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NIDIS Weekly Climate, Water and 
Drought Assessment Summary 

Upper Colorado River Basin 
July 12, 2011 



PrecipitaEon and Snowpack 

For the water year to‐date, most of the Upper Colorado River Basin (UCRB) has seen above average 
precipitaEon (Fig. 1).  Some areas of the Upper and Lower Green River basins in northeast Utah and 
southwest Wyoming have received in excess of 300% of their average water‐year precipitaEon.  The valley 
areas and the Four Corners region have been the driest parts of the UCRB, receiving between 50% and 90% of 
average precipitaEon.  East of the UCRB, northeast Colorado has seen near to above average precipitaEon, 
while southeast CO and the San Luis Valley have been very dry, receiving less than 50% of their averages. 

For the beginning of July, precipitaEon was widespread across the northern porEon of the UCRB and the 
eastern plains (Fig. 2).  Areas of northeast UT and northeast CO have received over 2 inches of moisture 
month‐to‐date.  Southeast CO has received between a quarter inch to an inch of moisture, helping to prevent 
further deterioraEng drought condiEons.  The Four Corners region and the San Luis Valley have remained 
relaEvely dry, with many areas receiving less than a tenth of an inch of moisture. 

Fig. 1: October – June precipitaEon as a percent of average.  Fig. 2:  July month‐to‐date precipitaEon in inches. 



Streamflow and Water Supply 
As of July 11th, about 98% of the USGS streamgages in the UCRB recorded normal (25th – 75th percenEle) or 
above normal 7‐day average streamflows with 64% of the gages recording flows above the 75th percenEle and 
30% reporEng high flows (Fig. 3).  Key gages on the Colorado River near the CO‐UT state line and the Green 
River at Green River, UT have above normal 7‐day average streamflow at the 93rd and 97th percenEles, 
respecEvely (Fig. 4). Streamflow on the San Juan River near Bluff, UT is at the 44th percenEle.  

Most of the major reservoirs in the UCRB have conEnued to see large storage volume increases since the 
beginning of July.  Storage volumes at McPhee and Navajo reservoirs have begun decreasing.  All of the major 
reservoirs above Lake Powell are currently above their average July levels.  Lake Powell’s storage has increased 
3.7% month‐to‐date and is currently at 86% of average. 

Fig. 3: 7‐day average discharge 
compared to historical discharge 
for July 11th. 

Fig. 4: USGS 7‐day average 
discharge over Eme at the CO‐UT 
stateline (top), Green River, UT 
(middle) and Bluff, UT (bofom). 



Water Demand 
This month so far, above average temperatures have been seen across most of the UCRB and eastern plains of 
CO.  Much warmer temperatures (4° to 8° above average) were observed over the Four Corners, the San Luis 
Valley and southeast CO.  The warmer temperatures have contributed to higher potenEal evapotranspiraEon 
(PET) in drought stricken areas.  In the Four Corners, PET is currently just above average, on track with the 
drier years.  In the San Luis Valley and in the Arkansas basin, PET is currently tracking above the highest ET 
year, during the drought of 2002 (Fig. 5).  This means that any precipitaEon that does fall in the area will 
quickly be lost again to the atmosphere and will be of lifle benefit in alleviaEng current drought impacts. 

Soil moisture condiEons remain poor for the San Luis Valley.  Soil moisture is above average along the Wasatch 
range in UT, in the northern CO mountains, and in northeast CO.  Satellite imagery of vegetaEon condiEons 
show very dry vegetaEon with lifle growth around the Four Corners, the San Luis Valley, and southeast CO 
(Fig. 6).  VegetaEons condiEons are moist for the northern porEon of the UCRB and are near average for 
northeast CO. 

PrecipitaEon Forecast 
A deep monsoonal moisture plume will begin to shii eastward today with significantly drier air moving in 
from California.  As a result areas in the southwestern part of the UCRB will begin to see less thunderstorm 
coverage beginning today, with dry condiEons spreading north and eastward through the end of the week.  
Storms that do develop should also be moving a bit faster than seen in previous days, but the risk of flash 
floods and mudslides will remain high due to the already saturated soils.  QuanEtaEve PrecipitaEon Forecast 
shows 0.5 inches of precipitaEon across the enEre basin through the end of the week, with the western slope 
of the Colorado mountains picking up over an inch.  By Friday most of the UCRB will experience lifle if any 
convecEon with some breezy condiEons developing over the higher terrain and temperatures returning to 
near or slightly above normal.  Generally dry condiEons will persist over the basin through this weekend 
before the next surge of monsoonal moisture moves into the area by early next week.  Expect scafered 
thunder showers to return, as well as slightly cooler aiernoon high temperatures. 



Fig. 5: Reference evapotranspiraEon since April 1st at 
Center, CO in the San Luis Valley. 

Fig. 6: July 10th VegDRI map, based on satellite‐derived 
observaEons of vegetaEon. 



Drought and Water Discussion 

Status quo is recommended in the UCRB for the current U.S. Drought Monitor (USDM) map (Fig. 7).  With two 
weeks of conEnuous aiernoon showers across the northern Front Range, condiEons have greatly improved.  
It is recommended that D0 be retracted southward (removed above the black line, Fig. 7). 

Local experts have advised us that southwest Cheyenne County is worse than what is currently depicted.  In 
this data sparse region, we are deferring to their observaEons and recommending that the gradient be 
Eghtened in the southwest porEon of the county with an expansion of the D2 line. 

Finally, an expansion of the D4 in the San Luis Valley is recommended—a slight westward expansion into Rio 
Grande County and south into CosElla and Conejos counEes to cover more of the valley floor would be more 
representaEve of condiEons there. 

Drought categories and 
their associated percenEles 

Fig. 7: July 5th release of U.S. Drought Monitor for the UCRB 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