
Summary for North Ops for Feb - May 2017
Since the rain year began on October 1st, 2016 nearly the entire North Ops region has 
received more than 130% of normal precipitation, with around 20% of the region at more 
than 200% of normal. The state-wide snowpack is now near 200% of normal for late January. 
The outlook for the North Ops region for February through April is for above normal 
precipitation, followed by near to below normal precipitation in May. Temperatures are 
expected to be below normal through March then trend to normal-to-above-normal in April 
and May. These outlook conditions will lead to a robust fine fuel crop at lower elevations that 
likely won’t cure until July. These conditions will also lead to a green-up of live fuels at all 
elevations that peaks at fairly high values, and later than in recent years. This will lead to a 
relatively late start (August) to the active fire season at mid and upper elevations. Since 
significant fires are rare between February and May Large Fire Potential from February 
through May is Normal for all areas.
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February - May 2017 Highlights for 
N Ops:

Normal Significant Fire Potential in all 
areas

Temperatures: 1-3° below normal 
through March then 0-2° above normal 

during April and May

Precipitation: 90-130% of Normal 
through April then 70-100% in May

La Niña ending during winter

ENSO-neutral late winter and spring



Weather Discussion for North Ops
Except for the northern counties, nearly all of the North Ops region received 150% or more of 
normal precipitation in January, and a large portion received more than 200% (Fig 1). 
Temperatures were several degrees below normal in northern and eastern areas over the 
higher terrain, and within two degrees of normal farther to the southwest (Fig 2). Sea Surface 
Temperatures (SSTs) along the west coast and in the Gulf of Alaska are well below normal for 
this time of year (Fig 3 next page). A year ago SSTs in these areas were above normal. This is 
possibly a critical element in the frequent positioning of the polar jet stream over Northern 
and Central California so far this winter. There is a weak La Niña occurring in the equatorial 
Pacific, but it is expected fade in February (Fig 4 next page). For late January the Sierra 
snowpack is well above normal (Fig 5 next page). In fact, by the third week in January it had 
reached the maximum seasonal average, which usually occurs in early April. Temperatures are 
expected to be below normal through March then move to slightly above normal by May (Fig 
6 next page, top row of maps). Precipitation is expected to be above normal through April 
then diminish to slightly below normal in May (Fig 6 next page lower row of maps).

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



Fig 6 Feb-May Temps (top) & Precip 
(lower)

Fig 4 ENSO Forecast Plume Diagram
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Fig 5 CA Snowpack Jan 31, 2017

Weather Discussion for North Ops (cont.)

Fig 3 Sea Surface Temps Jan 31, 2017



Fig 7 NOPS 1000-hr FM

Since the rain year began October 1, 2016 the majority of the region has received 130% or 
more of normal precipitation. Soaking rain ended the North Ops fire season by mid October 
and a new crop of fine fuel came in at lower elevations. Fuel moisture of all class sizes 
continued to be well above normal after very wet January weather (Fig 7). 

The Drought Monitor (Fig 8) shows that the recent wet weather has all but ended drought in 
the North Ops region. Compared to one year ago (Fig 9) the entire state has seen significant 
improvement in the drought situation. 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 producing the snowpack. This will be an important point once 
the snowpack melts in the spring and early summer. Low snow levels on top of dry conditions 
in the fall tend to lead to an earlier start to the fire season at mid and upper elevations the 
following summer. This is because more of the snow sublimates or quickly evaporates after 
melting during dry and warm weather when surface conditions are dry, and therefore 
moisture is not available to vegetation during the spring green-up phase. When the 
diminishing snowpack uncovers soils and fuels that were moistened in the fall the melting 
snow runs off and is available to vegetation for green-up, and live fuel moisture reaches higher 
values later in the spring before dropping in hot summer weather. This delays the time when 
fuels dry to critical values that allow fire to spread more easily. Hence, rain at mid and upper 
elevations in the fall ahead of snow tends to produce later fire season start dates, especially 
when winter and spring precipitation follows normal patterns, which is the close to the 
outlook for the next four months.

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

Fuels and Fire Potential Discussion for North Ops

Fig 8 Drought Monitor Fig 9 One Year Ago
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