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Dave Doughty at 
Freel Bench Snow Course

7132ft elevation
29in snow depth, 6.5in SWE 

89% median
Lake Tahoe Basin
January 29, 2021



NRCS Data Collection

Key Vocabulary: 
Snow Water Equivalent (SWE)



(85)
(45)

Data are Summarized by 
12 Major Basin Groups



NV Snow Survey Website
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/

portal/nrcs/main/nv/snow/



February  1, 2021 Snowpack 
(SNOTEL + Snow Course*)

January 24, 2021 Snowpack
(SNOTEL Only)



How bad is it?
February  10 Snowpack – Minimum Rank



+6in SWE +1.5in SWE

30% chance 
of matching

median peak SWE
10% chance 
of matching

median peak SWE

We are currently 2/3’s through winter
Nov 1 – Apr 1 = ~152 days

Nov 1 – Feb 11 15 = 102 days
Dec, Jan, Feb are the biggest months, Nov and Mar typically half as large as DJF



Good
Low Elev Snow



Water Year Precipitation Oct 1, 2019 – Feb 1, 2020 Monthly Precipitation Water Year 2021



Record dry at 
Lobdell Lk

2nd Driest at 
Leavitt Mdw, 
Leavitt Lake, 

Poison Flat 

Record dry
WY precip
in Ruby Mtns
Lamoille #3
Green Mtn
Corral Canyon

2nd Driest 
Lewis Peak (nr Battle Mtn)

Also Record Dry from
Austin to Ely
Big Creek Summit
Diamond Peak
Berry Creek

2020
Water Year
Precipitation
Records





Oct-Mar = 64%
Apr-Sep = 36% 

Oct-Mar = 81%
Apr-Sep = 19% 

Water Year Precipitation Broken into Monthly Averages



Soil Moisture *Soil Moisture POR based
on data since Oct 2005





US Drought Monitor – Time Series





If dry conditions persist
Ruby Mtn tributaries 

could see 
new minimum 
Apr-July runoff 



Forecast Volumes (KAF)



Observed streamflow generally 
Well less than 50% exceedance forecasts

observed

Last Year
Humboldt Basin



April – July 2020 
Precipitation as % of Average

observed

Last Year
Humboldt Basin



Summary
Sierras – Could be worse
• Major snowpack boost last week of January, percentages up from 36-53% to 75-82% on Feb 1
• We need 2-3 more big ARs to lay down snow to reach median peaks (~30% chance)
• Precipitation deficits are greater than half a water year behind
• Soil moisture near all time low for this time of year
• Most streamflow forecasts currently ~60-80% of average 

Humboldt Basin – Can it get worse? 
• Little increase in snowpacks in January, February has been dry. Snowpacks 61% & 80% today.
• Anecdotally, locals saying how bad it looks in the Rubies. ~10% chance to reach median peak.
• Record dry precipitation for last 16 months
• Soil moisture significantly less than any year since Oct 2005
• Streamflow forecasts in upper basin only ~50% of average (dry exceedances are ~20-30%)
• If dry pattern persists, forecasts hint towards new min A-J runoff for Lamoille Ck and SF Humboldt
• Glimmer of Hope – Spring/summer precip can be significant. Apr-July Ave Precip 8.4”



How can you help?
Provide local insights

• Share drought / flooding impacts in your area
• Photos that tell the current water supply story

Spread the Word 
• Raise awareness: Water Supply Report / Website
• Communicate ways to collaborate with Snow Program to 

serve new user groups



Contact us anytime with questions and comments

Hydrologist – Nevada Water Supply Specialist
Jeff Anderson
jeff.anderson@usda.gov
775-834-0913

Nevada State Snow Program Manager
Jim Komar
james.komar@usda.gov
775-834-0891
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