and fall relatively quiet given how dry fuels were.
This year, the weather conditions will not accommodate a
break from dry fuel conditions and fuel moisture will
continue to hover at record low readings throughout
the rest of the summer into the fall over most of
Southern California. The central part of the state fared a
bit better last winter and there is better subsoil moisture for
the vegetation to draw upon. But the rainfall last winter
allowed a heavier grass crop to grow than has been the
case the last 3-4 years and dense beds of cured fine fuels
have been creating challenges for suppression this
summer.

Figure 4: DFM, Western Mountains (ANF, LPNF)

Any new start in the fine fuels will transition quickly into
heavier fuels. These heavier fuels include widespread
stands of dead or dying pine trees. Areal survey of tree
mortality in the Sierras paint a disturbing picture of the
expansion of tree mortality during the past 3 years (See
figure above). All fires which start or grow into these
areas may exhibit extreme fire behavior, even during
periods of benign weather. The highest concentration of
these bug-killed trees is heaviest from Fresno County
southward into Kern County. This area will likely have the
highest large fire potential the rest of this summer and
early fall. These fuels will be extremely receptive to new
starts, which will place an emphasis on correctly
forecasting dry lightning episodes. Any dry strike in this
area stands a high chance of generating a new large fire.
Elsewhere, the rest of the district is covered in shrubs and
brush which are in poor condition due to the drought.
Southern California has widespread areas of dead fuels as
well, and these areas will be focus of fire activity once
offshore winds arrive this fall. Given the state of the fuels
across the district, this season has the potential to be
one of the longest, most challenging and most
dangerous in years. Resource demand will likely be
heavy in Central California the rest of the summer and
early fall and heavy in Southern California this fall into the
early winter.
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