Southern California's Water Year Has Been Nearly Bone Dry So Far
by Sarah Parvini
Jan. 3, 2018 – Southern California is seeing one of its driest starts to the water year in decades, the National Weather Service said Wednesday.  Since the start of the water year on Oct. 1, through Dec. 31, downtown Los Angeles has received just 0.12 of an inch of rain.  That is tied with 1962-63 for the 4th-driest start to a water year since record keeping began in 1877, the weather service said.
"The start of the storm season has been exceptionally dry," said Ryan Kittell, forecaster with the National Weather Service in Oxnard.  "It's one of the driest in history."
This year's rainfall total is 3.91 inches below the normal 4.03 inches for the period in downtown L.A., making it just 3% of the typical rainfall.  Forecasters said the driest 1st 3 months of a water year occurred during the 1903-04 season and the 1929-30 season, when just traces of rain were recorded.
It is also the 10th consecutive month that rainfall totals did not reach 0.5 of an inch in downtown Los Angeles.
Kittell said Southern California saw a similar dry start to the rainy season 15 years ago.  Though the lack of rain is not unprecedented, it is "fairly exceptional," he said.  "For downtown L.A., we have 7 years where we have an exceptionally dry November and December," Kittell said.  "It doesn't mean there will be a dry rest of the winter.  The past has shown that we've had anywhere from 16 inches, after we had trace of rain in November, December and January."
The paltry amount of rainfall is part of a larger weather trend for Southern California: Over the last 7 years, maximum temperatures during the fall have gotten hotter and there has been less rain.
October and November were the hottest in 122 years of record keeping for the region — a major turnaround from last year, when Northern California was battered by a series of "atmospheric river" storms that helped end the state's 5-year drought.  When it was over, California's northern Sierra Nevada experienced the wettest winter on record.  In fact, some ski resorts stayed open through the summer.
"I think the moral of the story is that anything goes," Kittell said.  "Just because we have a dry November and December, it doesn't mean we have a shutout for the rest of the winter."
If the trend continues into spring, forecasters say California could see a light Sierra Nevada snowpack, a key source of water for the state during the dry summer.  The state Department of Water Resources conducted the 1st of 5 scheduled 2018 snow surveys at Phillips Station in the Sierra on Wednesday morning.  Measurements at Phillips Station revealed a snow water equivalent of 0.4 of an inch — 3% of the average 11.3 inches that have been measured there this time of year since 1964.  Snow water equivalent is the depth of water that theoretically would result if the entire snowpack melted.
"As we're only 1/3 of the way through California's 3 wettest months, it's far too early to draw any conclusions about what kind of season we'll have this year," said Department of Water Resources Director Grant Davis.  "California's great weather variability means we can go straight from a dry year to a wet year and back again to dry."
Above average temperatures are expected to continue this week in Riverside, San Bernardino and San Diego counties, the weather service said, but next week a low-pressure trough over the Pacific will bring a gradually increasing chance of rain to those areas.
A cold front is also expected to bring rain to San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara counties Wednesday afternoon into early Thursday.  The front will likely weaken as it moves south, bringing a chance of light rain to Ventura County on Wednesday night into Thursday morning, according to the weather service.
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