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Highlights:







Near normal to slightly above number of
offshore wind events through winter.
Above Normal Precipitation, Near normal
temperatures through January for Central
CA. Near Normal Temp./Precip. expected
for Southern CA.
Above normal temperatures/below normal
precipitation possible toward the end of
winter or early spring.
Improvement in drought conditions possible,
especially over Central California.

WEATHER DISCUSSION

Figure 1: Percent of Normal December Precip. (Through 12/22)

In dramatic fashion, the longwave pattern over the Pacific
has shifted to a much more favorable one for generating
precipitation across California.
The blocking, high
amplitude ridge, while still lingering over the Pacific,
shifted a few hundred miles west of its previous position.
This shift opened the door for a series of storms to enter
the Pacific Northwest. The troughs followed each other in
quick succession, bringing heavy rain to the Pacific
Northwest and Northern California. The troughs, as they
often do in the winter, began to deepen which resulted in
some welcome wetting rains over Southern California.
The storms were also supported by a significant amount
of subtropical moisture. This allowed even weak troughs
to be quite efficient in generating precipitation. A few
cutoff lows to the south managed to deposit some wetting
rains over the southern part of the state. At the current
time, rainfall over most of the area is either at, or is well
above normal for the month of December outside the
deserts. The only forested area that has seen below
normal precipitation has been portions of the Inyo National
Forest and other areas which are typically in a rain a
shadow during these types of events. However, it must be
noted that RAWS coverage in this area is sparse
compared to the rest of the district and precipitation may
be closer to normal compared to the climate summary
maps (Figure 1, left). Due to the supply of tropical
moisture embedded in these storms, snow levels were
unusually high for December. Snowpack numbers are
slightly below normal (as of late Dec.), despite above
normal precipitation in the Sierras.
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In spite of the 180 degree change from a dry to a wet pattern,
the overall state of sea surface temperatures (SST) have
changed little over the past few weeks. Cold water continues
to reside over much of the Pacific as well as near the equator
(Figure 2, below). There may have been some erosion of the
warm waters along the coast during the past month, but overall,
the Pacific Decadal Oscillation index remains in a positive
phase.
Likewise, there has been little change in ENSO values during
the past month. The ENSO is still in a weakly negative, or a La
Niña, state. In fact, most model ensemble members indicate

Although the precipitation outlook for the winter may have
been made with lesser than average confidence, we still feel
offshore wind events may occur at a slightly above normal
rate of occurrence.
Statistically, offshore winds events
happen 2-3 times per month in the winter. A slightly higher
frequency may occur this winter, especially during the late
winter/early spring transition.
Figure 3: Long Range (Jan – Mar.) NCEP coupled forecast
system model, v2

Figure 2: Current SST anomalies, Eastern Pacific

Figure 4: Predictive Services’ Jan - Mar. Outlook (Scasny)
SST’s may have bottomed out and a slow trend toward ENSOneutral conditions may occur this spring. Therefore, it seems
the current weak La Niña may be a waning influence in our
weather as winter gives way to spring.
Although the current wet pattern has been greatly appreciated
by most Californian’s, most long range models are still
reflecting a dry bias toward the winter (Figure 3, top right) –
mainly due to the combination of a positive PDO and a weak La
Niña. But if both of these indices continue to trend to a neutral
state, confidence in a dry winter forecast may be decreasing.
Our counterparts in the Southern Area GACC in Atlanta, GA,
are now forecasting wetter than normal weather to continue into
January before the weather turns drier in February (Figure 4,
bottom right). This may be due to a flip to a Medoki SST profile
across the Pacific.
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Figure 5: 1,000 Hr DFM, Western Mountains (ANF, LPNF)

FUELS AND DROUGHT OUTLOOK:
The recent widespread and significant wetting rains have
changed the fire and hydrological situation across the area
quite radically. Prior to the rainfall, some districts in
Southern California were reporting record low dead fuel
moisture. Automated gauges were also showing record
low dead fuel moisture in both light and heavy timber as
well (Figures 5 and 6, left).

However, unlike the last 5 years, fuels are now at near to
above normal moisture conditions in the early winter. The
last few years have brought just a handful of rainy periods,
and most of those occurred in the early spring. A nearsolstice wet period will go a long way to ensure soils retain
sufficient moisture to allow for growth at lower elevations
as a low solar angle and short daylight hours do not allow
nearly as much drying as wet periods that occur in the
spring. Native brush and shrubs should exhibit significant
growth while this year’s grass crop may be quite heavy.
This stands in stark contrast to the past few years when
team activation and resource orders continued into
January.
Figure 6: 1,000 Hr DFM, Central Sierra
One or two wet months do not erase a multiyear drought.
It would take many months of well above normal rainfall to
allow drought conditions to end entirely across the area.
Precipitation deficits accrued during the past 5 years can
be measured in feet across the high country and it may be
a multiyear process to see the drought end altogether. But
some moderation – perhaps a drop of 1 to 2 categories –
may occur in the central part of the state. However, it is
likely some areas will continue to see D4 conditions on the
Drought Monitor product continue all winter, especially
from Santa Barbara southward to Orange County.

The cumulative effects of 5 years of drought will be felt for
years despite the recent return of wet weather. There are
huge tracts of dead fuels of all types across the area which
will dry out far faster than the live fuels. These dead fuel
beds may allow for some new starts during prolonged dry
or windy periods this winter. At the current time, it would
take an extended period of dry weather to allow for any
large fire activity, but if drier weather materializes later this
winter, large fire potential may climb. Until then, large fire
potential is expected to remain near normal (zero large
fires) through the winter.
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