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Drought in 
Washington  

Drought in Washington



What is Drought?

● No single way to measure WA drought 

● Drought is “insufficient water to meet needs”; Redmond 2002 

What is Drought?



Washington Flavors of Drought  

● Dry Winter (e.g., 1976-77, 

2000-01) impacting snowpack 

● Warm winter (e.g., 2004-05, 

2014-15) impacting snowpack 

● Dry spring (e.g., 2021) and 

summer (e.g., 2003)
Golden delicious apples shriveled on the tree to prioritize 

water supply for higher value crops in 2015 

(Kate Prengaman, Yakima Herald)

Source: Bumbaco and Mote 2010

https://journals.ametsoc.org/view/journals/apme/49/9/2010jamc2423.1.xml


Historical Droughts

WA Statewide

Anomalies compared to 1901-2000 average

(dry winter)

(warm winter)

(warm/dry spring)



Water Year 2026 

Water Year 2026



Water Year 2026

Temperature Precipitation

● Averaged statewide, Oct-Aug tied 1992 as the 3rd warmest (+2.4°F) on record*
● Averaged statewide, Oct-Aug precipitation was near-normal (99% of normal) 

*Records since 1895; Normal is 1991-2020

Water Year 2026 Temperature and Precipitation



Extremely Low Spring 2026 Snowpack

2026 Statewide 

Snowpack:

52% of median

Basin Percent of Median Snow Water Equivalent: April 1, 2026

Source: https://nwcc-apps.sc.egov.usda.gov/imap/

https://nwcc-apps.sc.egov.usda.gov/imap/
https://nwcc-apps.sc.egov.usda.gov/imap/
https://nwcc-apps.sc.egov.usda.gov/imap/


Washington Average Snowpack
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Washington State Declared Drought April 8 

● Water supply less 

than 75% of normal 

● Undue hardship 

expected for people, 

farms, and fish



Wetter conditions shifted to drier conditions

December 2025 Precipitation January 1-March 8, 2026 Precipitation 



Yakima Basin Reservoirs

USBR April-Sept water 

supply forecasts for 

proratable water users:

Apr: 52%

May: 52%

Jun: 52%

Jul: 56%

Aug: 58%

Sep: 60%

2026 water year

2025 water year



Multiple Years of Drought Declarations

*2023, Washington state’s spring snowpack was near-normal until the warmest May on record caused rapid snowmelt, leading to reduced drinking water supply, hydropower generation, and an earlier need for irrigation. 

*2024, total precipitation was only slightly below normal, but it was warm winter temperatures that had the greatest impact on our water supply. December 2023 temperatures ranked as the 3rd warmest in the last 130 years, and we also had a series of warm atmospheric river events at the end of January that melted existing snowpack. As a result, spring snowpack was only 69% of median across the state. 2024’s drought affected agriculture, for example, with irrigation water shut offs in the Roza Irrigation District in May to save water for later in the irrigation season.

*2025: we are experiencing yet another flavor of drought: Lack of precipitation in the central and northern Cascades has resulted in below normal snowpack. The Upper Yakima Basin is only at 77% of median, and even though the Naches and Lower Yakima Basins have near-normal snowpack, it hasn’t been enough to make up the deficits from last year and even before. The Upper Yakima Basin has a long-term precipitation deficit, since 2023, of 33”. Due to the building drought, the US Bureau of Reclamation total water supply forecast for April through September has proratable water users only receiving 58% of their total water allotment. 

*2026: low snowpack due to warm temps (52% of median snowpack)

2023

2024

2025

2026



Multiple Years of Drought 

Standardized Precipitation and Evapotranspiration Index

<-1.3 = Severe drought  (<10th percentile)

<-2.0 = Exceptional drought



How can you help 
us understand 
drought? 



PNW Water Year 
Meetings, Impacts Survey, 
and Assessments  



PNW Water Year Impacts Assessment Since 2020

Purpose: To document water 

year conditions, sector-specific 

impacts, and responses so that 

we can be better prepared for 

future change. 

Source: https://cig.uw.edu/projects/annual-assessment-of-

water-year-impacts-in-the-pacific-northwest/
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PNW Water Year Impacts Assessment 2025 

(Water Year 2025: October 2024-September 2025)

• 291 reports of “dry” and 33 reports of “wet”

• Yakima Basin proratables: 40% of water 
allotment Apr-Sept

• Senior water right curtailment in Yakima 
Basin Oct 6-31, 2025

• Reduced hydropower production (86% of 
normal) for utility in eastern WA, northern 
ID, and western MT

Source: https://www.drought.gov/documents/pacific-northwest-water-year-2025-impacts-assessment
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PNW Water Year Impacts Survey 2026

(Water Year 2026: October 2025-September 2026)

Impacts from abnormally dry or abnormally wet conditions to: 

● Agriculture

● Drinking water

● Forestry

● Fish and Wildlife

● Hydropower

● Recreation

● Stormwater

● Public Health - new this year



Oregon Washington Water Year 2026 Recap and 2027 

Outlook Meeting



Join 
CoCoRaHS! 



Community Collaborative Rain Hail and Snow Network (CoCoRaHS)

● Observers measure daily precipitation in their very own backyard using a simple gauge

● Become part of the largest neighborhood-scale rain observation network in Washington

● Some observers have been observing long enough to make it into longer-term climate 

records! 

CoCoRaHS Observations: Dec 2025 Floods

https://www.cocorahs.org/



Community Collaborative Rain Hail and Snow Network (CoCoRaHS) Cont.

Join over 650 observers statewide! 

