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Summary 

California’s 2021/22 fire season was notably less destructive, with 3,629 structures lost, 2,568,948 acres burned 

and 3 fatalities.  Persistent drought continues for the 3rd consecutive year throughout most of the State.  This 

year’s fire season should equal or exceed last year’s metrics.   

 

Homeowners have the responsibility to: 

• Prepare your residence and family for evacuation.  

• Create defensible space around your residence. 

• Know your neighbors and be willing to help.  

• Understand the evacuation plan, know two ways from you home, take one car.  

 

Evaluating current number of fires and acres year over year, it is easily identifiable that fewer fires are 

occurring, however, more acreage is consumed.  This theme is likely to continue as this year’s fire season 

comes into focus.   

Interval Fires Acres 

2022 Combined YTD (CALFIRE & 

US Forest Service) 
1,402 6,507 

2021 Combined YTD (CALFIRE & 

US Forest Service) 
1,639 4,779 

5-Year Average (same interval) 971 3,263 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Background 

Wildfire is a natural and necessary process that keeps California’s landscape healthy.   Last year, California was 

resilient in that fewer structures were lost, and fewer fatalities occurred.  Although fewer acres were burned, it 

should be noted that the acreage burned exceeded the five-year average.  Table 1 demonstrates data from 

CalFire that shows the increase in wildfire activity throughout the state.  

 

 

Table 1.  Year Incidents  Acres Burned Structures Lost Fatalities  

2021 8,835 2,568,948 3,629 3 

2020 9,917 4,257,863 10,488 33 

2019 7,860 259,823 732 3 

2018 7,948 1,975,086 24,226 100 

2017 9,270 1,548,429 10,280 47 

Five-year Average 8,766 2,122,030 9,871 37 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wildfire is influenced by three major components. Available fuel, weather and topography all influence whether 

fire can be confined/contained by suppression efforts, or if a larger fire will follow.  A persistent 3-year drought 

is a major contributing factor towards creating available fuel for fire propagation.  When comparing the drought 

picture from May 2021 to April 2022, it is easy to see that drought conditions have slightly improved, but 

continue to persist, with limited relief seen in the mid-range forecasts (Figure 1).  Drought is related to fire risk 

because it increases fuel dryness and availability (in both live and dead fuels), which correlates closely to an 

increased probability of ignition and increased fire spread rate.  Drought is also closely related to increasing the 

fire season's length as fuels are available for extended periods.  Climate change is considered the key driver of 

the trend towards protracted and more destructive fire seasons in California.  Warmer and dryer springs, limited 

snowpack, and increased fuel availability will add to the intensity of the 2022 Fire Season.  Of course, these 

factors alone lend themselves to a hostile environment for California’s forest health, creating even more 

available fuels.  According to the United States Geological Survey (USGS), there is a growing realization that 

warming trends are associated with increases in size, frequency, and severity of forest fires in the West.  While 

rising temperatures can create drought conditions that favor severe fires, it is also possible that drought limits 

trees' ability to survive a fire. There is less water available for trees during a drought, and more outbreaks of 

harmful insects and pathogens can occur.   



 

 

 

Figure 1 

 

DISCUSSION/ANALYSIS  

 

Figure 2 below demonstrates the significant fire potential at the above normal rate, to start in May and to 

continue through August.  The highlights are as follows: 

• Weather outlook for May and August is near above normal temperatures, and near below normal 

precipitation. 

• Growing season started early; therefore, earlier flammable fuel alignment is likely. 

• Increasing flammability, starting at the lower elevations in May, and then expanding to the slopes in 

June and July is creating an early start to the significant portion of fire season.   

• Significant Fire Potential starts with above normal level during the month of May, then expands to 

include the middle elevation during the month of June, and encompasses all elevations during July and 

August.   



 

 

 
Figure 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Weather: 

  

• Weather pattern during the 2nd and 3rd weeks of April became cool and moist and provided above 

normal returns across a little above half of the area, with the exceptions being across most of the 

Sacramento Valley, portions of the Greater Bay Area, NE CA and Far Eastside. Average temperatures 

were generally near to below normal, with the cooler anomalies across northern tier.  

