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“We're not like California with massive reservoir capacity,” said Cliff Mass, a professor

of atmospheric science at the University of Washington. “We use snowpack like a
reservoir.”

Those reservoirs are looking pretty depleted. Most parts of the Cascade Mountains have
less than half their usual snowpack.

Surprisingly, California reservoir levels are up from last year, thanks to the rain that
ought to have been snow. The State Water Project, the state-run system for watering
Central Valley farms and cities all along the coast, upped their promised water supply
from 10 to 15 percent of what users asked for. But that may have no impact on the
Westlands. Its supplier, the federally managed Central Valley Project, didn’t allocate any
water for agriculture last year. Gayle Holman, a spokeswoman for Westlands, says they
are anticipating the same this year.

There’s still a chance conditions could improve. Atmospheric rivers, narrow air flows
that carry large amounts of moisture, can bring even severe droughts to an end. The
December rains came from an atmospheric river hitting the coast last fall. Another will
likely hit the West Coast this weekend. But for those hoping for the drought to end
completely, Redmond has a word of caution.

“You probably don't want to get out of the drought completely,” said Redmond. “That
would mean a flood.”

Kate Schimel is an editorial intern at High Country News.









































































































