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Sundowners stream down the Santa Ynez
Mountains during the 2017 Whittier FIre.
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Down the mountains they roll
A team of UCSB researchers will look into the
mountain winds that have fueled fires in the
region
By SOE HAN THA, NEWS-PRESS STAFF WRITER

August 17, 2019 7:39 PM

The beautiful Santa Ynez mountains that
Santa Barbara County is famous for has a
not so pretty side to it. The winds that
stoke the fires in the region descend from
the southern slopes of the mountains.
These downslope winds tend to be stronger
around sunset and so are known as
"sundowners."

Sundowners are a bit mysterious, but a
team of UCSB researchers are setting out
to study them.

"It's the most important fire-weather
regime we have in coastal Santa Barbara,"
said professor Leila Carvalho, a UCSB
meteorologist. "All the major wildfires that
have affected Santa Barbara have been
influenced by sundowners."

Not too much research has been done on
sundowners, despite their role in stirring up
the Sherpa Fire, the Whittier Fire, the
Thomas Fire and others throughout Santa
Barbara County history. Dr. Carvalho hopes to change that.

She and her UCSB colleague Charles Jones will lead a project to learn more about
the windss. This project, the Sundowner Winds Experiment. will take place from
April 1 to May 15 2020.

The pair's research will give people another wind to think about other than the
Santa Anas, which reach from Ventura to Baja California. For its geographical span
and effect, the Santa Anas have been the topic of much research.

"Santa Ana winds have been studied since the 1950s and '60s," said Dr. Jones. In
contrast, the first peer-reviewed paper on sundowners came out around 2000.

Luckily, the researchers are armed with some facts going into this project. They've
noted the effects that the coast has on these winds.

"We believe that warming in the valley and the presence of the marine layer on
the coast are important to explain why sundowners typically intensify after sunset
and weaken near sunrise," said Dr. Carvalho.

The research project will collect field data to analyze sundowners. The project will
be funded by the National Science Foundation, which is putting in a multimillion
dollar grant. The money will fund 15 temporary instruments - weather towers,
wind profilers and ceilometers - which will be operated by the team.
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The team includes members from other universities as well. University of Wyoming
scientists, for example, will bring their research plane, the King Air, over to the
county for the project. This plane has a capacity of more than 1,500 pounds,
ensuring the scientists with a mid-air research lab.

Not just university staff will be on board. The researchers are collaborating with
the Santa Barbara County Fire Department and the National Weather Service in
Oxnard.

The goal of the multimillion dollar project is simple and powerful: to be better able
to forecast sundowners and their effects. A better understanding of these winds
and the ability to predict them will boost our chances against wildfires.
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