
 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Southern Operations (OSC) 

MONTHLY/SEASONAL OUTLOOKS 
ISSUED MAY 1, 2023     VALID MAY – AUGUST 2023 

May – August 2023 South Ops Highlights 

 
• Temperatures will likely average below normal through June 

 

• A deeper than normal marine layer is likely through June 

 

• The monsoon is likely to start later than normal and favor eastern portions of the region 

 

• Large fire potential will run below normal especially above 7,000’ and for all areas early in the season 
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Weather Discussion 

Southern California’s historic 2022-2023 wet season came to an end 

in April. This is not unusual, and did nothing to diminish the gravity of 

an exceptionally wet and snowy winter for the region. The longwave 

pattern in April initially remained characterized by Western US 

troughing, reinforced by anomalously cold sea surface temperatures 

(SSTs) off the West Coast and widespread snow cover over the 

adjacent land mass. This led to continued cooler than normal 

conditions (Fig 1). It was only a modest northward and eastward shift 

in the axis of mean troughing, typical per climatology, which allowed 

for drier weather to prevail (Fig 2). Some warmer weather did build 

into the region during the last 10 days of the month, likely caused by 

subseasonal forcings related to the MJO and a pattern change over 

the Atlantic Ocean. Winds were almost entirely onshore through the 

month as March into April marks the climatological end of offshore 

wind season. The frequent troughing across the West brought several 

periods of gusty onshore winds especially over the inland mountain 

ridges and desert passes. 

Notable during April was the rapid trend away from the recent La 

Nina conditions across the equatorial Pacific and towards El Nino 

conditions. While it will be at least a few months before an El Nino 

could officially be declared, the recent trends and a comparison of 

observed SST values versus model guidance strongly suggest a 

developing El Nino event is underway. As of April 13, NOAA had 

officially issued an El Nino watch for this summer due to its growing 

likelihood. Because of its early stage of development and a tendency 

for there to be some lag effects in atmospheric-oceanic coupling, El 

Nino is not likely to be a major factor for California through 

midsummer even if it does become official, but it may have major 

implications not far beyond this outlook period. 
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Fuels Discussion 

Various metrics continued to show drought improvement across the state 

as lagging hydrologic indicators continue to be accounted for in the wake 

of the winters’ rains. The vast majority of California is no longer in a 

drought condition (D1 or higher on the US Drought Monitor, Fig 4). Most 

major reservoirs, which were so depleted just a few months ago, are now 

near or above normal levels and in some cases are near capacity. Snow 

pack remained at historic highs especially over the Central and Southern 

portion of the state (Fig 3). Peak snow cover has now passed as the 

seasonal melt-out begins, but elevations above 7000 feet continue to 

have extensive snow cover. Snow depth values are commonly over 6 to 

10 feet at those levels. Furthermore, snow-water equivalent (SWE) values 

remain a staggering 3 to 7 feet as well. Recent warmth has begun leading 

to an increase in melting rates. It should be emphasized that this process 

is still in its early stages over the Sierras, and there remains a significant 

risk of flooding in the event of a prolonged heat event or a late season 

rain event. 

Dry weather in April allowed for some declines in 100 hr and 1000-hr (Fig 

5) dead fuel moisture, which are now running near normal overall after 

being well above normal most of the winter. However, the bigger story is 

the above normal live fuel moistures, with live fuels dominating the 

overall fuel load. Live fuel moistures (Fig 6) are running around 80% to 

130% across the region, are above normal, and are likely nearing their 

seasonal maximum in most fuel types. Numerous, widespread field 

reports confirm that fine fuel loading is extremely heavy in most areas 

this season, unsurprising considering the conditions observed this winter. 

While information is spottier across the desert regions, it does not appear 

that the deserts are seeing as much in the way of anomalously high fuel 

loading and that their fuel conditions are probably closer to normal. 

Curing of fine fuels in lower elevations is likely to accelerate in May, 

initially favoring south and west aspects. Even in lower elevations, fine 

fuel curing is likely to run at least 2 to 4 weeks later than normal due to 

the lingering wet soils and expected below normal temperatures. In 

higher elevations, the record snowpack will continue to melt, but snow 

cover will be present much later than normal over 7000 feet this spring 

and summer. This will keep live fuel moisture and soil moisture above 

normal in higher elevations through most or all of this outlook period. 
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Fig 4 

Fig 5 

Fig 6 
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SOUTH OPS OUTLOOK 

Continued cold SST anomalies off the West Coast (Fig 7) are likely to lead to cooler than average temperatures and a deeper 

than normal marine layer through at least June, if not into July. This is also likely to contribute to a later than normal start to 

the monsoon season due to the marine influence. The monsoon is expected to eventually reach a near to slightly above 

normal strength by midsummer, aided by warm SSTs over the Gulf of Mexico and gradually warming waters off the West 

Coast (Fig 8). However, it may tend to have an overall eastward bias compared to normal throughout the warm season. 

The widespread snow cover and high live fuel and soil moistures are likely to lead to a notably delayed start to fire activity 

and well below normal activity across the higher elevations, above 7,000 feet. Corresponding highlights have been included 

in the monthly outlook maps. At lower elevations, the picture is less clear. While the high fine fuel load raises the possibility 

of an active grass fire season, grass fire spread is correlated more heavily with wind than fuel load alone. So the presence of 

a strong grass crop does not guarantee an active grass fire year. Troughing is expected to remain prevalent over the West 

into the late spring, which could lead to windier than average conditions. However, grass-shrub fuel types may see fire 

spread hindered by higher live fuel moisture in shrubs. The deep marine layer will also likely help keep finer dead fuel 

moistures above normal especially across the South Coast. This competing combination of factors may lead to a delayed but 

ultimately near normal lower elevation fire season. However, such fires tend to be shorter in duration and less straining on 

resources than higher elevation fires involving heavy timber, the likes of which are expected to be below normal this year. 

So resource demand within the geographic area is likely to be below normal most of this summer. 

It is too early to have much confidence in discussing conditions for next fall and winter, and that period is beyond the range 

of this outlook. However, it is now highly likely that the developing El Nino will play a major role in California’s weather 

during that time. The probability of a moderate to strong El Nino has increased versus previous expectations, which 

normally correlates to wetter than normal winter conditions in California. The evolution of the coming El Nino should be 

closely watched in the months ahead due to its potential far-reaching climatic implications. 
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