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New Normals this Year 

• Every decade the 30 year normals change periods. 
• This year we go from the 1971-2000 period to the 

1981-2010 period. 
• The change is meant to keep pace with current 

climatic conditions as the most recent years are 
said to represent the current conditions. 

• Most data types are calculated as a straight 
average except Snow Water Equivalent which is 
“median” or “middle value” 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/


Trade 7 big years for 9 low years  

Apr-Sep Volumes: 
1971-2000 average = 1,526 KAF 
1981-2010 average = 1,363 KAF  

Compare 2012 runoff of 1,600 KAF 
105% of 1971-2000 average  
117% of 1981-2010 average 

+12% 



Old 1971-2000 vs New 1981-2010 Normals 

Trade 7 big years  
for 9 low years  

1971-2000 average = 39.5” 
1981-2010 median =  35.3”  

Compare 2012 snowpack of 37.9” 
  95% of 1971-2000 average  
107% of 1981-2010 average +12% 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/


What does this mean? 
 
I see the new normals as the 
hydrologic equivalent of “No child 
left behind” 
 
Thanks to the new, lower averages… 
 
For the same work, a winter 
snowpack now needs to earn a 
grade of “B+” instead of a “C”. 

/      C+ 
/      B 
/      B- 
/      D+ 
/      B+ 
/      A+ 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/


Do the Math      SNOTEL Example: 
 
      SWE / normal              = % of normal 
 
40” / 50” old average       = 80%   (‘71-00)  
 
40” / 42.5”  new median = 94%   (’81-10)  
 
 
This year we all need to re-calibrate our idea of 
what a good snowpack is.  
 
In the past you might have been happy with a 75-
85% of normal snowpack, but now you’ll need 
~90-95% of normal snow to obtain the same 
runoff 
 
Statewide April 1, 2012 SWE values would have 
been ~10-20% higher if we’d been using the 
1981-2010 medians last year. Average increase 
would have been ~15%. 

‘71-’00 
normal 
April 1 
SWE = 
50” 

‘81-’10 
normal 
April 1 
SWE = 
42.5” 

2012 
Apr 1 
SWE = 
40” 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/


Why will SWE use a median? 

 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/
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Use of median for Snow Water 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/


Use of median for Snow Water 

Difference of  4” 
using average 
but now 7” 
using median 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/
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