NIDIS Weekly Climate, Water and
Drought Assessment Summary

Upper Colorado River Basin
June 7, 2011



Precipitation and Snowpack
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Fig. 1: May precipitation as a percent of average. Fig. 2: May 29 —June 4 precipitation in inches.

For the month of May, most of the Upper Colorado River Basin (UCRB) received near or above average
precipitation (Fig. 1). Some areas of eastern UT and southwestern WY saw over 300% of their average May
precipitation. Some of the lower elevations in western CO and southern UT were a bit drier, receiving around
50 to 70% of their average precipitation for May. Precipitation was well above average for northeast CO,
bringing their water year totals to near or above average. Southeast CO and the San Luis Valley saw less than
50% of their average moisture for the month.

Last week, much of the UCRB and surrounding areas were fairly dry (Fig. 2). The northern part of the basin
(and into northwestern UT) received around a half inch to inch of precipitation. The far southeastern counties
of CO also received between a quarter and half inch of moisture. The rest of the UCRB and plains of CO
received less than a tenth of an inch of moisture for the week.
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Fig. 3: SNOTEL WYTD precipitation percentiles (50% is Fig. 4: SNOTEL WYTD accumulated snow water
median, 21-30% is Drought Monitor’s DO category). equivalent as a percent of average.

The majority of the SNOTEL sites in the UCRB are showing very high (and in many cases, record high)
percentile rankings for water-year-to-date (WYTD) precipitation (Fig. 3). The Rio Grande and San Juan basins in
southern CO are the driest, though the higher elevations of the San Juan basin have improved somewhat from
the earlier part of the water year. Several sites in the Upper Rio Grande basin are below the 30t percentile.

Snowpack around most of the UCRB is much above average (Fig. 4). The latest Bureau of Reclamation update
stated that May 26™ snowpack for the entire basin above Lake Powell was at 223% of average, largely due to a
later than average snowmelt season combined with higher than average seasonal snow accumulations. Many
of the SNOTEL sites below 9000 feet have completely melted out over the past two weeks. Most of the higher
elevation sites, while still well above average for this time of year, are rapidly melting down (between half an
inch to over an inch per day).



Streamflow

As of June 6%, about 85% of the USGS streamgages in the UCRB recorded normal (25t — 75t percentile) or
above normal 7-day average streamflows. Several mainstem and tributary sites in the Yampa River and
Colorado River basins have exceeded flood stage (Fig. 5), with several other sites at the 99t percentile and
very near flood stage.

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 90t and 83" percentiles, respectively (Fig. 6). Although the current 7-
day average streamflow for the San Juan River at Bluff, UT is below normal (24th percentile), real-time flows in
the San Juan River are approaching or exceeding normal levels due to a substantial increase in releases from
Navajo Reservoir, which began on June 6%. These releases are expected to continue until about June 16t at
which time they are planned to be decreased to about 500 cfs.
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Water Supply and Demand

Last week, cooler than average temperatures were prevalent over the UCRB, with much warmer than
average temperatures seen over southeast CO. Soil moisture conditions remain poor for southeastern
CO and the San Luis Valley. Soil moisture is above average along the Wasatch range in UT and has
significantly improved over northeastern CO. At Avondale, CO (in the Arkansas basin) and at Center, CO
(in the San Luis Valley, Fig. 7) reference evapotranspiration is currently tracking along with the year of
highest recorded ET, which was during the drought of 2002.

Since May 15™, all of the major reservoirs in the UCRB (with the exception of Dillon) have been
increasing in storage (Fig. 8). Daily inflows into Flaming Gorge, Blue Mesa, Navajo, and Lake Powell are
all well above their averages for this time of year. Green Mountain Reservoir has experienced very
large increases in the last week, as flows along the Blue River have rapidly increased over the past
week. Storage volumes at Dillon have been adjusting over the last month to help mitigate the
anticipated response of the Blue River flows to near record snowpack that has begun to melt in the
region. With the recent warming and increased melting, Dillon’s storage volume has begun increasing
since June 1%,

Precipitation Forecast

The current pattern of passing troughs across WY, with prevailing southwesterly flow over the region, is likely
to persist over the next week. Another system will pass over the area late Wednesday and into Friday. The
bulk of this week’s precipitation will likely fall with this disturbance, concentrating on the northeastern CO and
WY plains with a chance of precipitation also in the northern CO and WY mountains. Another system looks to
enter the UCRB early next week, but does not appear to have much moisture associated with it. The National
Weather Service is forecasting that flows will decrease somewhat in the coming days due to slightly cooler air
temperatures. An above average snowpack remains over much of the UCRB and is subject to rapid melt and
increased runoff following a return to warmer temperatures.
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Fig. 7: Reference ET at Center, CO in the San Luis Valley
since April 1%t

Fig. 8: Reservoir storage changes since 5/15/2011 as a
percent of average June storages.




Drought and Water Discussion
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Fig. 9: May 315t release of U.S. Drought Monitor for the UCRB

Status quo is being recommended for the UCRB in the current U.S. Drought Monitor (USDM) map (Fig.
9). East of the UCRB, a D3 introduction in the San Luis Valley is being recommended (Fig. 9, black
contour, red shading). Standardized precipitation indices (SPIs) are less than -1 on several different
timescales for the area. With the warmer temperatures, high potential ET and dry soil conditions,
several indicators point to at least D3 in this area. This D3 should be limited to only the lower
elevations as the surrounding Sangre de Cristos and Wet Mountains have seen closer to average
precipitation for the water year and have experienced fewer impacts than the nearby lower elevations.



