Predicting the State’s Runoff 

David Rizzardo

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 this is Zack Cunningham, and today I’m here with David Rizzardo, Chief of Snow Survey Section here at DWR. Thanks for joining me, Dave. 

David Rizzardo: Thank you.  

Zack Cunningham: Throughout the winter you guys monitor the snow pack for water content, and that’s something that we focused on the Aquacast a couple weeks ago with Frank Gehrke. With the water content, I think at Phillip’s Station at about 80%, what do you guys do with that information? What do those numbers really mean?  
David Rizzardo: Well, the 80% refers to the water content that’s in the snow because that’s ultimately what is going to yield when the snow begins to melt, which is starting to happen here about mid April. That information, paired with the rainfall that we collect throughout the State, as well as information regarding the runoff, or what we call the full natural flow, those are the three main components that allow us to be able to calculate what the seasonal and water year runoffs will be for our major rivers.

Zack Cunningham: So the snow surveys are just one part of the forecast for seeing how much water we’re going to have in the State? 
David Rizzardo: Yes, it’s a big part because the snow pack is like our frozen reservoir, it’s a time-release entity that comes into our reservoirs, but there are two other components, yes. 

Zack Cunningham: So how does water content of the snow pack translate into runoff?

David Rizzardo: Well, it’s not a direct correlation, so 100% water content does not equal 100% runoff. It really sort of depends on how dry the watershed has been, and each watershed is different. You’ve heard how we’re about 3 years into a dry period; it’s going to take a couple years to get out of that as well.

Zack Cunningham: So what are some of the forecasts that you guys make with this data, like how much water California will have as a whole, or how much will go into reservoirs?
David Rizzardo: We’re mostly predicting the runoff that will go into the major reservoirs for the Sierra Nevada, and there are two types of forecasts that we’re responsible for. One, I call it seasonal runoff. We historically look at April 1 as the peak of building up the snow pack, and then from there on out we begin to melt, which is, again, sort of happening right now. So that seasonal forecast is essentially the runoff we expect directly from the snow melt, and that will go into the reservoirs and the reservoir operators look at that number as a prediction for how to then allocate water for their use. We also predict a full water year runoff, which is an October 1 through September 30th runoff, and that gives a different assessment on the water year, and that’s also tied to historical water rights as well. 
Zack Cunningham: It’s not just DWR that’s looking at all this data to try to predict water supply for California, you guys work with a lot of other agencies as well.
David Rizzardo: Yes, in fact the California Cooperative Snow Surveys program is entering its 80th year, it’s kind f a big milestone for us, and we are represented by over 50 agencies, small to big. The PG&E and Smuds of the State, down to the very small water districts, and these agencies are very important to what we do because they’re all contributing in many different ways. They collect data for us, they share information, all going into being able to accurately produce these forecasts as well as help manage the water resources throughout the state.

Zack Cunningham: We’re at a pretty severe dry state in California but it’s good that we have groups like Snow Survey to monitor that and let us know where we’re at so we can stay ahead of the curve.

David Rizzardo: We have fun doing it.

Zack Cunningham: Well David, thanks for joining me to explain this important issue.
David Rizzardo: You’re welcome, thanks for having me.

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