


Past Weather and Drought 
 
February was cooler than normal across most of the country, except for above normal warmth along 
the northern tier of states, West Coast and the area just east of the Rockies.  Precipitation for the last 
30 days (upper right graphic shown below) was quite varied and featured extremely wet weather in 
California and the Southwest, dryness over the Rockies and much of the Great Plains, and generally 
wetter than normal conditions in the East. Except for heavy snowpacks in California and the 
Southwest, the interior West snowpacks are generally 60-80 percent of normal. Temperatures were 
quite variable over Alaska with less than 10 percent of normal precipitation across the central and 
south-central portions of the state. The latest Drought Monitor and Outlook products are shown below.  
 

 
 

14, 30, 60 and 90 days percent of normal precipitation ending Jan 27, 2010 (water.weather.gov) 
 

 
www.drought.unl.edu/dm/monitor.html  



Weather and Climate Outlooks 
 
The National Weather Service (NWS) Climate Prediction Center, predicts the current moderate/strong 
El Niño is nearing its peak and is expected to gradually weaken in the spring with neutral conditions 
returning during the summer. The monthly and seasonal outlooks shown below are based heavily on 
typical El Niño impacts of warmer and drier than normal conditions in the Northwest with wetter than 
average weather along the southern tier of states.  
 

 

 
 
 

A = Above normal, B = Below normal, N = Normal, EC = Equal Chances of Above/Below/Normal. 
www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/multi_season/13_seasonal_outlooks/color/page2.gif 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Area Discussions 
 
Alaska: Alaska is out of fire season. Alaska is expecting a warm February with slightly drier than 
normal conditions. The significant fire potential outlook for February through April is normal (little or no 
fire activity). 
 
 
Southwest: Below normal significant fire potential is forecast across west Texas and the southeast 
half of New Mexico during February. This area of below normal significant fire potential will expand 
westward to include all of New Mexico and the eastern half of Arizona during March through May. 
Elsewhere significant fire potential will be normal. The Southwest is expected to remain unusually wet 
into May as a result of the ongoing El Niño episode. Snowpack amounts area-wide are 100% to 200% 
or more of normal and are expected to remain at these levels through the spring melt-off period. The 
combination of abnormally moist fuels, compacted fuels in the higher elevation areas, and the 
prospect of a strong and prolonged spring green-up is expected to significantly delay the onset of fire 
season in most areas. However, the right combination of warmth and moisture during the spring could 
lead to substantial fine fuel growth and enhanced lowland fire activity should hot, dry conditions 
develop in May and June. 
 
 
Northern Rockies: The Area is out of fire season and little to no significant fire activity is expected 
during the outlook period. Current snow pack amounts west of the Divide range from 50-75% of 
normal and little improvement is expected this spring. Above normal temperatures and below normal 
precipitation is expected, especially for western Montana, and Idaho during February. Spring months 
during El Niño conditions also tend to be warmer than normal for the Area, while precipitation 
amounts tend to be near or slightly below normal. These conditions could lead to an early snow melt 
and accelerate the drying of exposed fuels, leading to an early onset to fire season. After the snow 
melts, there will be a chance of pre-green up grass fires east of the Divide in late April to mid May.  
 
 
Great Basin: Significant fire potential is expected to be normal through May, which typically means 
little or no large fire activity. Climate forecasters expect warmer than normal temperatures across the 
entire Area and above normal precipitation amounts across the southern half of the Area through the 
spring. Snowpack amounts are below normal across virtually all of the Area. Only the extreme 
southwest corner of Utah and the LaSalle Mountains of southeastern Utah currently have above 
normal snowpack. Below normal precipitation will likely continue in northern Utah, Idaho and western 
Wyoming, despite April and May being normally the wettest months for much of this region. Current 
drought conditions are expected to improve across western/southern Nevada and southern Utah. 
Warmer than normal conditions could result in a few isolated, short-term large fire events later in the 
outlook period.  
 
 
Northwest: Significant fire potential is forecast to be normal through May. Temperatures were 
unusually warm (around 8 degrees above average) in January, particularly east of the Cascades while 
precipitation totals were near or above normal for the region, except for the Okanagan Valley. The 
unusually warm temperatures caused freezing levels to rise with most of the precipitation falling as 
rain. As a result, snow accumulation over almost all the region is well below normal except for the 
higher elevations of the Olympic Mountains. Currently, fire danger indices are far too low support 
large fires and large fire potential will remain low until May due to the preponderance of cool and 
moist weather during the winter months. Prescribed burning opportunities are likely to arrive as early 
as March or April, particularly east of the Cascades at low to mid elevations.  
 
 
California: Significant fire potential is expected to be normal across California through May. Long 
range models indicate most of California will continue to experience above normal precipitation at 



least through the end of February, if not longer. Many of the storm systems which have impacted the 
state have also lead to significant snowpack in the high country. Most alpine areas are reporting 
above normal snowpack and moisture content, which is expected to continue through March. Grass 
fuels are greening up at some lower elevations. Winter storms and freezing temperatures have 
resulted in freeze-killed brush and additional branch wood and needle/leaf litter from trees in some 
areas, especially in northern California. By the beginning or middle of May, longer daylight hours and 
warmer temperatures should allow the finer fuels to begin curing, but heavier dead/down fuel 
moistures should remain at or above normal through the spring.   
 
