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Executive Summary 

 
The significant wildland fire potential forecasts included in this outlook represent the cumulative forecasts 
of the ten Geographic Area Predictive Services units and the National Predictive Services unit.  

 
To begin 2017 significant wildland fire potential will be 
normal throughout entirety of the United States, except for 
below normal in Puerto Rico.  For the majority of the U.S. 
this normal condition means that significant wildland fires 
are unlikely and normal indicates an out of fire season 
condition. 
 
Beginning in February the seasonal increase in wildland fire 
activity will begin in the southern plains where the 
combination of abundant fine fuels and the potential for dry 
and windy conditions will occasional come together to 
produce periods of significant fire activity impacting the 
Southwest, Rocky Mountain and Southern Areas. 
 
After February predictions for significant fire activity 
become increasingly difficult.  It is likely that the same fire 
potential will continue across the southern plains, but pre-
green up fires will also become increasingly likely in a large 
portion of the U.S.  These fires are difficult to predict and 
rely on short term localized significant weather events.   
 
Also during this period it is likely that we will see the onset 
of fire activity in south central Alaska, where warmer and 
drier than typical winter conditions are occurring. 
 
Significant fire potential will also increase to above normal 
in Florida and portions of Georgia.  Long term drought 
remains the primary concern in this area and moisture 
deficits in this area are likely to lead to occasional fires that 
burn deep into the soil layer and are more difficult to 
suppress. 
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Past Weather and Drought 
 
A deep polar low settled over central Canada early in December, locking a broad trough across much of 
the North America. Very cold air spread across the U.S. allowing transient storm systems to produce 
periods of heavy snow across much of the West, the northern Plains and the Upper Midwest. Heavy rain 
and thunderstorms also move across the Gulf Coast region with mixed precipitation falling across the 
Mid-Mississippi Valley to the Ohio and Tennessee Valleys. Several closed lows also passed through the 
Southwest, bringing much needed precipitation to the region, especially across southern California. On 
Christmas Eve, one to two inches of rain fell around the Los Angeles Basin.   
 
Temperatures were much below normal across the northern half of West, then northern and central 
Plains and the Midwest. The High Plains of Montana, Wyoming and the Dakotas were as much as eight 
to ten degrees below normal. Near to above normal temperatures were common over most of the 
southern half of the country with much above normal conditions in the Southeast where southern 
Georgia and Florida were six to eight degree above normal. Precipitation was over 200 percent of normal 
over much of the West, the northern Plain and the Upper Midwest. Rainfall also exceeded 200 percent of 
normal across southern Texas and parts of southern Alabama and Georgia.  
 
Despite above normal precipitation in the southwestern U.S., severe to exceptional drought remains over 
much of central and southern California, western Nevada and southeastern Oregon. Severe to 
exceptional conditions also remain across Georgia and Alabama with severe drought extending 
westward into Oklahoma and the High Plains of Colorado and Kansas. Severe to extreme drought 
conditions are expanding in the New England states  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: Departure from Normal Temperature (top) and Percent of Normal Precipitation (bottom) (from High Plains Regional Climate 
Center). Right: U.S. Drought Monitor (top) and Drought Outlook (bottom) (from National Drought Mitigation Center and the Climate 
Prediction Center)  
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Normal fire season progression across the 
contiguous U.S. and Alaska shown by 
monthly fire density (number of fires per unit 
area). Fire size and fire severity cannot be 
inferred from this analysis. (Based on 1999-
2010 FPA Data) 
 

Weather and Climate Outlooks 
 
El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) continues to hover around a 
weak La Niña. Latest model forecasts continue a trend toward 
neutral conditions through at least early spring.  
 
Temperatures will generally remain above normal for the southern 
half of the U.S. through early spring with periods of deep cold 
reaching the Southwest and the southern Plains. Trends indicated 
cold across most of the Interior West and the northern half of the 
country through the early spring. By March, warm surges could push 
well into the Plains and the Midwest as strong systems over the 
southern Rockies draw warm Gulf air northward. Persistent dry 
conditions are expected across much of Southwest and southern 
Plains through winter and spread to the East Coast in early spring. 
Wet patterns will develop over the northern tier of states through 
early spring with a focus on the Midwest and parts of the Northern 
Rockies.  
 
Geographic Area Forecasts 
 
Alaska: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for 
Alaska in January and February.  From March through April 
significant fire potential is expected to increase to above normal 
across south central Alaska. 
 
