MONTHLY FIRE WEATHER / FIRE DANGER OUTLOOK

October 2004

1.  REPORTING UNIT:  Northern California Geographic Area
2.  DATE: September 27, 2004 

POTENTIAL FOR SERIOUS/CRITICAL FIRE PROBLEMS:  

The trend is for normal fire activity as the GACC moves into the fall weather pattern of October, with low dead fuel moistures and live fuels that are reaching or at critical levels. 

In Northern California the month of October will typically bring 1.3 Incident Management Team activations, however it should be noted that out of the 13 IMT activations in October over the last 10 years four of those were for fires that had begun in September and were still being managed in October. October ignitions accounting for IMT activations average 0.9 for a ten year average.
	THIS COMING MONTH
	BELOW NORMAL
	
	NORMAL
	X
	ABOVE NORMAL
	

	THIS SEASON
	BELOW NORMAL
	
	NORMAL
	X
	ABOVE NORMAL
	


3.  FIRE BEHAVIOR OUTLOOK
Areas that received light to moderate shower activity in the later part of the month are starting to show an upward trend in fire danger indices and fire behavior. In September there were a total of 393 fires within the GACC burning approximately 13,338 acres. One fire, CDF-Geysers, accounted for 12,525 of those acres. The other 392 fires only consumed 813 acres or an average of 2.07 acres per fire. No rapid rates of spread or extreme fire behavior have been observed in the last few weeks of September within the GACC.
Weak low pressure areas could bring a few showers to the north part of the Geographic Area around the 4th and 8-9th. The second half of October will likely see stronger Pacific westerlies near northern CA, with weakening of the high pressure.  This would bring at least one, and possibly 2-3 Pacific weather systems across the north state, with a good chance of at least one GACC-wide wetting rain occurrence during the latter third of the month.
Recent Weather and Trends:

Large-scale high pressure of medium strength governed northern CA weather for the bulk of September, with the only Pacific storm coming on the 18-19th (the last weekend of summer).  The north state saw a mixed-bag in terms of temperature and precipitation anomalies during September.  Figure 1 indicates that more than half of the Geographic Area had temperatures above normal, with the biggest anomalies + 3-4º F in CDF’s San Mateo- Santa Cruz Unit.   Meanwhile, the coolest areas relative to normal centered on southern Mendocino County, at 3-4º below September normals.   

Figure 2 shows the rainfall percent-of-normals (PON) across the GACC area Sept 1-26.  Most areas were pretty dry, ranging from just 10-60% of normal.  However there was a major exception from the Bay Area northeast through Sacramento to about Grass Valley.   Due to heavy showers and thunder-storms on the 19th, these areas received .30 - 1.30” of rain.  Portions of Del Norte Co. had even higher rain totals, but in that wetter climate those were smaller PONs.   The latest drought Drought Monitor (see Figure 3) shows that our GACC is just west of extreme drought in the western Great Basin.    

Typically a big concern in September are foehn wind events.  This year there were only two of significance for the north state, both in the first half of the month.   The moderate North to NE winds occurred on the 2-3rd and 14-15th.  A third event, on the 20-21st was weak in the North, but trans-itioned into southern CA’s first Santa Ana event of the season.   As for lightning during September, Figure 4 is a map showing all strikes through the morning of the 27th.   It should be noted that isolated thunderstorms were also forecast for the 27th (p.m.) through the 29th on higher terrain, after the time frame included on the map.  
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4. FORECAST FOR OCTOBER 2004:

Discussion:  Larger-scale high pressure should continue to dominate for at least the first half of October.  Weak low pressure areas could bring a few showers to the north part of the Geographic Area around the 4th and 8-9th, but confidence is fairly low.  The second half of October will likely see stronger Pacific westerlies near northern CA, with weakening of the high pressure.  This would bring at least one, and possibly 2-3 Pacific weather systems across the north state, with a good chance of at least one GACC-wide wetting rain occurrence during the latter third of the month.   At this time, no significant lightning occurrence is forecast for October; and any that might occur would be wet.  See the paragraphs below for more detail on October’s temperature, precipitation, and wind forecasts.  This is considered the most-likely scenario, with confidence of 65-70% in the first half of October and 55-60% in the second half.    
Temperatures:  


Oct. 1-15:    Varying from 1-4º F above normal inland PSAs, warmest in the south. 

                                                 Coastal PSAs 0-2º above normal.  


Oct. 16-31:   Near normal to 2º F above normal most PSAs. 

As an example of normal, Redding average max temps drop from 86º on the 1st to 79º on the 15th to 70º on the 31st.    Normal October precip at Redding is 2.18”, based on the period 1970-2000.

Precipitation and Lightning:  


Oct. 1-15:    Not exceeding 70% of normal precipitation anywhere, with 0-1
    lightning days. 
Oct. 16-31:  Precipitation 60-90% of normal, with lightning, if any, confined to

    wet frontal systems.     
Winds:   Nothing unusual foreseen at this point, with general winds fluctuating from SW to NW for the most part.  There may be less foehn (North to ENE) wind occurrence than usual for October, with possibly just 1or 2 episodes reaching moderate strength.   Additionally, counties that border OR or NV could see southwest wind gusts 38-50 mph ahead of the strongest approaching weather systems.      

To see the latest National Weather Service 30 & 90-day forecasts, go to:  http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/multi_season/13_seasonal_outlooks/color/page2.gif. 
5.  FUELS
	FINE - GRASS STAGE
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LIVE FUEL MOISTURE (sage, deciduous, conifer):

Range   55 % to 130%

1000 HOUR DEAD FUEL MOISTURE:                                         
Current  6  % to 17 % 







6.  ACTUAL OCCURRENCE /ACRES BURNED YEAR TO DATE:
Fires

   Acres




Fires & Acres 2004 - through September

3710

  70,724
                  
The ten year average for fires and acres through September is approx:

3650

118,525
7.  WRITTEN SUMMARY: Indicators of large fire growth potential (ERC’s, 1000 hr. fuels moistures) are all on the rise since that last measurable precipitation. There may be less foehn (North to ENE) wind occurrence than usual for October, with possibly just 1or 2 episodes reaching moderate strength.  The second half of October will likely see stronger Pacific westerlies near northern CA, with weakening of the high pressure. This would bring at least one, and possibly 2-3 Pacific weather systems across the north state, with a good chance of at least one GACC-wide wetting rain occurrence during the latter third of the month.    
Figure 4   Lightning for Sept 1-27, 2004
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