 
Rocky Mountain: Significant fire potential is forecast to be normal through May. On average, there is 
minimal fire activity during February and March, being typically confined to grass and sage regimes 
east of the Continental Divide over Colorado and Kansas. Some increase in fire activity is expected 
during the pre-green period of late March through early May, primarily in lower elevation areas.  
 
 
Eastern Area: Significant fire potential is forecast to be normal during February. By April and May, 
above normal significant fire potential is expected to develop across much of northern Wisconsin, the 
western Upper Peninsula of Michigan, and far east/central portions of Minnesota. Soil moisture values 
across these areas are well below normal and are expected to influence the availability of dry fuels 
this spring as the snowpack decreases and spring temperatures warm leading to above normal 
significant fire potential. Precipitation deficits may also develop through the remainder of the winter 
and into the early spring across portions of the Ohio Valley. This region has shown a tendency to dry 
out during previous El Niño winter episodes on record. Fire potential and fuel moisture will need to be 
monitored across parts of the Ohio Valley should these drying trends develop.  
 
 
Southern Area: Significant fire potential will be below normal across most of the Area during 
February, slowly transitioning to normal during late April or May. A very active southerly storm track 
produced recurring moderate to locally heavy precipitation since mid 2009 minimizing fire potential 
across most of the Area. Due to the high frequency and extensive coverage of these moderate to 
heavy rain and snow events, fuel moistures are well above seasonal averages as of late January. No 
significant areas of drought are occurring and the likelihood of drought developing through the outlook 
period is minimal. The duration and magnitude of these wet events have reduced fire activity to some 
of the lowest levels since 2001. In Florida, the southern third of the peninsula is experiencing drought 
indices in that are higher than expected for an El Niño (positive ENSO) winter. If the southern part of 
the peninsula continues to see less precipitation than the rest of the state, there could be some 
concern for increased wildfire activity during April and May.  

 



Historic and Predicted Wildland Fires and Acres Burned Data 
Based on data reported Year-to-Date in 2010, nationally there were 54 percent of the average 
numbers of fires burning approximately 31 percent of the average acres. Nationally, as of January 31, 
the 10 year average number of fires is 2,016 and the 10 year average acres burned is 60,985. The 
following table displays 10 year historical, current and predicted information pertaining to fire statistics. 

 
Jan 29, 2010 

Reported          
Year-To-Date 

Average 
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for Feb 

Projection for 
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YTD+Forecast 

Average 
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of 
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High         
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of 

High 

ALASKA 
Fires 0 0 0 0 0 many 1 2003
Acres 0 0 0 43 0 many 433 2003

NORTHWEST 
Fires 4 1 5 2 0 many 5 2007
Acres 0 1 51 2 0 many 12 2005

NORTH OPS 
Fires 42 10 52 19 0 many 66 2009
Acres 2 235 237 513 0 many 2,655 2007

SOUTH OPS 
Fires 44 56 83 106 8 2005 203 2000
Acres 152 637 470 1,575 0 2005 8,427 2001

NORTHERN ROCKIES 
Fires 0 1 3 2 0 many 7 2005
Acres 0 1,539 1,539 1,616 0 many 14,490 2009

EAST BASIN 
Fires 0 1 3 2 0 many 3 2003
Acres 0 1 31 1 0 many 5 2003

WEST BASIN 
Fires 1 1 2 2 0 many 11 2007
Acres 0 6 26 14 0 many 125 2007

SOUTHWEST 
Fires 25 77 86 101 12 2001 375 2000
Acres 8,510 13,491 16,604 19,718 12 2001 96,734 2000

ROCKY MOUNTAIN 
Fires 2 11 19 22 0 2001 73 2009
Acres 0 2,971 3,565 5,806 0 2001 27,709 2006

EASTERN AREA 
Fires 21 100 81 153 28 2000 333 2006
Acres 243 2,143 2,386 3,321 511 2000 11,691 2006

SOUTHERN AREA 
Fires 953 3,734 3,194 5,600 3,509 2003 7,706 2001
Acres 10,197 66,745 36,895 114,892 24,526 2005 314,253 2006

NATIONALLY 
Fires 1,092 3,992 3,528 6,008 3,944 2003 8,467 2000
Acres 19,104 87,767 61,804 147,501 28,149 2005 411,011 2006

 
Prepared February 1, 2010 by the National Interagency Coordination Center Predictive Services Staff.  The 
information above was obtained primarily from Incident Management Situation Reports from 2000-2009, however 
some inaccuracies and inconsistencies have been corrected.  Therefore, the data may not reflect other historic 
records and should not be considered for official statistical purposes. 
 
Note:  This national outlook and some geographic area assessments are currently available at the NICC 
and GACC websites.  The GACC websites can also be accessed though the NICC webpage at:  
http://www.nifc.gov/nicc/predictive/outlooks/outlooks.htm 