Precipitation amounts have been below normal around much of the 
state for the last few months, and temperatures have been mild, 
particularly in the far north. This is helping to keep the ice edge off 
shore; in fact, the sea ice extent has hit its lowest ever recorded in 
October and November. The ground is generally frozen and most of 
Alaska has at least a small amount of snow cover. 
 
Warmer than normal conditions are forecasted for much of western 
and northern Alaska for the coming months. Precipitation forecasts 
show the same areas to be wetter than normal through January, 
though precipitation forecasts continue to provide little skill.  
Currently, the long range models show a very volatile pattern, 
indicating no long cold or warm, wet or dry periods. January 
generally sees below freezing temperatures and snow cover over 
most of Alaska. Warmer conditions in parts of southern Alaska, 
particularly along the coast, may provide some burnable fuels, but 
fire spread potential is low without strong winds. 
 
Northwest: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for 
the Northwest through the Outlook period. 
 
Precipitation accumulation since October 1st has been near or above 
average for Oregon and Washington. Temperatures were generally 
above average in October and November but have been below 
average through much of December. Snow accumulation has caught 
up to near normal or better after an unusually warm November.  
 
Climate outlooks slightly favor below average temperatures through 
February and are non-committal after that. Precipitation is 



anticipated to remain near or slightly above normal through April. Snow accumulation is expected to be 
near normal.       
 
Northern California and Hawaii: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for Northern 
California through the Outlook period. 
 
Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected in Hawaii for the Outlook period. 
 
The outlook for Northern California for the first four months of 2017 is for near normal temperatures and 
normal to above normal precipitation. Precipitation since the rain year began on October 1 has been 
above normal across the majority of the Area. More than half of the region has received 150 percent or 
more of normal precipitation. Considering the recent precipitation and the fact that fuels are typically 
green and/or snow-covered throughout the Area during the Outlook period significant fire potential is 
expected to remain minimal to non-existent, which is normal during that time. Therefore, significant fire 
potential from January through April is normal for all areas. 
 
Sea Surface Temperatures in the vicinity of Hawai’i are expected to remain slightly above normal through 
April. Therefore, temperatures throughout the islands are expected to remain slightly above normal. After 
drier than normal conditions in October and November, December has seen near to above normal 
precipitation over much of the region. Near to above normal rainfall is expected through April due to the 
presence of the weak La Niña and the continuing rainy season. Although, some lee side areas may 
continue to receive lighter than normal rainfall during this time. Very little fire activity occurs in Hawai’i in 
a typical winter and early spring, so a projection of normal fire activity from January through April implies 
little to no significant fire activity. Other than small local-scale lee side areas that may have periods of 
slightly elevated fire potential, Hawai’i has normal significant fire potential through April. 
 
Southern California: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for Southern California 
through the Outlook period. 
 
The longwave pattern over the Eastern Pacific buckled earlier in December which helped a strong ridge 
further away from the coast.  This ridge had been serving as a blockade against storm systems entering 
the state during the fall.  The shift in the long wave pattern allowed a parade of systems originating from 
the Gulf of Alaska to drop southward to the Pacific Northwest and Northern California.  Significant jet 
energy over the Pacific helped intensify these storms, which resulted in numerous very wet systems 
impacting the state.  At the beginning of December, most of the precipitation associated with these 
storms remained to the north of the district, but as the month wore on, each system dropped a bit further 
south. This finally resulted in widespread and significant wetting rains across the entire district by the 
second week of the month. 
 
December marks the first widespread wet start to the rainy season since the 2011-2012 water year.  
Monthly precipitation totals over Central California range from three to six inches along the central coast 
to four to eight inches in the Sierras.  Southern California has seen similar amounts with the higher totals 
near the south-facing aspects.  Even the rain shadowed areas of the higher terrain adjacent to the desert 
have seen wetting rains.  Snowpack at the higher elevations is significantly above normal in Central 
California, although the subtropical nature of these systems has kept snow levels unusually high. 
Unlike the past 5 years, there is little threat of significant fire activity through the next several weeks.  The 
pattern looks to remain wet into early January before some long range model guidance depicts drier 
weather in February.  The beneficial precipitation of late will go a long way to replenish subsoil moisture 
as well as establish a deeper snowpack in the high country.  Lower elevations should see significant 
growth of native brush continue the next few weeks.  Seasonal grass growth is expected to be robust.  
However, the extensive coverage of dead material will still be susceptible to ignition during peak heating 
hours should a drier pattern emerge in the spring.  It would take a prolonged dry and warm period to 
allow this to happen, and in the expected absence of such a pattern over the next several weeks, large 
fire potential will remain near normal; meaning little to no large fire activity through the winter. 
 



