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Overview
Although many parts of Australia saw above average rainfall 
and significant flooding this year, the saturated ground in 
many of these regions supports enhanced vegetation and 
fuel load growth. This, coupled with expected warmer and 
drier conditions later in the season, is generating varied fire 
potential for summer 2022.

Fire potential varies across jurisdictional borders due to 
Australia's diversity of vegetation types. Fire potential is 
determined in part by the amount and type of fuel available, 
and how dry these different fuel types are. 

Over the course of the summer, vegetation will naturally dry 
out with the normal seasonal cycle, and fire potential may 
rise quickly with any extended period of hot, dry and windy 
weather. This means that it is possible for regions of below 
normal bushfire potential at the start of summer to reach 
normal or above normal bushfire potential later in the season.

Above normal fire potential is expected in parts of central 
western and southern WA, central Australia, southern 
Queensland and inland NSW due to increased fuel loads as 
a result of significant rainfall. Western Tasmania also shows 
above normal fire potential following a dry spring period. 

Areas across Victoria, NSW and the ACT show below normal 
fire potential due to increased fuel moisture, the continued 
expected wet outlook and reduced fuel loads following the 
2019-20 bushfire season. 

While most of Australia shows normal fire potential during 
the summer outlook period, anyone living and working in 
these areas needs to be vigilant. Destructive and deadly fires 
can still occur during normal bushfire seasons across Australia.

About the Outlook
Fire management is a year-round process. The Seasonal 
Outlook reflects the priorities in each state and territory for 
the coming months given the expected climate conditions. 
It provides information to assist fire authorities in making 
strategic decisions such as resource planning and prescribed 
fire management to reduce the negative impacts of bushfire. 

Fire potential can vary greatly, even at the smaller scale, 
between bordering states and territories. Each state and 
territory’s assessment takes into account different land use 
types and vegetation types. This is influenced by different 
forecasts for temperature and rainfall over these regions.

This Seasonal Outlook was developed by AFAC, the Bureau 
of Meteorology, Queensland Fire and Emergency Services, 
the NSW Rural Fire Service, ACT Emergency Services Agency, 
ACT Parks and Conservation Service, Country Fire Authority, 
Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning Victoria, 
Tasmania Fire Service, SA Country Fire Service, Department of 
Fire and Emergency Services and Department of Biodiversity, 
Conservation and Attractions WA, and Bushfires NT.

SEASONAL BUSHFIRE OUTLOOK

Fire potential definition: The chance of a bushfire or number of fires occurring of such size, complexity or other impact that 
requires resources (from both a preemptive management and suppression capability) beyond the area in which it or they originate. 
Fire potential depends on many factors including weather and climate, fuel abundance and availability, recent fire history and 
firefighting resources available in an area.

Figure 1 Seasonal Bushfire Outlook Summer 2022. Areas are based on the interim biogeographic regionalisation for Australia and other geographical features.

AFAC is the National Council for fire and emergency services, supporting the sector to create safer, more resilient communities. AFAC drives national 
consistency through collaboration, innovation and partnerships. It delivers enhanced capability by developing doctrine and supporting operations.
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Recent conditions
Seasonal fire conditions depend on many factors such as the 
amount and type of fuel (vegetation) and how dry that fuel 
is. These factors are in turn influenced by recent rainfall, 
temperatures, and soil moisture. 

While it was wet over much of Australia between August and 
October, areas of southwest WA and southwest Tasmania 
experienced average to below average rainfall, potentially 
increasing the bushfire risk in the coming season (Figure 
2). Above average rainfall was recorded over large parts of 
Queensland, WA, SA, NSW and Victoria. Most of the Murray 
Darling Basin had its wettest August to October period on 
record. This has resulted in multiple major flooding events 
across inland NSW and northern Victoria with significant 
impacts to urban and rural areas including infrastructure and 
farmland. 

Australia’s recent climate has been influenced by several 
climate drivers which favour wetter than average conditions 
for some or all of the continent. Primary drivers include 
the third consecutive La Niña, which re-established in late 
September, and a negative Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) event, 
which became established in July 2022. Additional influences 
include a positive Southern Annular Mode (SAM) for much of 
the spring (enhanced by the La Niña and a strong polar vortex 
over Antarctica), record warm ocean temperatures around 
Australia but particularly in the northern tropics and Coral Sea, 
and in early November the movement of the Madden Julian 
Oscillation into the western Pacific Ocean. 

While enhancing rainfall over the parts of eastern Australia, 
the positive SAM also resulted in cold fronts staying well 
south of the continent. As a result, drier conditions continued 
in southwest WA and western Tasmania, and at times 
southwestern facing coastlines of southeastern Australia.   

