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Weather and fuel indices indicate that the 2011 Winter Fire Season has now transitioned into an active Spring
Fire Season. La Nina conditions are expected to dominate the weather pattern into June. This will keep the
potential for large and destructive wildfire occurrence over the state at an elevated level, and represents a
serious threat to citizen safety. The primary causes for this increased threat are:

e Existing and continued drought

e Strong winds due to progressive fronts

e Southern Plains Wildfire Qutbreak

e Above normal vegetation & Critically dry fuels (grass and brush)

¢ Increasing fire activity, size and risk

Existing and continued drought

The ongoing drought across the state continues to deepen to historic levels. As can be seen in the image
below, drought at the DO level or higher now covers 100% of the state. Since the National Drought Moenitor
has been keeping records, this has occurred only twice before, in September 2000, and June 2006. Both of
those years saw severe droughts and active fire seasons within the state. The National Climatic Data Center
(NCDC), indicates that the past six month period from October, 2010 through March, 2011 is the fourth driest
October — March period in Texas, and the month of March was the driest March since they began keeping
records in 1895. Unfortunately, it does not look like there is any relief on the horizon. The national drought
forecast, shown at the top of the next page, indicates that drought is expected to persist and intensify across the
state through June, 2011.
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The suite of El Nino/Southern Oscillation (ENSQO) models predicts that La Nina conditions will persist into
June. The impact of the continued La Nina conditions can be seen on the following National Weather Service
seasonal forecast products which are predicting temperatures that are significantly above average and below
average rainfall in April, May, and June.
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Strong Winds Due to Progressive Fronts

The weather pattern that produced the progressive frontal systems during March is expected to continue into
April. Associated with these frontal passages are strong winds and low relative humidity.

According the National Weather Service fire weather forecaster in Lubbock:

“A pattern of strong Pacific Northwest troughs swinging out across the northern Rockies/Plains
already is established. It is inevitable that we will see a number of dry, warm, and windy days
developing in the coming weeks and months.”

Based on historical weather data, Greg Murdoch, Meteorologist with the National Weather Service in
Midland, Texas, states that April is the peak month for Red Flag conditions across the plains regions of the
state. A Red Flag is issued by the National Weather Service when strong winds above 20mph and Relative
Humidity values below 20% will be present during the afternoon time frame. He also states that the weather
pattern this year is very similar to that which occurred during the springs of 2008 & 2009, when Red Flag
conditions extended on into May and early June.

Southem Plains Wildfire Qutbreak

A team of NWS meteorologists recently identified a weather phenomenon called the Southern Plains Wildfire
- Qutbreak where specific weather components combine to create conditions conducive to catastrophic fire
losses. Southern Plains Wildfire Qutbreaks occur during the winter and spring. This has occurred 10 times
since December 27, 2005 and the statistics are significant:

287 major wildfires

2.5 million acres burned
22 fatalities

1,065 structures destroyed

The fires included Cross Plains, December 27, 2005; Amarillo East Complex, March 12, 2006 and North
Texas Fires, April 9, 2009,

Above normal amounts of vegetation & critically dry fuels across the state

Most of Texas currently is supporting an increased amount of fine fuel loading due to above normal rainfall
during the spring and late summer of 2010. The late summer precipitation, associated with four tropical
systems has especially caused a flush of growth in the grasses.

The increased fuel loading now provides a continuous blanket of tall, dead grass across the surface that makes
it easier for fires to ignite and spread, even with low to moderate wind speed. Fire intensities also can be
expected to increase with this above normal fuel loading, and exhibit a higher resistance to control - requiring
additional resources for effective containment. Some green-up of the grasses have begun primarily east of I-
35 and south of HWY 90. But due to the drought, the green-up is weak, and will quickly wilt without any
sustaining moisture soon.

As we exit the driest March on record and enter April, the fuels across the state are at critical fuel dryness
levels. The map on the next page shows that every Predictive Service Area in the state is in the upper 10% of
historical Energy Release Component (ERC) readings, with most above the upper 3% of historical readings.
The Energy Release Component of the National Fire Danger Rating System is a measure of the amount of heat
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generated within a specified area, and correlates well to the potential intensity and difficulty of control of a
wildfire. When ERC’s are within the top 10% of historical readings, wildfires can be expected to burm with
high intensities and have a very high difficulty of control, requiring multiple firefighting resources for
effective containment. The map also shows wildfires where state resources were involved in suppression
action. As the map indicates, all regions of the state are at risk to large and damaging fires due to the ongoing

drought and critical fuel dryness.
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An example of what can happen when critical fuel dryness and critical fire weather are present is the Swenson
Fire that started on April 7" in Stonewall County, and burned into King County. On the morning of April 8™,
the fire was approximately 71,000 acres in size, had threatened multiple homes, two were lost, with multiple

ground and air resources involved in the suppression effort.

A couple of images at the top of the next page show the intensity and size of the fire.




Shows fast moving head of fire quwg_high_iptensities on the fire

State Fire Danger Qutlook

Based on current and forecast conditions, state and national fire analysts are expecting significant fire risk with
the potential for large, damaging fires to continue through April and into May. The area of concern includes
the entire state.

Monthly High Risk for Fire Danger Outlook
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Fire Activity

TFS and Fire Department fires since start of fire season — November, 15, 2010

Other
Date Range {AGENCY|Fires| Acres Structures

Saved

Homes Total | Homes
Saved Saved Lost

Other
Structures Lost| Lost

Total

11/15/2010-  IFD 6443 [358315.88] 4668 6134] 10802
4/7/2011 | ;
11/15/2010-  [TFS 792 387516.6]  2029° 1364| 3393
4/7/2011 : ‘ i : ; |
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7498

Nov 15" Total | 7235[745832.48] 6697
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Report updates to:
burnban@tfs.tamu.edu
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Burn Ban RSS feed available at http:/tfsfrp.tamu.edu/wildfires/BurnBan.xml

Counties with Burn Bans: 180
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