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CATASTROPHE MANAGEMENT SNIPPETS: California Wildfire Preview

One of the key items on the catastrophe watch list starting off 2014 is the excessive dryness across the Inter-
mountain West, particularly in California. Drought conditions in January 2014 have expanded and intensified as
exceptionally warm and dry conditions have prevailed across the western U.S. If dryness persists for the rest of
the rainy season in February/March, prospects of an active 2014 California wildfire season increase based on
historical analogs. This report summarizes the ongoing drought, provides a look back at several comparable Cal-
ifornia drought situations in recent history, highlights the impact on water resource issues and lists historically
significant wildfires in the Golden State.
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chart below highlights average California precipitation by month
(blue bars) and cumulatively (dashed blue line) across the water
year which begins in October and ends in September. Califor-
nia’s wet season spans from December through March while the
dry season occurs from June through September. With 2” seen
in the first four months of this water year, California is over 8”
behind the normal water year to date total of 10.5” and is nearly
a full inch below the prior record low start to the water year seen
in 1990/91.
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Second Half Rainy Season Importance for Drought Relief & Wildfire Season

Many months of above normal precipitation, particularly during the rainy season, Precipitation Required to End Current
will be needed to end the California drought. How much rain is needed to end Drought Conditions in One Month
the drought? The map to the right highlights areas of drought in the U.S. at the December 2013

beginning of 2014. Shaded areas depict how much rainfall is required in one
month to end drought conditions. Across much of California, 12-24” of rainfall is
needed, which compares to California’s annual average of 20”. With January also
excessively dry, these totals will increase in the next monthly update from the
National Drought Monitor program.

From a historical perspective, an exceptionally dry start to the winter rainy sea- -
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son is not always followed by a severe wildfire season. February/March precipi- Mw,cmmwummm‘u

tation is more important than the first half of the wet season for assessing wild-
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fire season potential. For example, the start of the 1990/91 rainy season is noted

on page 1 as the record driest start to the water year prior to 2013/14. During g g 51 g 1201 % |-'§|
the second half of the 1990/91 wet season, rainfall shifted into a well above nor- ¥ o " |n'é|ﬁ,';s 1 e e

mal mode as California received 8.5” of rainfall in March 1991, the third wettest
March on record. The 1991 California wildfire season went on to feature the least amount of acres burned of any year since 1987, yet featured
the most damaging fire in state history with 2,900 structures destroyed in the Tunnel/Oakland Hills Fire of October 1991 (see chart below right).

In contrast to the excessively wet end to the 1990/91 wet season, both 2007 and 2008 only featured one month of slightly above normal precipi-
tation to start off the calendar year. The slightly wetter than normal month was not enough to turn the tables of well below average precipita-
tion in the rest of the wet season months. The 2007 and 2008 wildfire seasons featured more acres burned than any other year since 1987.
Thus, precipitation trends over the next several months will be critical for assessing the odds of a potentially active 2014 wildfire season.

Top Five Largest California Wildfires Top Five Damaging California Wildfires

Fire Name Date County Acres Structures Fire Name Date County Acres Structures
1) Cedar Oct 2003 San Diego 273,246 2,820 1) Tunnel Oct 1991 Alameda 1,600 2,900

2) Rush Aug 2012 Lassen 271,911 0 2) Cedar Oct 2003 San Diego 273,246 2,820

3) Rim Aug 2013 Tuolumne 257,314 112 3) Witch Oct 2007 San Diego 197,990 1,650

4) Zaca July 2007  santa Barbara 240,207 1 4) old Oct 2003  sanBernardino 91,281 1,003

5) Matilda Sept 1932  Ventura 220,000 0 5) Jones Oct 1999 Shasta 26,200 954

Source: California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection




