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what’s happened

where are we now

what’s coming

what are we going to talk about tonight?

We’ll go over how the Water Year started, 
and the evolution through winter and spring

Next, we’ll look at the current conditions

We’ll wrap up with what could potentially 
happen for the rest of the Water Year
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

We started Water 
Year 2022 
(October 2021 –
September 2021) 
with drought 
conditions, the 
worst in the 
Yampa valley.

87% of western 
CO was in a 
drought category.
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

Tuesday, September 28, 2021

Base flows at the 
beginning of Water Year 
2022 were well below 
average. This was mostly 
due to poor snowpack the 
previous spring.

waterwatch.usgs.gov

https://waterwatch.usgs.gov/
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

Fall soil moisture in the high 
elevations was dry. Those dry 
soils are “locked in” during the 
cold season and need to be 
considered for the next spring.

That is the first bucket that will 
be filled. If it’s empty, more 
snowpack goes to that than 
downstream and to reservoirs.

Top 10cm Soil Moisture Percentile

November 23, 2021
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

Water Year 2022 started off extremely warm. An atmospheric river helped boost 
moisture west of the Divide, but the east side of the state was very dry.

https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/rank_maps.html

https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/rank_maps.html
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/cag_time.html

https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/cag_time.html
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/rank_maps.html

Since the beginning of the calendar, warm and dry anomalies have popped up 
over the southwest. In the Arkansas basin, conditions have been pretty close to 
average…. a caveat to that though…

https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/rank_maps.html
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https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/rank_maps.html

April 2022 was the 5th driest for the state. Record dry over northeast plains, 
and 6th driest on record for the Arkansas basin.

what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://climate.colostate.edu/co_cag/rank_maps.html
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu

Drought conditions increased in the fall, with the majority of the Arkansas 
basin staying in severe drought through the winter and into the spring.

https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

31% of the basin remains in D2 drought or worse
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

As is typical for the beginning of summer, thunderstorms have hit some spots 
and missed others. The mountains have not seen much moisture.

https://climatetoolbox.org/tool/climate-mapper

https://climatetoolbox.org/tool/climate-mapper
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/co/snow/

The basin peaked at 86% of normal peak. Meltout was right on time though.

https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/co/snow/


COLORADO CLIMATE CENTER

what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://waterwatch.usgs.gov/

https://waterwatch.usgs.gov/
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://climate.colostate.edu/precip_proj.html

https://climate.colostate.edu/precip_proj.html
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

https://climatetoolbox.org/tool/climate-mapper

https://climatetoolbox.org/tool/climate-mapper
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

The seasonal outlook is very confident 
in above average temperatures for all of 
Colorado. It is unlikely that the summer 
will be cooler than average.

The seasonal models are leaning 
toward drier than average for the 
summer. But they do indicate a 
strong monsoon. May be a possibility 
that extends into CO, but eastern CO 
could miss out.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov

https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

It is likely that La Nina will 
last through the summer 
and into the fall. Possibility 
that we could return to 
neutral conditions though.
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

What does La Nina mean for fall precipitation? Not great news. 
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what’s happened where are we now what’s coming

Snowfall can be less than average during a La Nina winter too.
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Key Takeaways

q Long-term drought conditions remain a consistent feature of our landscape 

q The start of snowpack season is occurring over low streams and dry soils

q The snowpack season has had its ups and downs, but has done okay

q Unfortunately, we needed an above average year to recover

q Summer heat is going to be a big concern

q Hot temperatures exacerbate drought conditions. With a string of dry days, 
could increase risk for large wildfires

q July and August are a wet period for the Arkansas basin
q Getting average precipitation would help with drought recovery
q If the dry forecast pans out, drought conditions would persist/worsen

q A third year La Nina could put us in line for another drier and warmer fall and 
winter, with decreased likelihood of drought recovery.
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Becky.Bolinger@colostate.edu
@ClimateBecky
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