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“Will three years of drought stretch into four? Or, will Nevada’s water supply rebound in 2015?” 

Those are the questions that begin the January Water Outlook Report for Nevada published by 

the Natural Resources Conservation Service, and they are questions on the minds of many, 

especially those whose livelihood depend on the water supply. 

The water outlook report summary continues, “The answer to those questions will depend on 

what the future brings and may depend on what portion of the state you are interested in.” 

However, for western Nevada, the end of December and start of January are not very promising, 

with the snowpack figures dwindling to less than 50 percent of normal for the Walker River 

Basin. And the upcoming forecast doesn’t look very good, as “entrenched high pressure ridge off 

the coast of California” remained. 

Walker River Watermaster Jim Shaw, speaking at the Jan. 7 Walker River Irrigation District 

Board meeting, said the SNOTEL site now-water equivalent figures in early January were going 

down by around a half percentage point, or more, each day there wasn’t any more snowfall, as 

the snowpack averages are rising at this time of year. 

The only positive with the current situation is that the recent snowpack figures were better than 

last year. 

As of Tuesday, the SWE (moisture measurement in snow) from the Walker Basin SNOTEL sites 

were at 46 percent of normal for that date while precipitation was at 48 percent of normal. 

But that was down from 68 percent of average SWE on Jan. 1, although that was higher than the 

Jan. 1, 2014, figure of 30 percent. 

The water outlook report said of the 2014-15 early water season, “Storms in November to mid-

December brought more rain than snow at all but the highest elevations. Much of the rain 

infiltrated into the ground leaving January 1 soil moisture near normal or better across most of 

Nevada. The excess rain ran off and was caught in reservoirs. In most cases, reservoir storage at 

the end of December was better than at the end of November.” 

It also noted of these warmer storms, “These storms left near normal snow amounts perched 

above 8,000 feet and little to no snow at middle to low elevations.” 



Overall, though, the report indicated precipitation in December for the Walker Basin was 65 

percent of average, which brought the water season’s accumulation (from Oct. 1) to 57 percent 

of average. 

Reservoir storage from the Walker’s two reservoirs stood at 10 percent of capacity as of Jan. 1, 

compared to 12 percent a year before. The streamflow forecasts for Jan. 1 ranged from 63 to 67 

percent of average. 

The outlook report noted the three years of dry winters had Nevada in a significant moisture 

deficit. It said the SNOTEL stations in the Sierra, “The equivalent of about one year’s 

precipitation has been missed since 2012. That adds up to between 30 and 40 inches of missed 

precipitation at many of these Sierra SNOTEL sites and up to as much as 70 inches at Leavitt 

Lake SNOTEL in the Walker Basin.” 

Another positive this year, but which is losing its positiveness, was that the soil moisture 

measurements were improved to start the month. The report indicated, “Last year at this time, 

soil moisture was at or near record low       levels based on a SNOTEL dataset that goes back 

about 10 years. 

“Values this year are two to three times better than last year in the Lake Tahoe, Truckee, Carson, 

Walker, Northern Great Basin, Snake and Owyhee basins,” it said. “… Good soil moisture 

should produce a more efficient runoff, meaning that less snowmelt soaks into the soil and a 

greater fraction of meltwater reaches streams.” 

 