Northern Rockies: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Northern Rockies 
through the Outlook period. 
 
A typical La Nina type winter pattern set up over the Northern Rockies in late November, and is and will 
be continuing for the foreseeable future. This pattern is, generally speaking, a moist, cool west to 
northwest flow aloft directing low pressure systems from the Gulf of Alaska and Western Canada with 
abundant moisture, across the Area. Temperatures have been significantly below average this month, as 
two Arctic outbreaks during December occurred, while precipitation has been mainly above average, 
except over far North Idaho and Northwest Montana. Mountain snowpacks have quickly built to above 
average over Yellowstone National Park and South Central Montana, but still remain below average. 
over the rest of the higher terrain. Nevertheless, due to the very moist October, average November and 
moist conditions in December, the entire Area remains drought-free. Live fuels are in dormancy for the 
winter following a lengthy period of abundant moisture received. Dead fuel moisture levels have risen 
accordingly.  
 
The weak La Nina in place is expected to transition into neutral conditions during the Outlook period 
while the Pacific Decadal Oscillation may become slightly negative. Impacts from these transitions 
should translate to an overall cool, snowy pattern especially for the mountains. Therefore near normal 
snowpack accrual is expected to persist. Long range data suggests that while the winter is not expected 
to be excessively cold, there will still be periodic intrusions of arctic air into the Area, especially in 
January. Long-range climate modeling data also suggests that near to above average precipitation, and 
near to below average temperatures could persist into February and March. The Northern Rockies will 
therefore be out of season through February.  A sustained period of warm dry windy weather east of the 
Continental Divide can heighten grass and brush-fire potential in February and March, and has in some 
previous years. Given the lack of drought status present though, and likelihood of continued at least 
average precipitation continuing for the rest of the winter, this potential will likely be absent in February, 
and normal, at best in March. 
 
Great Basin: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Great Basin through the 
Outlook period. 
 
Significant fire potential is low for the Great Basin through April. The main area of concern heading into 
the spring is western Nevada, which has received very little precipitation relative to normal. The climate 
outlook calls for above normal precipitation across western Nevada during March and April, which may 
help alleviate the dry conditions, though the concern moving into April is that abnormally high 
precipitation may lead to a large grass crop. 
 
A progressive weather pattern has brought a series of storms impacting much of the Great Basin over 
the past month. Over the past few weeks these storms have been unseasonably warm, leading to rain at 
much higher elevations that is typical for the time of year. The majority of the Great Basin has seen 
normal to above normal precipitation over the past month. The exception to this is portions of western 
and southwestern Nevada where precipitation is well below normal. 
 
Southwest: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Southwest in January.  From 
February through April significant fire potential is expected to increase to above normal across eastern 
New Mexico and west Texas. 
 
Drought conditions are emerging and forecast to persist across lower elevations of Arizona and also the 
southern plains area.  Above normal fine fuel loading carrying over from last year is also in place in these 
same areas.  On the whole, drier and milder than usual conditions exist but with continued potential for 
low frequency, high impact storm systems.  Weather patterns seem consistent with recent years, where 
the trend is systems largely bypassing the Southwest.  This trend is likely to change with systems moving 
into western portions of the Area during spring.  Normal overall significant wildland fire potential is 
expected overall, but increasing to above normal across portions of the eastern plains from sometime in 
late February through early spring. Mountain snowpack, though highly variable and trending below 
normal, should continue to mitigate higher elevation fire potential through the outlook period.  Fire 



potential concerns will be constrained to almost exclusively human caused fires in dormant fine fuels on 
days where warmth, wind and dryness tend to align.  The greatest chance for this alignment is across 
portions of the eastern plains from late winter into spring.   
 
Rocky Mountain: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Rocky Mountain Area in 
January.  From February through April significant fire potential is expected to increase to above normal 
across southwest Kansas and southeast Colorado. 
 
December precipitation deficit trends continued from November across the southeast corner of Colorado 
into southwest and southeast Kansas.  A turnaround to wetter than average conditions prevailed 
elsewhere. As a result of wet trends expanding across northern portions of the area, there was a slight 
improvement in long-term deficits across Colorado, except intensifying drought in the southeast corner of 
Colorado and Kansas.  An abundant dead grass and brush fuel component remains in place in the lower 
elevations and foothills of the Rocky Mountain Area. Although fall snowfall in the higher elevations got off 
to a slow start, it has since recovered and most mountain locations that typically are this time of year are 
under snow cover. 
 
