California Drought: Storm Gives Bump to State Water Supplies
by Kurtis Alexander
Dec. 14, 2014 – The pounding storm that shut down schools and inspired “hellastorm” hashtags on social media has California water managers, for the 1st time in a long while, talking about a possible dent in the drought.  Wet weather is filling and even flooding Bay Area rivers and streams.  Most importantly, it’s putting more water behind the big dams in the Sierra.
The caveat, though, is that the state still needs a lot more rain and snow to make up for 3 years of depleted supplies — perhaps a half dozen or more really big storms, experts say.
Statewide, reservoirs remain only about 58% as full as they usually are at this point in the year, according to the state Department of Water Resources.  While water levels are expected to rise, as rainfall from the recent storm continues to trickle down hillsides into lakes, a wet January and February remain crucial to replenishing reserves.
“We’ve still got a long way to go before making the call about whether we’re going to be in the drought or out of the drought,” said Boone Lek, a water resources engineer for the state.  “But the rainfall from the storm has been nice.”
Fortunately, more wet weather looms.  After a dry weekend, another front is expected to hit the Bay Area on Monday, dropping another 1 to 2 inches of rain by Wednesday, according to the National Weather Service.  While longer-term forecasts are tough to make, climate experts remain optimistic that the next few months will be wet, or at least not as bone-dry as recent winters.
The state has been gripped by its driest 3-year period in at least a generation, prompting Gov. Jerry Brown to declare a drought emergency in January.  He asked residents to voluntarily reduce water use by 20%.  Many communities have imposed mandatory water restrictions.
Stanford University’s Daniel Swain, who famously described the unique atmospheric conditions that have blocked rainy weather from California as the “Ridiculously Resilient Ridge,” said the drought-sparking system over the Pacific Ocean has all but vanished.
Normal Storm Track Back
“Right now, there’s no indication of that pattern occurring.  In fact, it’s pretty much the opposite,” he said.  “The fact that we’re seeing these early season storms may be an indication that the state of the ocean has shifted to allow a more typical storm track.”
Rainfall totals in the Bay Area since the start of the rain season, July 1, are more than 50% above average, thanks to the wet December.  Downtown San Francisco has seen 10.6 inches of rain, compared with the 6.1 inches it averages at this point, according to the weather service.
Thursday’s storm alone brought 3.4 inches to the city, ranking it as San Francisco’s 11th-wettest day since record-keeping began in 1849.  The coastal hills bore the brunt of the storm, with the Sonoma County community of Venado recording the region’s most rain Thursday: 9.44 inches in 24 hours.
The front was good news for water agencies, particularly those that heavily rely on local rivers and creeks like departments in Marin, Santa Cruz and Sonoma counties.  In Santa Cruz, water managers have gone as far as lifting mandatory water restrictions, though they’re careful to say the drought isn’t over.
Most important for the state’s drinking water supplies is the rain and snow that falls in the Sierra, which was met with mixed reviews this week.
Snowpack Still Lags
While the storm helped push Sierra precipitation to about 145% of average for this time of year, snowpack in the mountains remains sparse — about 40% of average for the date.
Snow is vital, because it stores water outside the reservoirs.  It typically melts in the spring and summer, when water demand is greatest.  “A lot of rain is falling.  It’s good, but it’s not as good as snow,” Swain said.
Tahoe ski resorts on the lake’s west side reported some of the heaviest dumps with this week’s storm.  Sugar Bowl saw 22 inches of snow and Boreal Mountain Resort saw 20 inches, according to the National Weather Service.  Heavenly Mountain Resort in South Lake Tahoe saw just 3 inches.  “The snow levels were fairly high,” said weather service meteorologist technician Jessica Kielhorn.
Water managers have speculated that the Sierra needs about 150% of average precipitation by Oct. 1 to normalize the water situation after 3 years of drought.
That would be roughly 75 inches of rain and snow, according to the state Department of Water Resources, though things would be better off if more of that precipitation comes as snow.
This week’s front brought precipitation levels to 18.3 inches.
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