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Snow Water Equivalent (SWE) is a common 
snowpack measurement. It is the amount of water
contained within the snowpack. It can be thought of 
as the depth of water that would theoretically result if 
you melted the entire snowpack instantaneously.

Snow Depth (in) * Density = SWE (in)



4Monthly precipitation has been above normal each month October - January
February dry-spell looks to break the streak



What is a SNOTEL Site?
Automated Weather Station 
that measures…
– SWE
– Cumulative precipitation
– Temperature
– Snow Depth
– Soil moisture / temperature 

(2”,8”,20”)  +10yrs data
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In Nevada & 
Eastern Sierra 
there are 81 
SNOTEL 
stations 

43 have data 
back to at 
least 1981



Permanently marked snow 
measuring locations.

Average of 5-10 points spaced at 50 ft

57 snow courses measured April 1 in 
NV and eastern Sierra

Snow Courses
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Click on 
graph in 

pdf  to link 
to today’s

version



WSOR Monthly Map

Includes QC’d SNOTEL,
as well as, 
Snow Course data
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Daily Update Map

Includes SNOTEL only 
Stations may be missing if a 

site failed to report



Not a 
typical 
El Niño
Snowpack 
Pattern
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Graphic courtesy of Bill Hauck, Truckee Meadows Water Authority

2016
+2.6
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Most 85-125% 
average
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No longer coordinated 
with NWS
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Drier than 
Normal
Future

Normal Future
Precip

Wetter than 
Normal
Future
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% normal 
reports 
& maps

Streamflow
forecastsGoogle-like map

Snowpack graphs



Summary
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– 2016 Snowpack still near median despite dry-spell
– West-wide snowpack not following El Niño pattern.
– Similar El Niño years of 1983 and 1998 both ended up above normal, 

this year’s snow was similar or better than 1998 before dry spell. Now 
we’ll need a big March to match it.

– February is first month this water year will below average precipitation.
– Most Feb 1 streamflow forecasts (50% exceedance) are 85-125% of 

average.
– Forecast skill is still improving at this time of year and bounds on 

forecast  (10% and 90% forecasts) cover wide range.
– Some forecasts have greater skill than others, but all get better as the 

months pass. Stay tuned…



Jeff.Anderson@nv.usda.gov
775-857-8500 x 152

When will this happen again?

mailto:Jeff.Anderson@nv.usda.gov
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