Short to medium range forecast models for the latter portion of December into early January indicate an 
active weather pattern typically for this time of year with the passage of frontal systems and associated 
opportunities for precipitation and cold temperatures at times. Long range predictors in the tropical 
Pacific indicate a weak La-Nina phase gradually shifting to a neutral pattern as the winter progresses. 
While these predictors point towards a cooler and wetter regime during the winter into early spring across 
the northern tier of the U.S., and a warmer and drier environment in the southern portion of the U.S.; 
forecasts are for near average precipitation and temperatures during the winter across the Rocky 
Mountains Area, except a warmer and drier signal edging into southeast Colorado and southwest 
Kansas. Large fire activity is typically at a minimum in January, with a slight increase in February, with 
the pre-green fire occurrences peaking from the second half of March through the first half of April. The 
primary fire carrier this time of year is dead grass and brush which is abundant this year as a result of a 
wetter than average spring and early summer east of the continental divide. Short and long range 
precipitation and temperature forecasts indicate average values overall during the winter and early 
spring, except a warmer and drier signal persisting into southeast Colorado and southwest Kansas. 
Resultant significant fire potential expectations during the outlook are normal overall, except above 
normal early in the pre-green period across southwest Kansas. 
 
Eastern Area: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Eastern Area through the 
Outlook period. 
 
Soil moisture and precipitation anomalies were below normal across the portions of the Mid-Mississippi 
Valley, northern Maine, and the southeastern corner of the Mid-Atlantic States towards the end of 
December.  Near to above normal precipitation and soil moisture anomalies were in place over the rest 
of the Eastern Area. Fuel moistures were near to above normal over the majority of the Eastern Area 
towards the end of December.  The exceptions were across portions of Mid-Mississippi Valley where 
drier than normal conditions existed.   
 
Near to above normal temperatures are forecast over the majority of the Eastern Area in January.  Then 
a trend towards colder than normal temperatures is expected to spread eastward through the Eastern 
Area February into March.  Drier than normal precipitation trends are expected to develop over the Mid-
Mississippi Valley in February shifting to the eastern third of the Area in March.  Warmer conditions 
overall are expected over much of the Eastern Area in April with wetter trends developing over the 
western half of the Area.  The spring fire season may begin earlier than normal across portions of the 
Mid-Mississippi Valley if the forecast drier than normal conditions develop in February.  
 
Southern Area: Normal significant wildland fire potential is expected for the Southern Area in January.  
From February through April significant fire potential is expected to increase to above normal across 
portions of Texas and Oklahoma. 
 



Recurring periods of moderate to locally high rain activity and a return of colder temperatures have 
significantly eased, but not erased, what has been an extreme dry condition for the South; especially for 
the Appalachian states. Ongoing and increasing drought conditions remain a concern in light of the 
weather outlook for southeast Georgia and Florida, and western Oklahoma and northwest Texas portions 
of the Southern area. 
 
Overall weakening of the current La Nina episode to a more volatile neutral state is expected from winter 
into early spring. While this situation should produce a lot of variability in the weather pattern during this 
outlook period, a persisting drier trend is seen for the southwestern plains in our west and for Florida.  
The trending drier and therefore higher fire risk areas from late winter into early spring will persistently be 
located across western Oklahoma and northwest Texas and then in southeast Georgia, southern 
Alabama, South Carolina, and Florida. Cured grass fuel loadings remain high for areas of Oklahoma and 
Texas and pose risks for larger, rapid fire spread should ignition occur in a higher wind and low humidity 
periods.  
 
 
Outlook Objectives 
 
The National Significant Wildland Fire Potential Outlook is intended as a decision support tool for 
wildland fire managers, providing an assessment of current weather and fuels conditions and how these 
will evolve in the next four months. The objective is to assist fire managers in making proactive decisions 
that will improve protection of life, property and natural resources, increase fire fighter safety and 
effectiveness, and reduce firefighting costs.  
 
For questions about this outlook, please contact the National Interagency Fire Center at (208) 
387-505 or contact your local Geographic Area Predictive Services unit.  
 
Note: Additional Geographic Area assessments may be available at the specific GACC websites. The GACC websites can also 
be accessed through the NICC webpage at: http://www.nifc.gov/nicc/predictive/outlooks/outlooks.htm 
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