A BRIEF HISTORY OF FDRAs, FWZs, and PSAs

Weather and fire danger information in California is displayed and analyzed in several different ways.  There are Fire Danger Rating Areas (FDRAs), Fire Weather Zones (FWZs), and Predictive Service Areas (PSAs).  The following explains where each of these originated from and what their intended use was.

Prior to 1972 California used the Wildland Fire Danger Rating System (WFDRS). The Riverside Fire Lab developed this system for use in California.  In developing the system the Fire Lab divided the state into FDRAs, which were based on climate, fuels, and topography.  The first FDRA map for California was done in 1959.  This map was revised in 1966 and 1969.  The FDRAs were given 3 digit ID’s with the first number representing the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CDF) Region. The fire weather forecaster issued forecasts for a weather station in each FDRA and cooperators (PGE, Caltrans) and contractors were regulated based on the forecast fire danger for a specific FDRA.

In the early 1970s there were several different fire danger rating systems being used in the U.S.  It was decided that there would be one National Fire Danger Rating System (NFDRS) and all agencies would use it. In approximately 1972 or 73 California changed from the WFDRS to the NFDRS.  In order to forecast for each station the forecasters were required to enter weather trend forecasts into a central computer system.  This system was AFFIRMS which was later replaced by WIMS.  The fire weather offices were given a group of Fire Weather Zone (FWZ) numbers and told to group the weather stations that they forecast for into areas of similar “weather trend”.  This is where the problems begin.  Some forecasters actually grouped stations by analyzing past weather trends, while others just grouped several FDRAs together.  The FWZ numbers were 3 digits where the first digit was the USFS Region.   Therefore all FWZs in California started with a 5.  In the central Sierras where the FDRAs also started with a 5 this immediately caused confusion.  The major problem with the FWZs was that they were displayed on maps has having specific boundaries.  Suppose that stations 1,2, and 3 “trended” the same and 4,5, and 6 trended the same.  The forecaster would draw a boundary around 1,2, and 3 and around 4, 5, and 6. These boundaries were extremely arbitrary and may or may not reflected, topography, fuels, or administrative boundaries. An weather trends within the area outlined probably weren’t consistent.  The fire agencies continued to get the individual station forecasts from AFFIRMS (WIMS) and apply them to the FDRAs that still were used to regulate things.  As the years passed and GIS technology evolved the FWZ maps were more widely disseminated.  In the mid 1990s it became apparent that there was no science associated with these FWZ maps.  There were also units and forests that had replaced FDRAs with FWZs in fire plans and contracts. In the late 1990s the fire agencies decided that the FWZs would be displayed in tabular form and not as maps.  However, some NWS offices continued to use the maps and refer to FWZs in watches and warnings.  The National Weather Service (NWS) has now added a new level of confusion with the zones used in their General Fire Weather Forecasts.  These zones are 3 digits with the first digit a 2.  The last 2 digits are usually the same as the numbers in the NWS public forecast zones.

This takes us to the present time.  The NWS will continue to use FWZs to enter trend forecasts into WIMS.  However, the FWZs will only displayed in tabular form.  The NWS will also use the “200” numbered zones to issue their daily forecasts.   The fire agencies continue to use the FDRAs to regulate contractors and cooperators. The FWCs and the Predictive Service Units recognize the FDRA as the base unit for forecasts and assessments.  They prepare daily, weekly, monthly, and seasonal assessments.  These products lump or combine FDRAs into Predictive Service Areas (PSAs).  Maps of the FDRAs and the PSAs can be found on the FWCs web pages.  PSA boundaries can be changed by discussions between the field units and the FWC/Predictive Service Unit.  However, there is a procedure that CWCG/FIRESCOPE has established to change, add, or delete FDRAs.

