Safety Statement:  Predictive Services, North Ops
Subject: 

 Smoke, Inversions, and potential changes in coming days

Issued: 

1900 PDT, Wednesday June 25, 2008

Current conditions:   Smoke from the growth of our many lightning fires has now become widespread across much of northern CA.   Since Sunday the 22nd the atmosphere has been generally stable which, along with shading caused by the smoke itself, has tended to limit smoke rise.  In the most-affected areas inversions have lasted into the afternoon hours, and even where they break or lift, the vertical lapse rates have not become as steep as they could under totally sunny conditions.   Due to these factors, some (or most?) of our fires have probably not yet seen the maximum fire behavior/ spread rate/ spotting potential that they could see.  
What could change soon:   We expect to see a trend toward less airmass stability over the next few days.  It may well begin Thursday p.m. over the Sierra Nevada fires, from about the Plumas NF southeastward, and continue into Saturday.  But for most other portions of northern CA the trend will start Friday and continue through the weekend.  This will be due to a low pressure area west of CA slowly deepening and gradually expanding its area of influence toward the state. While the overall shift toward less stability might be gradual, the effects seen locally on a given  fire complex could occur within one day’s burning period.  In fact, the switch from barely stable to moderately unstable can occur in as little as 1-2 hours.  A change like that could cause a fire to vent much better and become considerably more active (compared to previous days) in short order.  [It’s not all negative – a couple of upsides associated with these type changes would be better air quality, and increased opportunity for Air Ops].
What you should do:  For reasons varying from firefighter safety to aiding tactical success, we strongly recommend that you keep these things in mind:

· Over the next few days, the atmosphere will trend toward being less stable than it has been the past few days.  

· Smoke will begin to lift better, and probably earlier in the day, in many areas on Friday. 

· On a given fire, the stability lid ‘could come off’ in rather short order, leading to rapid fire behavior increases, while also allowing for increased winds at the surface. 

And take these steps:

· If a vantage point exists, have someone monitor for changes in observed smoke behavior (such as the ending of smoke pooling /layering in your area, or increasing rates of smoke rise, with smoke thinning quickly).  

· Be aware of the possible indicators of increasing instability, which can include:  


-  winds begin to blow after a previous calm, or existing winds become more gusty

      -  indrafts to your fire begin to strengthen
      -  clouds (if any are present) become more vertically oriented

      -  faster-growing columns and/ or they are reaching greater heights

      -  increased up and downdrafts

      -  in some cases visibility starts to improve quickly.  