 

• The outlook for the North Ops region is for near to above normal temperatures, and near to below 

normal precipitation from May through August.  May and June will be the transition period when 

extended dryness and warmth take hold. The Jet Stream is expected to move further north, thus placing 

the drier side of it over portions of the region and High Pressure will become more prevalent. Lightning 

will likely accompany some of the Pacific Trough passages during May and June and favor the north. 

Critically dry wind events, whether they be westerly or northerly, should occur with normal frequency 

during May and June. A robust Desert SW Monsoon is expected during the summer with 

moisture/lightning intrusions more likely for July versus August at this time.  

 

Fuel Conditions: 

 

• A mosaic of fuel conditions and flammability currently exists across northern California due to green-up 

and curing, fluctuating but generally with more moist dead fuels and snow cover across mainly the 

upper elevations.  



 

 

• The Northern California Geographic Area Coordination Center - Predictive Services 4-month weather 

outlook for the North Ops region calls for near to above normal temperatures, and near to below 

normal precipitation. Drought conditions are expected to intensify the rest of the spring into the summer 

months, due to the expected weather patterns. Critically dry fuel alignments between the dead and live 

fuels should occur early this year, and likely start in May across the low elevations, thus prompting an 

Above Normal issuance. This flammable fuel alignment should increase during June over a broader 

area, as curing intensifies up the 

slopes. Flammable fuel alignments 

should remain across the majority of 

the region and all elevations during 

July and August. The unusually dry 

fuels would be problematic during 

any Monsoon moisture/lightning 

events. Confidence is high for an 

early start to the large fire season. 

Normal Significant Fire Potential is 

less than 1 large fire per PSA during 

May, and between 1 to 3 large fires 

per PSA during June and July, and 

as many as 2 to 5 large fires during 

August, with the exception of less 

than 1 large fire in the Bay Area 

PSAs.  

 
Fire Seasons is just around the corner, and, given all current information, will be longer, and as destructive as 

previous years. Mitigation activities are necessary to enhance our community's survivability/resiliency (life, 

property, and the environment).  How do we prepare a community for the wildland fire season?  We accomplish 

mitigation through the 4 E’s (Education, Engineering, Enforcement, and Emergency Response): 

 

Education:  The Southern Marin Fire District (SMFD) provides a robust effort to educate the public on risks 

faced during fire season, resulting in a call to action for residents.   

     We continue to implement:  

• Evacuation mailers (sent annually)  

Visit:  https://www.smfd.org/preparedness/wildfire/evacuation 

• Social Media Feeds and educational news items. 

• Sign up the Southern Marin Fire Protection District Newsletter.  Visit: www.smfd.org (near top right). 

• Neighborhoods organizing into Neighborhood Response Groups (Underway). 

• CERT Training – for more information on classes for 2022 please visit Readymarin.org.  

• Neighborhood Evacuation Drills – coming this summer. 

• Home assessments – Schedule online at Schedule a Home Assessment  

• For information on other available inspections visit All Southern Marin Fire Inspection Types 
 

Engineering Controls:  Often described as proactive measures employed to remove (mitigate) hazardous 

conditions from a community.   

 

 

 

https://www.smfd.org/preparedness/wildfire/evacuation
/Users/tomwelch/Library/Containers/com.apple.mail/Data/Library/Mail%20Downloads/07F24680-9E44-46E3-A412-3AFDE2FDA356/www.smfd.org
http://www.readymarin.org/
https://www.smfd.org/?splash=https%3a%2f%2fapp.squarespacescheduling.com%2fschedule.php%3fowner%3d24788289%26appointmentType%3d30531738&____isexternal=true%20
https://www.smfd.org/our-district/prevention/fire-and-life-safety/inspections/request-an-inspection


 

 

      Examples include:  

 

• Ridge-top fuel breaks, wide-area fuel breaks, emergency notifications, chipper programs (tons per acre 

removal of fuel), and evacuation route fuel reduction programs (to include steps, lanes, and paths). 

 

Projects include:  

• Tam Valley Southern Area Fuel Break (Phase 2 started) 

• Enhancements and installation of the Long-Range Acoustical Device (LRAD). 

• Evacuation route vegetation clearing. 
 

Enforcement Activities:   

 

• Enforcement activities often include education, 

property evaluation, and multiple notifications of 

violation.  Education can be enough to compel 

action among residents, however, at times 

(infrequently), additional remedies are needed, 

such as citations and other legal remedies.   

