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It’s well into the winter now, but in much of the West, the ground is covered in dust, not snow.

Lack of rainfall, and at the higher elevations, a paucity of snow, is becoming more noticeable with the passing of each dry day.  Skiers grow grumpy.  Farmers worry.  Firefighters wonder if 2012 is going to be one of those frenetic, record-setting years. 

The dry winter weather has afflicted the Pacific Northwest, northern California, much of the Great Basin, and extends into southern Idaho.  And the southern states from Arizona to Florida continue to suffer from a longer-term drought. 

The dry weather has come as a surprise in the West, given that a moderately strong La Nina  pattern has settled in.  La Nina usually brings abundant precipitation to the northern states and dry weather in the southern states.  

So what’s going on with the winter weather?

Robyn Heffernan, a fire weather meteorologist for the National Weather Service, says it’s too early to worry about the lack of snow.  This kind of incongruence between the weather pattern (think precipitation) and the climate pattern (think La Nina) has happened before.

“The dry weather is a concern,” she says. “But usually, we don’t see the biggest impact from La Nina until mid-January on.  We’re still looking for abundant moisture in the latter part of the winter and into the spring. It’s not too late to make up the deficit.”  

The forecast calls for above-normal precipitation for much of the Northwest well into the spring.  Unfortunately for the Southwest and Southeast, the future still looks dry.

Heffernan also says it’s important to keep in mind how quickly snow melts at higher elevations.  In some previous years, winter precipitation was above average, but a quick melt in the spring translated to about the same effect as having a subnormal snowpack with a slower melt. 

“Half of it is how much snow we get.  The other half is how quickly it melts,” she says.

So for now, it’s best to not worry about getting shut out of ski season or working a six-month western fire season.  

“It’s too early to panic,” says Heffernan.  “We’ve seen this pattern before.” 


