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Snowmelt – Mid June Mid June – Mid July

Early August – Snowfall Mid July – Early August

An above normal snowpack and cold, damp 

weather has brought a slow start to the 2023 

Alaska Fire Season. However, a couple of days 

of warm and dry weather will quickly melt the 

remaining snowpack, and most fuels will be 

snow-free by mid-May with surface fire 

potential rising quickly in late May and early 

June. Click for details.

By the heart of fire season, melt date is 

irrelevant and activity depends on fuel 

dryness, current weather, and lightning or 

human ignitions. Resistance to control will 

increase normally and there will be some 

very busy periods driven by lightning, low 

humidity, and wind events. Click for details.

With normal temperatures forecast for mid-

summer, most areas will have typical fire 

conditions through late July. If fires from 

the duff stage are uncontrolled, they will  

exhibit higher resistance to extinguishment 

and increase acreage during hot, dry 

periods. Click for details.

End-of-season rains are expected to 

arrive on time, so mid to late August fires 

will no longer be supported by deeper 

fuel layers. Existing fires will show some 

activity during the day, but resistance will 

be minimal. Click for details.



Wind-Driven Season
Snowmelt - Mid June

• Outlook Summary: An above normal snowpack for most of the state lends to a slightly slower than 
typical start to Alaska’s fire season. However, a couple of days of warm, dry, and sunny weather will 
quickly melt the snow, so expect a typical May. Snow will melt out first in low-lying areas during 
early May, then disappear at most higher elevations by the end of the month. 

• Past Weather and Drought: At the end of April, the U.S. Drought Monitor shows no drought in 
Alaska, while the Snow Water Equivalent since October 1st is near normal in areas where it is 
recorded. 

• Weather and Climate Outlook: In the longer term, an expected transition from La Niña to El Niño by 
summer could increase wildfire potential.  Large acreage fire seasons in Alaska are generally paired 
with El Niño summers, but this correlation is weak at best. In the shorter term, after another week 
of somewhat cooler weather, expect a warmer than normal summer for most of the state.

• Fuel Conditions and Fire Activity: As of May 1st, fire activity in Alaska has been limited to a few small 
human ignitions in the Mat-Su and western Kenai near Homer. The rest of the state is finally seeing 
their thick blanket of snow start to disappear. As this happens, fire weather indices are beginning, 
showing how rapidly fuels will become burnable. NASA SPoRT imagery, updated daily, shows that 
snowpack increased over western Alaska this month, but is disappearing in the low-lying areas. 
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https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/CurrentMap/StateDroughtMonitor.aspx?AK
https://www.weather.gov/aprfc/nrcs_AK_SWE
https://iri.columbia.edu/our-expertise/climate/forecasts/enso/current/?enso_tab=enso-sst_table
https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/814day/814temp.new.gif
https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/long_range/lead01/off01_temp.gif
https://fire.ak.blm.gov/content/Weather%20Folder/Alaska%20Snowpack/SPoRT_SnowDepth.pdf


Duff-Driven Season
Mid June - Mid July

• Outlook Summary: There are no early season indicators to inform the severity of fire season 
into June and beyond.  Activity during this heart of the season depends on the convergence 
of dry fuels, preceding and current weather, and ignition sources (both human and 
lightning). At this time, the forecast is for a return to typical conditions during June. 

• Weather and Climate: Weather is usually warm and dry for this period, with mainly 
convective precipitation. This makes for a spotty pattern of dry and damp areas across the 
landscape. Even small changes in precipitation amounts can greatly affect the dryness of 
the mid and deeper fuel layers.  The solstice (~June 21st) coincides with the onset of the 
most active lightning days across Interior Alaska. Daylight hours are long, and the sun angle 
is high, so solar heating potential is at a maximum during this time.

• Fuel Conditions: By the start of the duff-driven season, the mid and upper layers have dried 
to the point that they will engage in active burning. The deeper layers will continue to dry 
but may not yet be involved in fire consumption. During this time, resistance to control is 
on the rise.
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Cumulative Drought Season
Mid July – Mid August

• Outlook Summary: Again, there are no early season indicators to inform the severity of fire 
season this far into the summer.  Activity continues to depend on the convergence of dry 
fuels, preceding and current weather, and ignition sources (both human and lightning). 
Currently, the forecast is for typical conditions during July and August. 

• Weather and Climate: In late July, heating and drying of forest and grass fuels can still be 
critical, though daylight hours and sun angle are decreasing. In a classic Alaskan summer, 
this period is the crux of the driest fuel conditions. Its duration is highly variable: if 
stratiform rainfall events occur in mid to late July, the season will quickly wind down and 
the drought-driven season ends, almost as soon as it begins. In other years, if no 
significant rains come until August, drought conditions extend into the deeper layers and 
largest fuels, leading to an extended Cumulative Drought Season.

• Fuel Conditions: During the drought-driven season, drying has reached the point that all 
fuels, regardless of depth or size, will become engaged in a fire. Resistance to control has 
become very high, and resistance to extinguishment is also a large concern.
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Diurnal-Driven Season
Mid August - September

• Outlook Summary: Again, there are no early season indicators to inform the severity of fire 
season so late in the summer.  Activity continues to depend on the convergence of dry 
fuels, preceding and current weather, and ignition sources (both human and lightning). 
Currently, the forecast is for typical conditions into September.  

• Weather and Climate: The effective end to fire season comes when end-of-season rains 
arrive. Though this can happen as early as the end of July, it usually occurs closer to mid-
August. At the same time, the amount of solar heating falls off drastically, reducing the 
potential for surface fuels to dry out after a significant rainfall.

• Fuel Conditions: Though the deepest layers will likely remain dry, rain events bring enough 
precipitation to wet down the upper and mid fuel layers. This makes ignition a challenge, 
so new fires are limited. Resistance to control is no longer an issue, and fires are easily 
caught and extinguished. Freezing temperatures and snowfall in September draw the final 
line for fire season’s end.

 Back to main slide



2019

1969

1990

2013
1947

1972

2002

2009

1991

1977

1954

1971
2010

1999

Biggest fire acreage in 

Alaska tends to occur in 

El Niño summers

2022

1940 to 2022

Most small seasons occur 

when ENSO is weak 

2023 

JJA 

ONI

Forecast

 Back to main slide


	Slide 1: Alaska’s 2023 Fire Potential Outlook
	Slide 2: Wind-Driven Season Snowmelt - Mid June
	Slide 3: Duff-Driven Season Mid June - Mid July
	Slide 4: Cumulative Drought Season Mid July – Mid August
	Slide 5: Diurnal-Driven Season Mid August - September
	Slide 6: ENSO and Wildfire Acreage 

