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Presentation overview

• CA Drought/Water Year update 

• Are we still in a drought?
• What did last winter look like

• Where are the 2018 burn areas

• Water Story/ENSO/Fall/Winter Outlook
– When do we get the most rain/snow

– ENSO Update/Seasonal Outlooks 
• These are not forecasts!

• Best way for you to get weather information
– Prepare ahead of the storm

– Operational/staffing decisions 

– Using partners as message multipliers (CalTrans
message boards and SM sites)



CALIFORNIA 2017/28 WATER 

YEAR AND DROUGHT UPDATE
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Water year 2017-2018 AR 

Storms• California 

typically 

averages 5-7 

Strong to 

Extreme 

atmospheric 

rivers (AR)      

a year 

• 2017-2018 

was below 

average

• 4 Strong
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2017-2018 WY numbers

• Outside of Sierra 

Nevada 

Mountains, CA 

was below 

average for the 

2017-2018 WY
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Latest USDM Map for CA

• DM map show’s 

a similar outline 

of the driest 

conditions in 

SoCal to normal 

in the Sierra 

Nevada Mtns
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Reservoir Conditions
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Still have Fire Weather to 

consider
• Still plenty of dry 

grass to burn

• East winds and low 

humidities will 

continue to create 

fire weather 

concerns

• Will remain in fire 

season until 

widespread rains 

cover NorCal
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NORTHERN SIERRA NEVADA 

RANGE WINTER HAZARDS AND 

CA WATER STORY
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Northern Sierra Nevada impacts this winter:

• Occasional winds

• Potential for more tree damage

• Mountain snow 

• Valley rain

• Unprepared drivers

• Flashy foothill/mountain streams

Photo Courtesy of Stephen T. Coleman

Rainfall: 
Travelers will transition for rain in valleys to snow 
in the foothills/mountains
Winds:
Dead/dying trees more susceptible to damage

6500 feet

Central Valley
Coastal/Cascade 

Range
Northern Sierra 

Range

Snowfall: 
May take longer  for people to acclimate to winter 
conditions (Driving etc) 

Photo Courtesy of Phil Hysell

Foothills



California’s 

Water Story: 

• California should always prepare for 

flood in Winter

– El Niño / La Niña or Neutral

• Winter storms come off the Pacific 

Ocean delivering rain and snow to 

California. 

– Some of these storms include 

moisture from Atmospheric Rivers 

(AR)

• On average 5-7 ARs contribute most 

of the precipitation during the wet 

months. 

– 2011-2015, CA avg. was 2

– 2015-2016, CA had  5

– 2016/2017, CA had 14

• When more storms arrive, conditions 

are wetter (Drought Improvement)

• When fewer storms arrive, conditions 

are drier (Drought Continues) 

• ENSO phase does not guarantee an 

increase in AR storms (2017 Neutral)
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CALIFORNIA’S WATER YEAR VARIABILITY 

COMPARED TO REST OF U.S. : 
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Across the Nation, California has the largest year-to-year variability 
depicted by the green, blue and black circles 

Yearly variability on the order of half the annual average



2017 Predictions
…According to CPC…

El Niño Watch Issued  6/14/2018

“El Niño is favored to form in the next couple 

of months and continue through the Northern 

Hemisphere winter 2018-19 (70-75% 

chance).”

Highlights: 

• Remember!  El Niño does not guarantee lots of rain!



El Niño is forecast for the 

2018/2019 Winter



Latest Long Range models 

ENSO Strength Forecast

Weak



Typical El Niño Winter Storm 

Track 
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Water Year Water Year Water Year

Water Year Water Year Water Year



SEASONAL OUTLOOK
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Remember this Map!!!
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CPC 3 Month Outlooks

Nov/Dec/Jan

Unshaded areas = Equal Chances, No Strong Indicators

Issued: 10/18/18



CPC 3 Month Outlooks

Dec/Jan/Feb

Unshaded areas = Equal Chances, No Strong Indicators

Issued: 10/18/18



CPC 3 Month Outlooks

Jan/Feb/Mar

Unshaded areas = Equal Chances, No Strong Indicators

Issued: 10/18/18



CPC 3 Month Outlooks

Feb/Mar/April

Unshaded areas = Equal Chances, No Strong Indicators

Issued: 09/25/18



How do you prepare?

24



National 

Weather 

Service

www.weather.gov/STO

25

• Watches, Warnings, 
Advisories

• Detailed Hazards
• Weather Stories
• Daily Weather
• Social Media
• Partner Emails



How to get dist 3 Forecasts
CalTrans Dist 3 Web Page:

www.weather.gov/sto/brief/caltransbrief.php

http://www.wrh.noaa.gov/sto/brief/caltransbrief.php


NWS Partner Emails
Early heads up of impending weather

(Prior to traditional Watches and Warnings)
Contact Michelle Mead, NWS Sacramento, if want to be added



NWS Partner Emails
Early heads up of impending weather

(Prior to traditional Watches and Warnings)
Contact Chris Smallcomb, NWS Reno, if want to be added

Email body Freakout Scale



Spreading the word through SM

Twitter

Facebook



Winter 2018-2019 Outlook Summary
REMEMBER!

Winter Season is Flood Season

CA Wet season is typically Mid October-February

Highest precipitation typically Dec-Jan-Feb

Weak El Niño expected

Does not guarantee a wet winter

Seasonal outlooks will NOT capture how wet or dry winter will 

be

Winters are defined by the storms that occur through the season

They are only apparent in the 7-10 day forecast

California Winters typically see 5 -7 Atmospheric River 

(Pineapple express) storms a year

These systems are short term forecasts, less than 10 days, and can not be 

captured in monthly/seasonal outlooks

Reservoirs are lower than Sept 2017 but still near historical 

normal 

Exception – Oroville



Questions

If you have further questions or want to be added to 
Partner email list, please contact 

Michelle.mead@noaa.gov
(916) 979-3068

A Forecaster can be reached (916) 979-3045 (24/7)


