January 09 Snow Pack Survey

Frank Gehrke 

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water Resources. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the Aquacast. Once again I’m Zack Cunningham, and today I’m out of the office enjoying a sunny day in the snow-covered Sierras. I’m near Sierra-At-Tahoe with John Engstrom, Frank Gehrke, and a handful of reporters for the first snow pack survey of the 2009 season. Frank, what’s the significance of this early season survey?

Frank Gehrke: It’s very early in the season. If you remember last year, we were in fact lower than we are right now in January, we had a great January/February, and then it shut off. That’s not common, but it can happen. We do these early surveys to get a sense for, number one, just how the snow pack is in terms of sampling primarily. The bulk of the surveys start around February 1, so when our surveyors go out, they’re prepared to offer better advice and that sort of thing. So this is a very early snapshot as to what’s going on up here: it’s still way up in the air in terms of how the year may turn out. This is the beginning of a third dry year for the Sierras, reservoirs storage is quite low, and that’s an ongoing cause for concern because that’s obviously where we get our water in the spring and summer. So as the year plays out, we’ll see how things track. 
Zack Cunningham: With that in mind, how do today’s measurements look compared to the average for this time of year? 
Frank Gehrke: We had a depth of 41 inches, a water content of 10 inches, and water content is the key thing. The average is 12 inches; we measured 10, so about 80% of the long-term average at this point and time. It’s important to not get too focused on percents of average, especially early season.  
Zack Cunningham: So, at what point in the season will we have a more accurate picture of the snow pack in terms of how it will affect our water needs?   
Frank Gehrke: That’s typically April first. April 1, over the historic perspective, you accumulate snow up until April first, and from April first on it melts.  

Zack Cunningham: While this early snowfall is a good start, California is going to need a very wet winter to recover from our last two dry years of water shortages.  As Snow Pack Surveys continue for the next few months, check water.ca.gov to follow DWR’s snow pack data. 

Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll here the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
