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Key Vocabulary: 
Snow Water Equivalent (SWE)



NRCS / CA-DWR Cooperative Snow Survey Network



Record 
October
Precipitation
5 times average 
precipitation at 
SNOTEL sites
(up to 20”)

3rd wettest October 
since 1900 at Central 
Sierra Snow Lab
Donner Summit

October snowfall was 
limited, but imagine 
the winter if these 
storms had come in 
cold.



Biggest 
January in 

SNOTEL Era
(1981-2017)

2nd biggest January for 
Tahoe City - Stone 

precipitation
gage back to 1910



(6900ft)





Biggest 
Jan-Feb 
in last 

35 years

Buried Chairlift at Kirkwood Ski Resort, Jan 2017



Snow Removal Costs:
• Between Jan 5-14, 2017 NDOT paid 

$245,000 for labor, equipment, and 
materials.

• In total $24 million spent on road repair 
due to the damages caused directly and 
indirectly by the January and February 
storms.



With measurements taking 2-3 hours to 
complete, headline should have read:

…media doesn’t have enough patience 
to measure snowpack. 



Seth Collins 
Signature Curb Stomp

Professional Wrestling 
Inspired Sampling Technique

Jeff Anderson
Signature Tube Stomp



Dr. Church’s best Pile Driver 



Lake Lucille 

Snow Course

Lake Tahoe

4/1/17

Point 5: 

255 in depth (21 ft)

124 in Snow SWE (10 ft of water)

9 sections of Tubes





Mt Rose Snow Course
(the Nation’s oldest) 
and Dr. Church’s cabin 4/29/17





Sierra-wide compared to 
Period of Record

Most Sites <7500ft 
peaked at 

130-230% of median peak

Most Sites >7500ft 
peaked at 

210-350% of median peak



Sierra-wide 

Peak SWE amounts were

Highest or 2nd Highest 

at many NRCS & CA-DWR Stations

Most stations peaked ~4/21







3/27/2017
Leavitt Lake SNOTEL 

Precipitation Gage Snow Plug

Mixing in plug caused a rise of 
~50in in reading

Leavitt Lake SNOTEL - 28ft tall precipitation gage



During winter of 2017 
NRCS visited 

22 of 32 SNOTELs
to address precipitation gage issues:

Gages Plugged with Snow
Overtopping Manometers
Maxed out Transducers



Facebook - Caltrans District 10

Still lots of snow to melt in High Country







Key Points:

• Historic snow accumulation during January-February 2017

• 2017 ranks among the biggest snow years in the Sierra, especially >8,000ft. 

• 2017 is already breaking water year precipitation records. With colder 
temperatures during October, January and February AR events snow 
accumulation during the winter of 2017 could have been significantly more. 

• 2015 and 2017 are bookends emphasizing the range of “normal” climate.

Looking towards Yosemite from Virginia Lakes Area 5/27/17
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