Climate change means that for every degree of global 
warming, around 7% more moisture can be contained in the 
atmosphere, resulting in around 5-15% more rainfall during 
extreme rain events. However, for Australia, there is likely to 
be longer periods of dry between periods of enhanced wet, 
particularly in regions where mean rainfall is likely to decrease 
such as parts of southern Australia.

Long-range forecasts
The Bureau of Meteorology’s long-range forecasts are based 
on global models of the oceans, atmosphere, land, and ice. 
These models include physics that implicitly capture the 
influence of all climate drivers, including long-term trends.

December to February rainfall (Figure 3) is likely (greater than 
60% chance) to bring below median rainfall to parts of WA, SA 
and the western Top End. Rainfall is likely to be above median 
for large parts of Queensland, eastern NSW, eastern Victoria, 
and eastern Tasmania. Northern Queensland has at least twice 
the average chance of unusually wet (top 20% of historical 
totals) conditions. 

December to February maximum temperatures (Figure 4) 
are likely (greater than 60% chance) to be above median for 
Tasmania, and most of western and central Australia.  

Figure 3 December 2022 – January 2023 chance of above normal rainfall

Figure 2 1 August – 31 October 2022 rainfall deciles 

Figure 4 December 2022 – February 2023 chance of above normal maximum 
temperature

Figure 5 December 2022 – February 2023 chance of above normal minimum 
temperature 
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Below median temperatures are likely (greater than 60% 
chance) for southeastern parts of Queensland, central and 
eastern NSW, and parts of Victoria.

December to February minimum temperatures (Figure 5) are 
likely to very likely (60% to greater than 80% chance) to be 
above median for much of Australia, except for the northwest 
coast and Southern Interior of Western Australia, and the 
Northern Tablelands of NSW extending into southern parts of 
Queensland.

The resulting outlooks for root zone (top metre) soil moisture 
(Figure 6) suggest that by late summer, parts of southwest 
WA, western Tasmania, the southwest slopes in NSW and 
parts of western Queensland and western SA may have drier 
than average soils, suggesting a generally drier landscape than 
normal, while remaining areas are likely to have wetter than 
normal soil profile.

Updates to climate forecasts, including forecasts of monthly, 
fortnightly and weekly outlooks and the outlook for the IOD 
and El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO) will be published at 
www.bom.gov.au/climate/ahead and awo.bom.gov.au/.

 

Climate drivers
La Niña remains active in the tropical Pacific Ocean. Models 
indicate La Niña will continue to influence Australia's climate 
into the summer, with some models indicating a possible 
return to ENSO-neutral later in the season or early autumn.

A negative IOD event continues and is likely to decline by 
December. A negative IOD phase increases the chance of 
above average spring and potentially December rainfall for 
much of Australia, particularly when combined with La Niña. 
It also increases the chances of warmer days and nights for 
northern Australia.

The SAM index is positive and is expected to remain generally 
positive at least until the end of 2022. During spring and 
summer, positive SAM increases the risk of below average 
rainfall for western Tasmania and western facing coastlines 
of southern Australia including southwest WA. In contrast, 
positive SAM increases the likelihood of rainfall for eastern 
NSW, eastern Victoria, and southeastern Queensland. 

Sea surface temperatures around Australia are much warmer 

than average, with waters around Australia, in the northern 
tropics, and the Coral Sea setting new October records. This 
pattern is likely to be contributing to the wetter long-range 
forecasts, and potentially greater tropical cyclone formation. 
Weather patterns associated with tropical cyclone formation 
in the northwest of Australia can result in heatwaves and fire 
weather in the southeast of the mainland.

Australia's temperature and rainfall variability are also 
influenced by global warming caused anthropogenic influences 
(human activities). Australia's climate has warmed by around 
1.47 °C in the period between 1910 and 2020, leading to 
increased frequency of extreme heat events, and increased 
proportion of rainfall from high intensity, short duration rainfall 
events, particularly across northern Australia. 

Historically, forest fire activity in eastern Australia is lower 
during a La Niña or negative IOD years. However, regions 
that see above average winter and spring rainfall leading to 
increased grass and vegetation growth can subsequently see 
an increase in grassfire risk during any extended summer 
periods of warmer, windier and drier conditions.

The tendency for fire seasons to have elevated fire dangers 
more frequently, and for elevated fire danger to appear earlier 
and later in the season, is an observed trend in Australia’s 
climate. This reflects reduced and/or less reliable cool season 
(April–October) rainfall in southern parts of the country 
and rising temperatures. Year-to-year variability can reduce 
the impact of the long-term trends in increased severity 
and length of fire seasons, as currently observed in eastern 
Australia.

Fire season length and severity is increasing across much 
of Australia as shown by fire weather indices such as the 
annual (July–June) indices of the Forest Fire Danger Index 
(FFDI). Annual values of the highest 10% of FFDI values show 
increases across much of Australia (State of the Climate 2022).