• The Southern Marin Fire Protection District starts 

residential inspection programs on May 1 and 

continues it throughout the fire season.  Education 

regarding this subject is ongoing throughout the 

year.   
 

Emergency Response:   

 

• Even with all of the mitigation activities listed 

above, we still require emergency response to protect our community and keep small fires small.  Highly 

trained, well-equipped, experienced firefighters are at the ready to respond 24 hours per day.  Members 

are also used to educate our community.  

 

Conclusions 
 

The Southern Marin Fire Protection District remains a forward leaning organization in the areas of preparedness 

and mitigation activities.  The fire season outlook confirms that fire season will occur for our region earlier than 

previous years.  Fires will increase in frequency following/during protracted Northwind events, as the grass 

crop cures, and high-temperature days serve to reduce fuel moisture.  If drought conditions persist, the available 

fuels for wildfire will continue to increase, adding to the pending fire season's intensity and destructiveness.   

 

Both SMFD and MVFD are actively working to educate our communities regarding the risks and community 

and resident responsibilities.  Work continues in the areas of enhancing our Enforcement, Engineering Controls, 

and Emergency Response.   

 

 

Recommendation(s)  
Receive report.  Discuss and ask questions, if desired. 

 


	STAFF REPORT
	Fire Season Outlook and Current Preparations
	Date
	May 10, 2022
	Topic
	2022 Fire Season Outlook and Current Preparations
	Summary
	California’s 2021/22 fire season was notably less destructive, with 3,629 structures lost, 2,568,948 acres burned and 3 fatalities.  Persistent drought continues for the 3rd consecutive year throughout most of the State.  This year’s fire season shoul...
	Homeowners have the responsibility to:
	Background
	Wildfire is a natural and necessary process that keeps California’s landscape healthy.   Last year, California was resilient in that fewer structures were lost, and fewer fatalities occurred.  Although fewer acres were burned, it should be noted that ...
	Wildfire is influenced by three major components. Available fuel, weather and topography all influence whether fire can be confined/contained by suppression efforts, or if a larger fire will follow.  A persistent 3-year drought is a major contributing...
	Figure 1
	DISCUSSION/ANALYSIS

	Figure 2 below demonstrates the significant fire potential at the above normal rate, to start in May and to continue through August.  The highlights are as follows:
	 Weather outlook for May and August is near above normal temperatures, and near below normal precipitation.
	 Growing season started early; therefore, earlier flammable fuel alignment is likely.
	 Increasing flammability, starting at the lower elevations in May, and then expanding to the slopes in June and July is creating an early start to the significant portion of fire season.
	 Significant Fire Potential starts with above normal level during the month of May, then expands to include the middle elevation during the month of June, and encompasses all elevations during July and August.
	Figure 2
	Weather:
	 Weather pattern during the 2nd and 3rd weeks of April became cool and moist and provided above normal returns across a little above half of the area, with the exceptions being across most of the Sacramento Valley, portions of the Greater Bay Area, N...
	 The outlook for the North Ops region is for near to above normal temperatures, and near to below normal precipitation from May through August.  May and June will be the transition period when extended dryness and warmth take hold. The Jet Stream is ...
	Fuel Conditions:
	 A mosaic of fuel conditions and flammability currently exists across northern California due to green-up and curing, fluctuating but generally with more moist dead fuels and snow cover across mainly the upper elevations.
	 The Northern California Geographic Area Coordination Center - Predictive Services 4-month weather outlook for the North Ops region calls for near to above normal temperatures, and near to below normal precipitation. Drought conditions are expected t...
	Fire Seasons is just around the corner, and, given all current information, will be longer, and as destructive as previous years. Mitigation activities are necessary to enhance our community's survivability/resiliency (life, property, and the environm...
	Conclusions
	The Southern Marin Fire Protection District remains a forward leaning organization in the areas of preparedness and mitigation activities.  The fire season outlook confirms that fire season will occur for our region earlier than previous years.  Fires...
	Both SMFD and MVFD are actively working to educate our communities regarding the risks and community and resident responsibilities.  Work continues in the areas of enhancing our Enforcement, Engineering Controls, and Emergency Response.
	Recommendation(s)
	Receive report.  Discuss and ask questions, if desired.

