
FIRE SEASON OUTLOOK – UPDATE 

Michael Richmond, Coleen Haskell
NRGA Meteorologists

http://gacc.nifc.gov/nrcc/

Michael Richmond (406) 329-4703
Michael_Richmond@fws.gov
Coleen Haskell  (406) 329-4875
chaskell@blm.gov

http://gacc.nifc.gov/nrcc/
mailto:Michael_Richmond@fws.gov
mailto:chaskell@blm.gov


OUTLOOK LAST JUNE FOR JULY/AUG Acres Burned

1994-2019 NRGA Wildfire Acreages:

Mean:     427,030 
Mode:  210,123 (Most frequent)

2019 NRGA Forecast: Normal all PSAS except, Above Normal 
July Far North ID/NW MT (PSAs 01/02) 

2017    1,551,275 
2012 1,497,972
2006 1,201,117
2007 1,185,199
2000 1,087,920
2003 942,022
2015 745,947

1994             302,639
2008             241,854
1996             240,962
2001 223,310
1999 218,106
2016             202,140      
2011 198,624
2005 185,457
2013 179,459
2002 172,197
1998 150,047
2018             147,093
2014 143,271

2019               72,306
2010 70,474
2009 69,016
2004 40,840
1995 20,845
1997               15,884



ACRES BURNED: 7 BIGGEST SEASONS
2017 – 1,551,275
2012 – 1,497,972  
2006 – 1,201,117  
2007 – 1,185,199  
2000 – 1,087,920  
2003 – 942,022  
2015 – 745,947

What is it that separates these peak

seasons from the rest? Longer

persistent dry patterns in July/Aug

from stronger upper ridging,

combined with enough lightning

ignitions. Note that 2000 was a

peak season, but not among the

warmest. But it was dry. As well,

2013 was a hot summer, but not a

peak season, less lightning.
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FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE PREDICTABILITY OF NRGA
WILDLAND FIRE POTENTIAL



Fall /Winter Precip:

Wettest September E of Divide

Early snow and deep freeze in

Sep/Oct

*Snowpack 

melting rates 

are much more 

important 

than snow 

pack accrual!

ENSO Neutral but may 

transition to La Nina later

this summer/fall.   
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Composite Aug-Sep Season 
Mean Upper Air Pattern

Composite Aug-Sep Season
Upper Air Anomaly Pattern

DRIVERS OF ABOVE AVERAGE FIRE SEASONS (2003, 2007)

Multi-day periods of  warm/dry/poor RH recoveries on slopes/ridges 
RAPID AND SUSTAINED FUELS DRYING, caused by stronger, more persistent upper
ridging expanding north from SW US (4-Corners upper high)



SNOW WATER EQUIVALENT (SWE)
NRCS  SNOTEL BASIN-AVERAGE

2019 

ENSO Neutral Pattern Provided Near-to Above Average Snowpack

2020

2019: 71-116 %2020: 102-147 %

Snowpack

North Idaho and Northwest
Montana Better This Year



DRY: Most of North Dakota, 

SW, NE, and SE Montana 

WET: Most of North Idaho 

and Western MT, 

S-Central MT

Cool North ID/Western MT 

and most of Central to NE 

MT.  

Warm most of Eastern MT and 
all of North Dakota

60-DAY PRECIPITATION AND TEMPERATURE TRENDS



NWS Climate Prediction
Center

Calculated Soil 
Moisture Anomalies: 

Near or Moister than Average

Latest US Drought
Monitor:

Small Areas Moderate
D1 SW and SE MT, Central
ND. Abnormally Dry Eastern
MT and Rest of Western ND



Fine Fuels Curing Trend: Satellite Measured EVI

June 1

July 1



1000 and 100 Hour Dead Fuel Moisture Plots – Based on NFDRS16 

Driest PSAs are 09/12/14 and 16. SW MT, YNP, S-Central/SE Montana 



CURRENT ENSO STATUS AND OUTLOOK – Neutral

But Chances of La Nina Developing Late Summer/Fall Increasing



NOAA CLIMATE PREDICTION CENTER 
TEMPERATURE AND PRECIPITATION OUTLOOKS

Warmer Than 
Average, Moist

ERN MT, WRN 
ND

Warmer Than 
Average, Dry 
SW MT/YNP, 

Near-Average 
Precip. Rest of 

NRGA 

AUG, SEP, OCT

Late July-Early Aug



PREDICTIVE SERVICES MONTHLY FIRE POTENTIAL OUTLOOKS, 
JUL-OCT 

Normal all PSAs in Rest of JULY and OCTOBER

Above-Normal AUG/SEP (Except Eastern PSAS 15, 17, 18)
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Spring re-growth in burn area
From Lolo Peak Fire in 2017, Sweeney Peak Trail
Elev. 7800 ft., Bitterroot Divide, PSA 06
Courtesy M. Richmond 
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