Jurisdictional summaries
New South Wales
Large parts of NSW, particularly the state’s west, are facing 
an above normal fire potential for the outlook period, due to 
prolific grass growth.
Persistent above average rainfall across most of NSW during 
spring has resulted in very high soil moisture and flooding 
throughout many areas. These wet conditions will continue 
to promote grass growth, further adding to existing high fuel 
loads.
Early summer fire activity is expected to remain below normal 
in flood affected regions. However with an expected return to 
more normal rainfall conditions over summer, these grass fuels 
are likely to cure and become more susceptible to fire.
This will result in an above average fire potential later in 
summer, with the chance of exceeding average fire danger in 
grassland areas increasing towards the end of the quarter.
While the recent rain has assisted in the recovery of areas 
burnt during the 2019-20 season, these areas are likely to 
experience a below average fire potential due to lower fuel 
loads and wet conditions.

Figure 6 February 2023 chance of above normal soil moisture

http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/ahead
http://awo.bom.gov.au/
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Climate and fuel conditions will be closely monitored leading 
into the Autumn quarterly outlook, particularly in western 
parts of the state as the current climate drivers break down 
leading to drier conditions. Very high grass fuel loads could 
result in larger, more intense fires in NSW despite the onset of 
cooler weather.

ACT
Over spring, the ACT has experienced well above average 
rainfall for all parts of the ACT. As a result of this extensive 
rain, soil moisture across the ACT is very much above average. 
The ACT is predicted to continue to receive above average 
rainfall throughout summer and daytime temperatures are not 
expected to exceed median maximum temperature. As a result 
of these conditions, the ACT for summer is expecting normal 
fire potential for our grasslands with extensive grass growth 
across the Territory. Below normal fire potential is expected 
for forested areas given sustained and increased fuel moisture 
conditions from increased rainfall, and as a result of forest 
areas burnt in the 2019-20 fire season.
However, if the expected rainfall is not received throughout 
summer there is the potential risk of seeing increase grass fires 
during this period.
ACT residents need to review their survival plans with a 
particular focus on grass fire risk, and to manage grasses near 
their property to prevent potential impacts of fast-running 
grass fires. It is important to clear around fences. Rural 
residents are advised to place and maintain strategic breaks 
to check fire runs. Fire services and land managers will also be 
implementing plans to further mitigate that risk.

Victoria
Much of Victoria has experienced significant rainfall during 
2022, with highest on record rainfall across northern and 
central areas in recent months, while parts of the southwest 
and Gippsland have experienced closer to average rainfall.
The current climate outlook for summer indicates increased 
potential for above average rainfall particularly in central and 
eastern Victoria with generally average to slightly cooler than 
average maximum temperatures.
With such high levels of moisture in the landscape, coupled 
with a continuing wet outlook, bushfire activity is expected 
to be limited in most foothill and wet forests this summer. 
However, drier forests, woodlands and heathlands (inland and 
coastal) are likely to support bushfire activity with the onset of 
hot and dry weather conditions.
Significant growth of grass fuel in paddocks and roadsides 
is already evident across much of the state, and likely to 
continue, however grassland curing is lagging the longer 
term average. This means below normal grass fire activity is 
expected in early summer, however the risk of grass fires is 
likely to increase throughout the summer period as curing 
advances. Suppression resources may have limited access 
to fires starting within pastures and croplands affected by 
saturated soils during the early summer period. Additionally, 
high landscape moisture may lead to delayed cropland 
harvest activities, which may enhance fire risk associated with 
unharvested crops.

For these reasons, areas across the north and west may see 
increasing fire potential from mid-summer, and are therefore 
assessed as having average fire potential overall.
High levels of underlying moisture in forests may provide a 
buffer for safe and effective summer planned burning in some 
foothill forests. However drier forests and heaths may quickly 
switch to being too dry, removing the possibility to implement 
planned burns during summer. 

Tasmania
A dry spring period has resulted in the continuation of reduced 
soil moisture across areas of western Tasmania. In contrast, 
above average spring rainfall into the east of Tasmania has 
increased soil moisture and promoted abundant growth in 
grassy fuel types.
With La Niña conditions forecast to persist, rainfall will remain 
greater than normal in northern and eastern Tasmania. With 
above average soil moisture, the curing of grassy fuel types will 
likely be delayed, and the fire potential in some areas of the 
east coast is assessed as below normal. The increased soil and 
fuel moisture conditions may also provide opportunities for 
planned burning into the outlook period. Grassy fuel types will 
have considerable hazard potential later in season 2022-23.
The long-range forecast into early 2023 indicates below 
average rainfall in areas of western Tasmania. Long-term 
moisture deficits and above median temperatures will bring 
forward the fire danger period in these areas. Above normal 
fire potential is anticipated in western Tasmania as the 
flammability of peat soils, moorlands, scrubs, and heaths is 
predicted to be greater than normal. Lightning strikes in these 
areas may ignite fires which may be difficult to control.

