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Outside of Alaska, the fire season has been much less severe than the 2003 season.  Additionally, the 2004 season has been much less severe than the previous four fire seasons dating back to the record breaking year of 2000.  Given this context, the 2004 season appears as a sharp break in the trend of fire season severity.  However, early 2004 fire potential was high given fuel conditions, snow pack and the forecast for the upcoming season weather.

Below are a comparison of 2003 and 2004 spring snow pack and drought.  Early season conditions indicated no relief in long term drought.  Also, with the exception of portions of the Northwest Area, snow pack was less in 2004 than in 2003. 
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Weather patterns through mid-August however have shown differences in positions and strength between 2003 and 2004.  A strong and persistent ridge of high pressure dominated the 2003 summer weather pattern over the West that was centered over the Great Basin instead of its usual position over the Four Corners.  This, in turn, led to a deeper than normal low pressure trough downstream over the East. This 2003 seasonal pattern resulted in one of the hottest and driest summers in the West and one of the coolest, wettest summers in the East.  Last year was the warmest summer ever in Nevada, second hottest in Oregon and third warmest for Idaho. Several cities set all-time record highs.  Boise broke its previous record with 20 days over 100 degrees.  Washington saw their driest summer on record with New Mexico reporting their driest July.  In addition, sustained dry lightning activity beginning in late July and extending through mid-August produced heavy initial attack and large fire activity in the Northwest, Eastern Great Basin and Northern Rockies Areas.  
In 2004, three significant weather patterns took place that have influenced a less severe season so far.  The first came in late March and early April when a powerful storm system brought substantial rains to the eastern half of the Southwest and Rocky Mountain Areas.  A rain event as large as this year’s event did not occur during in 2003 in the Southwest.  As a result, the potential for an early fire season abated, leaving only Arizona and far western portions of Colorado in significant high fire danger.  Secondly, the Southwest monsoon began on time and continued to supply moisture with little interruption over the Southwest, Rocky Mountain and Eastern Great Basin Areas.  Last year’s monsoon was late and sporadic in nature, resulting in significant spikes in fire activity.  The monsoonal tap of moisture was also drawn northward at regular intervals, allowing significant lightning outbreaks.  However, the lightning was mostly accompanied with rain.  As of August 11, 2004, there had been no significant outbreaks of dry lightning in the western continental United States.  Finally, a persistent cool jet stream was in place over the Northern Rockies Area.  This resulted in much below normal temperatures and frequent wet thunderstorms.  However, heavier fuels continue to show abnormally dry readings in western sections of the Northern Rockies.
Through August 11, 2004, 42,815 fire starts have been human-caused this season.  The 2004 lighting-caused fires have totaled 8,346.  In 2003, human-caused fires added up to 31,472 and lightning starts totaled 8,570.  In 2004, there has been a decrease of 224 in lightning-caused fires.  This drop in lightning fires has occurred even though there has been a 77 percent increase in the number of national lightning strikes.  This further illustrates the wet nature of this year’s thunderstorms.  The wet thunderstorm pattern throughout the West in 2004 has kept grasses, forbs, and other herbaceous plants growing well into the summer.  This translates into high live fuel moistures, reduced fire potential, reduced fire spread, and low resistance to control for many fires in locations that would, under higher fire danger ratings during this time of year, expect containment to require many weeks of work.  
An important additional aspect in limited lightning fire growth has been the effective use of resources. National severity funding has placed additional heavy and medium helicopters throughout the western states.  With the approval of Regional severity funding we have maintained staffing of these helicopters.  These resources have been prioritized for initial action and have provided a highly mobile and effective force that continues to be very successful.  The movement of these resources from one geographic area to another continues to be a dynamic process that occurs on a daily basis.

In addition, the Geographic Areas have utilized Predictive Services to make informed decisions on the strategic positioning of helicopters and single engine airtankers within the Area.  The NICC is working closely with Predictive Services and the Geographic Areas to maintain an effective grid of initial action capability throughout the affected Areas.

Despite the low level of fire activity outside of Alaska so far this year, potential still exists for large, problematic fires especially in California.  Most of California has not experienced the wet thunderstorm activity that other areas have enjoyed this year.  Many fire danger stations are measuring record levels of fuel dryness along with record high levels of fire danger index values.  With no appreciable rains expected and the Santa Ana season still a month away, Southern California will mostly likely continue to see higher than normal numbers of fires.  The remainder of the West will also continue to experience fire activity into the middle of September.  A recent warm and dry episode is expected to give way to increased lighting later this week.  Most likely, this lightning event will lead to additional large fires across the Northwest, Great Basin and Northern Rockies Areas.  Alaska will continue to experience abnormally high fire danger until the last full week in August.  Long range forecasts indicate a break in the warm, dry pattern late in August for Alaska.  


















