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Geospatial Fire Modeling Considerations in Alaska 
 
 
NDFD Forecast 

 I am told by the RD&A you will see the NDFD Forecast in WFDSS by fire season 2012—
let’s keep our fingers crossed. 

Non-burnables 

 Make sure the fuel model layer has accounted for the non-burnables like ice, water, and 
rock. It is important that your simulation reflect these areas if they have any size to them. 

Beetle-killed & Disturbance Areas 

 It is important to check and see if the LANDFIRE data captures disturbance areas. I 
noticed on the Shantatalik Creek Fire (Kenai; 2009) that the fire moved in the beetle-killed 
areas (white spruce). A mask was used to capture the mortality and the FSPro runs were 
improved. 

RAWS 
 

 AK is huge and there are a limited number of RAWS available. You have to be really 
lucky to get your fire near a RAWS and one that is representative of weather and winds. 
Generally speaking, the one closest is usually best for weather, but checking the elevation 
in relation to the fire’s elevation is a good practice. When it comes to winds, it is critical 
you get one representative of the fire area, even if that means you skip over closer RAWS. 
A portable RAWS at the fire site may help you see what winds are influencing the fire and 
you can compare those observations with the RAWS(s) in WFDSS. 

 
ERC vs. BUI (FSPro) 

 I know you prefer BUI in AK, but WFDSS uses ERC-G and it looks like an option to use 
other indices is a ways off. Among other things, a correlation will need to be developed 
between fuel moisture and BUI. So until then, don’t get worked up over using ERC or 
what percentile X value represents. I would suggest focusing on the ERC value for that day 
and forecast and what bin(s) it falls into. Look at the fuel moistures in that bin(s)—are they 
what you are observing on the fire? If not, adjust accordingly. Once you have nailed down 
the fuel moistures, then adjust the burn period until the model is adequately representing 
the growth of the fire. In AK, it is likely you will have to increase the burn period for most 
simulations. 
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Converting from a Timber Model to a Shrub 

 Some analysts are converting timber models to shrub models to increase fire growth. This 
is a quick fix, but has unintended consequences. The real issue is the timber model’s 
canopy characteristics are not quite right to get it to transition to the crown fire model—in 
this case, with a resultant rate of spread of two to three times faster than the surface spread. 
The problem with using a shrub model is when the weather moderates, the shrub model 
continues to burn up the world, instead of transitioning back to a slower-moving surface 
model. So, if you have time, tune the landscape, if you do not, remember to only use the 
shrub conversion till the weather moderates. 

Recent Fires 

 Interior Alaska has an impressive history of large fires. Make sure the fuel layer accounts 
for these disturbances. Below I provide a simple table of time since fire in relation to fuel 
model. It is an estimate based on a cursory look at the historical fire layer. It is a starting 
point, not an absolute. Many factors, other than time, determine fire behavior in previously 
burned areas including intensity, vegetation type, site productivity, and environmental 
influences. The best way to determine the effectiveness duration is to (1) know where the 
previous fires are, (2) monitor the current fire’s progress into the previously burned area(s), 
and (3) adjust the masks accordingly in WFDSS. 

Time Since Fire  Fuel Model  Fire Behavior Comment 

1 – 2 years*  181 (TL1)  negligible Fire holding 

3+ years   161 (TU1) (shrub/grass) low  Fire creeping; inconsistent spread; low FL 

3+ years  142 (SH2) (shrub) low-moderate Fire carrying; higher ROS & FL than TU1 

*Some previous fires I looked at held fires for 3 to 5 years, so adjust based on your field 
intelligence. For example, fire B246 in 2001(in yellow) held the Parks Highway Fire of 2006 (in 
red) (SW of Nenana, AK). 
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TU1 (161) 

 On the East Volkmar Fire (2011), areas of TU1 matched fairly well with hardwoods. 
Under moderate to higher conditions, these areas were limiting fire spread. 

 
Alaska LCP Data 

 Almost every year the Alaska LCP data has changed in WFDSS. Be aware that some of the 
rules applied to one dataset (e.g., Alaska 2009 or Alaska LANDFIRE 1.0.0) may not be 
needed or result in the same outcome using a newer dataset (e.g., Alaska Refresh 2008 
1.1.0). 

Use the Right Analyst; Grow Local Talent 

 Your fires last a long time, so if one or two analysts can live with the fire from birth to 
death, the product is usually improved and it helps with continuity between teams and 
agencies. Also, myself and the RD&A are a great resource, but it is my hope that one day 
we will be calling AK for modeling assistance in the Lower 48! 