South Australia
Good rainfall across most of SA in October has most of SA in 
the above average rainfall deciles. Western parts are showing 
the highest on record for the August to October period. This 
has reduced the immediate risk of bushfires to the already 
cured areas of the northeast and northwest pastoral country. 
Curing is increasing in western and eastern parts leaving them 
at increased risk of fire as warmer conditions return. Forecast 
outlooks remain favourable, suggesting ongoing below average 
temperatures and above average rainfall however the rainfall 
figures can indicate relatively small amounts of rainfall to 
exceed a very low average for summer months.
Grassland conditions remain the greatest concern in the 
December period, whilst forest areas are expected to remain 
at reduced risk at least until the new year. 
Prescribed burning in the Mt Lofty ranges has been limited 
however burns have been completed in between rain 
events and fuels have dried sufficiently to allow burns to be 
accomplished. Communities, particularly in rural and regional 
areas, will face threats from fast-moving, intense grass fires 
in high grass growth areas as conditions cure and warmer 
temperatures return through summer. As forest areas dry out, 
the risk will become broader as seen during a typical SA fire 
danger season.
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Queensland
Queensland has continued to experience mild and wet conditions 
during 2022, the exception being short-term heatwave conditions 
in early November in the Gulf country and reduced rainfall in some 
southern areas in November. This was closely in line with projections 
from the spring outlook, resulting in lower than usual fire activity 
across the state so far this year. 
Overall grass fuel levels are high, but this is tempered with 
significant soil moisture from the persistent wet conditions. Higher 
than usual risk in the Maranoa and Channel Country is possible if 
the climate delivers increased seasonal drying and curing. Where 
soil moisture appears low in southern Queensland, values seem to 
be skewed by overland flow. Recent fire behaviour has shown risks 
in the remainder of the season are likely to be short term and highly 
weather driven. 
The Bureau's long-range rainfall forecast shows the chance of above 
average rainfall will decline over the summer months, which has 
significant potential impact for the state. Queensland’s bushfire 
management partners will continue to monitor this closely over 
the outlook period for any areas where risk is higher than currently 
anticipated including through accelerated curing of grasslands and 
drying of forested areas.

Western Australia
For the forecast period, WA is expected to experience above average 
temperatures and average to below average rainfalls. For central 
western parts of WA, above average root zone soil moistures during 
2021-22 have promoted the growth of both tussock and hummock 
grasses. Higher than average non-woody vegetation fuel loads such 
as fully cured grasses, together with predicted warmer and drier 
than average summer conditions have resulted in above normal 
fire potential for parts of the Pilbara, Carnarvon, Gascoyne and 
Murchison bioregions.
For the southern parts of WA after a dryer than average October, 
above average November rainfalls have resulted in above average 
soil moisture for the South Coast and Wheatbelt areas. However 
western parts of the Jarrah Forest Bioregion are still experiencing 
rainfall deficiencies and below average root zone soil moisture, and 
this has resulted in an above average fire potential for these areas.

Northern Territory
The northern savanna fire season was active during the spring 
period. Wildfire in the landscape was common, fuels were fully 
cured and periods of severe fire weather occurred. Following heavy 
rains in central Australia, drying fuels led to significant fires, with 
large areas of available fuel remaining.
In the northern savanna, extensive prescribed burning operations 
were completed in the rural and remote areas. Some areas of 
residual risk remained and there were damaging fires in the rural 
fringe of Darwin and large fires were experienced in the Victoria 
River District (VRD). In the Top End, the early onset of high humidity 
and storm rainfall notably reduced fire risk towards the end of the 
spring period.
For the start of the summer period, residual risk remains in the Gulf, 
VRD, and Sturt Plateau savanna areas. These will remain of concern 
until monsoon conditions prevail. The ENSO and IOD climate drivers 
that led to early rains in the Top End have weakened. Current 
long-range forecasts indicate a risk substantial rain will not occur 
in savanna areas until late December, in line with normal season 
averages.
In central Australia, fuels have dried after significant rain events, 
which resulted in widespread growth and increased fuel load and 
continuity. Most of central Australia has accumulated sufficient 
fuels for large fires to form, most notably around Alice Springs and 
parts of the Tanami. Good opportunities for prescribed burning 
will present when favourable conditions prevail. Fire scars in the 
Lasseter area have contributed to disruption of landscape continuity 
reducing potential for large fires in that area. 
The majority of central Australia’s seasonal fire potential for the 
spring period is forecast to be normal. For the Alice Springs and 
parts of Tanami region, above normal fire potential is forecast 
including parts of the Macdonnell Ranges, Burt Plain and Finke 
bioregions.  


