PREDICTIVE
SERVICES

February - May 2017
Large Fire Potential Highlights:

® Near normal number of offshore wind events
the rest of the winter into spring.

e Near normal precipitation, slightly above
normal temperatures through June.

® |arge fire potential near normal through the
spring. May be a substantial increase in
grass fire activity late spring/early summer.

L\

?/ ® |ong term drought abatement to continue
]3 through spring, but some areas will remain
in a drought state heading into summer

WEATHER DISCUSSION

A favorable upper level pattern brought a bonanza of
precipitation to the Golden State in January. A deep
trough over the Pacific Northwest caused the jet stream to
slip further south than usual over the past few weeks. This
jet was abnormally strong with winds running over 160
knots as it wound across the eastern half of the Pacific. A
high amount of available moisture — now commonly
referred to as an atmospheric river — was directed into the
district, resulting in heavy rainfall during the past month.

Figure 1: January Percent of Normal January Precipitation

The resultant precipitation was uniformly heavy across the
district with nearly the entire area seeing over twice the
average amount of rainfall during the last 30 days (Figure
1, left). The highest precipitation totals occurred in the
Sierras and on the south aspects of the mountains of
Southern California. These areas recorded up to 400% of
normal precipitation in January, resulting in some mud and
debris flows across the recent burn scars. Some areas in
the Sierras reported record amounts of snowfall, despite
relatively high snow levels. Only the far eastern sections
of the desert near the Arizona border have seen near, or
below, normal January precipitation.

The unexpectedly heavy precipitation of the past couple of
months underscores the foibles of long term forecasting.
For scarcely 13 months ago, one of the strongest El Nifios
on record was expected to bring above normal
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PREDICTIVE SERVICES

MONTHLY/SEASONAL OUTLOOK

VALID FOR: FEBRUARY 2017 — MAY 2017

precipitation to the area, while this year, most elements of long
term weather prognostication were pointing to a dry winter. Of
course, the opposite occurred as models typically struggle to
resolve the finer details of synoptic flow more than three weeks
in advance.

Recent poor model performance notwithstanding, there were a
few things which were captured by most ensemble members
correctly — namely the presence of a deep trough over the
Pacific Northwest and the Gulf of Alaska.

Figure 2: Current SST anomalies, Eastern Pacific

The long duration of this particular feature may be due to the
continuation of below normal sea surface temperatures (SST)
in the Gulf of Alaska (Figure 2, above). This cold pool has
maintained a strong jet to its south as well as kept most ridges
over the Eastern Pacific at bay. As long as this area of cold
water remains intact, odds are the cyclonic flow over the Gulf
and Pacific Northwest will continue.

There may be some dramatic fluctuations between warm/dry
periods and cool/wet periods as the district may be close to the
interplay of the expected ridge over the Southwest and the
trough to our north (Figure 3, right). But overall, precipitation
from February through June looks to be close to normal.
Precipitation may be significantly less than what was
experienced in December and January, but a repeat of the hot
and dry late winters of recent years is not anticipated at this
time. Expect temperatures to be near to perhaps a bit above
normal during that same time period. Most long term ENSO
model members indicate we should be at an ENSO-neutral
condition this spring with the possibility of a return of a positive
ENSO late this year. (Note the warming in the ENSO 1+2 area.)

PREDICTIVE
SERVICES

Offshore wind events are expected to continue in a near
normal rate of 2-3 per month. However, the frequency of
offshore wind events may fall to slightly fewer than average
in the spring if the ridge over the Southwest develops as
expected.

Figure 3: Possible long wave pattern the rest of the winter
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Figure 4: Mid-January plume of model ENSO predictions
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Figure 5: Percent of normal snowpack, January 31st
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FUELS AND DROUGHT OUTLOOK:

The wet weather as of late has brought a vivid
transformation of fuel conditions across the district.
At the current time, there are no areas reporting
critically dry live fuels and dead fuel moisture remains
above average. Lower elevations have seen a hearty
grass crop emerge. Snowpack is well above normal
over the southern and central Sierras (Figure 5, left).

The heavy amounts of rain the past few weeks may
foreshadow a spike in grass fire activity once curing
occurs in either May or early June. This may be
especially true in the Sierra Foothills where there may
be a high amount of fine fuel loading comingled with
trees that were killed by the bark beetle. Rapid rates
of spread and a quick transition through the ladder
fuels may occur on sunny and warm days. However,
the heavy snowpack at higher elevations may keep
fire potential low above 9,000 feet well into the
summer.

Heavy rain and snow has led to a good recovery in
reservoirs across the state. Similarly, the area
covered by D2-D4 drought in California has shrunk
by over a half during the past month. Soil moisture
has recovered quickly as well with nearly the entire
area in the 70 percentile or above in terms of
moisture at the root level (Figure 6, bottom left).
Therefore, barring an unforeseen extended stretch of
hot weather, live fuels should maintain a healthy
amount of moisture and show strong growth through
the rest of winter into early spring.

Therefore, expect large fire potential to remain at
near normal levels through the rest of the winter. A
few large fires may develop due to curing of fine fuels
in the spring, but the rate of large fires is expected to
remain at near normal levels of occurrence.
Resource demand should be at far lower levels than
was seen the past few years through May and June.
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