Invite a friend or relative 

in a data-sparse region to 

join! 

https://www.cocorahs.org/



Community Collaborative Rain Hail and Snow Network (CoCoRaHS) App

“I think of CoCoRaHS like the nerves under a person’s skin. Dozens of nerves are 

useful, but THOUSANDS of nerves give you so much better feedback.”

- Laurie Pitman, Kitsap County Learn more about Laurie’s story

The mobile app 

and data explorer 

make it easy to 

submit and view 

your data!

https://www.cocorahs.org/

https://climate.uw.edu/2026/01/12/9994/


The Future of Drought 
in Washington 
Projected Changes 



Temperatures are warming in all seasons, especially Winter and Summer 

Statewide Average 

Temperature Trends 

(1895-2023)

Annual Trend: +2.0°F

Spring:    ↑ +1.2°F

Winter:    ↑ +2.9°F

Summer: ↑ +2.4°F

Fall:         ↑ +1.6°F

Data from WASCO Trends Tool (using nClimDiv and GHCN data) 

https://climate.uw.edu/our-work/wasco-tools/trend-tool/


(

Declining Snowpack

Our primary 
mechanism for storing 
water – snow – is 
sensitive to warming.

Projected change for 2080s: 

-55% (range: -83 to -17%)

(Hamlet et al. 2013: 

moderate A1B scenario, 

rel. to 1980s)

This means that it doesn’t take much of a change in average winter 

temperatures to have an impact on snowpack in the PNW. 



April 1 Snow Water Equivalent Historical

Elsner et al. 2010
Elsner et al. 2010



Elsner et al. 2010

April 1 Snow Water Equivalent 2040s

Elsner et al. 2010

Elsner et al. 2010



Elsner et al. 2010

April 1 Snow Water Equivalent 2080s

Elsner et al. 2010

Elsner et al. 2010



Increased Likelihood of “snow drought”

2020s:

40% frequency 

4 yrs/decade

Historical:

20% frequency  

2 yrs/decade

2050s:

75% frequency 

7+ yrs/decade



Rain dominant areas will increase, snow dominant areas will decrease 

Middle GHG scenario (A1B, similar to SSP2-4.5)

Source: CIG Synthesis Report 

https://cig.uw.edu/projects/climate-change-impacts-and-adaptation-in-washington-state-technical-summaries-for-decision-makers/


Hydrology is most affected in basins that historically accumulated snow

Source: Hamlet et al. 2013, https://cig.uw.edu/projects/climate-change-in-puget-sound-state-of-knowledge/
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Declines in summer precipitation

https://data.cig.uw.edu/climatemapping/

https://data.cig.uw.edu/climatemapping/


Combining Forces: Climate Drivers of Drought



2026: A Preview of the Future

2nd warmest September-August on record for WA 

~4ºF warmer than the 20th century average

14th driest April to August in WA

3rd lowest snowpack on record for WA 

53% of normal (1991-2020 average)



Climate Mapping for a Resilient Washington ToolClimate Mapping for a Resilient Washington Tool

https://data.cig.uw.edu/climatemapping/

https://data.cig.uw.edu/climatemapping/


Climate Mapping for a Resilient Washington Tool
Continued

Climate Mapping for a Resilient Washington Tool Continued



El Niño  



Sea-Surface Temperature Anomalies July 2-Sept 29

“Loads the dice” for 

warmer and 

possibly drier winter 

conditions

Source: https://cyclonicwx.com/sst/

https://cyclonicwx.com/sst/


We are in uncharted territory with very few analog years to compare to; this 

is one reason for such high uncertainty this year;

The Niño 3.4 region is typically/climatologically cooling during this time of 

year, but this year it has warmed considerably and is now well above any 

previous recorded year (back to 1981)

A “very strong” event is very likely (98% 

chance).  

Strength of SSTs, not necessarily the strength of impacts. 

Highly likely to persist as a very strong El Niño

Source: View on Climate Reanalyzer

https://climatereanalyzer.org/clim/sst_daily/?dm_id=nino3.4
https://climatereanalyzer.org/clim/sst_daily/?dm_id=nino3.4


Average El Niño Winter (Nov-Mar) conditions

Temperature Precipitation

Red = warmer than normal Red = drier than normal

Recent El Niño events (minus three strongest events): 
1965/66, 1968/69, 1969/70, 1972/73, 1976/77, 1977/78, 1979/80, 1986/87, 1987/88, 
1991/92, 1994/95, 2002/03, 2004/05, 2006/07, 2009/10, 2014/15, 2018/19, 2023/24

Source: https://psl.noaa.gov/data/usclimdivs/

https://psl.noaa.gov/data/usclimdivs/


Average El Niño Winter (Nov-Mar) conditions cont.

Temperature Precipitation

Seven “very strong” El Niño events: 
1957/58, 1965/66, 1972/73, 1982/83, 1991/92, 1997/98, 2015/16

Source: https://psl.noaa.gov/data/usclimdivs/

https://psl.noaa.gov/data/usclimdivs/


National Multi-Model Ensemble: Oct-Dec

Source: https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/long_range/

https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/long_range/


National Multi-Model Ensemble: Jan-Mar

Source: https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/long_range/

https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/predictions/long_range/


Key Takeaways

● There are several ways to make a drought: dry 

winter, warm winter, dry/warm spring and summer

● Warming temperatures are driving snowpack 

loss and making droughts worse

● 2026 was a “warm winter” type, which are the 

type that we expect to see more of in the future

● El Niño will stick around this winter, increasing the 

odds of warmer than normal temperatures

○ Late winter precipitation is more uncertain 



Thank you!

Questions?
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