Record precipitation still not enough, say many water officials
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The Santa Felicia Dam in Piru overflowed yesterday after storms that brought heavy rains to several parched Western states, rejuvenating forests and groundwater basins.


	

	· Water risk seen in run of warmer springs 




Storms that have buried much of the West under deep blankets of snow also have delivered a measure of hope that a nagging dry spell has finally run its course. 

But water officials and forecasters from Salt Lake City to San Diego know all too well that Mother Nature may once again be teasing them with early wallops of snow that can shut down later in the season. 

They also stress that one year of plentiful snow would not extinguish a drought that has punished the Colorado River basin since 1999, shrinking stores of water along the vital source to historic low levels. 

"There is a tendency to celebrate too early," warned John Keys, one of President Bush's Western water advisers. "The drought in the West has developed over several years, and it will take several years to refill our reservoirs." 

The storm has exacted a heavy toll. Twenty-eight people are confirmed dead in California, including at least 10 who were killed in mudslides that buried the tiny town of La Conchita on the Ventura County coast. Record rains drenched Los Angeles. In Utah, riverfront homes were washed away and streams washed out two bridges, stranding residents in the hamlet of Gunlock. Snow fell on the Las Vegas Strip, and flooding has been reported along the Virgin and Muddy rivers in Nevada. 

The deadly round of storms that rolled across the West since shortly after Christmas also brought water to parched regions. The region's fire officials see once-brittle forests soaking up the rain. Groundwater basins are being refilled. Ranchers are hopeful that herds will have green pastures. And wildlife experts look to spring to rejuvenate feeding and nesting grounds for ducks, elk and pronghorn sheep. 
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These two snapshots show recent
storms have temporarily eased
drought conditions in California
and some neighboring states, but
the wet weather has had ittle
effect on the long-term water
shortage facing San Diego and
the West.

AREAS AFFECTED BY DROUGHT
W Exceptional [|Moderate
[Extreme  [] Abnormatly dry
[severe

San Diego

SOURCE: National Drought
Mitigation Center

'ASSOCIATED PRESS; UNION-TRIBUNE.







Much of the West is due for a welcome drying out period over the next couple of weeks, according to Douglas LeComte, a federal drought specialist who used the word "phenomenal" several times to describe the recent snowfall. 

"We've broken all kinds of records in California, Utah and western Arizona," he said. 

The Sierra Nevada and Colorado River basin – key water sources for San Diego County – are both piling up snowfall. In the Sierra, some peaks near Lake Tahoe are covered by 19 feet. Snowfall along the upper Colorado, which flows through hard-hit Utah and Colorado, is at 140 percent of normal for this time of year. Snowfall in the lower Colorado basin, which includes the arid Southwest, is at 118 percent. Isolated regions report double and sometimes quadruple the amount of normal precipitation. 

Western weather patterns, however, have a habit of upending celebrations by closing storm doors for weeks in the winter or bringing summer temperatures in early spring. That was the case in Utah last March when unseasonal heat evaporated the snowpack and, consequently, hopes of a healthy runoff. 

"Nothing showed up in the river," said Tom Ryan, a federal hydrologist in Salt Lake City. 

San Diego County officials are not issuing gleeful proclamations about the drought. 

"We're certainly not out of it by any stretch of the imagination," said Gordon Hess, who monitors the Colorado for the San Diego County Water Authority. 

With cuts in Colorado River allocations, the county now counts on the northern Sierra for nearly two-thirds of its water supplies. One-third flows from the Colorado. 

Southern California water officials stress that the state is in good shape, thanks to stringent conservation and a broad range of sources. 

"Water supplies will be fine for this year," Hess said. 

The Los Angeles-based Metropolitan Water District, which wholesales water to the San Diego authority, reports it has enough on hand to provide full deliveries even if a drought persisted for three more years. 

"We would never depend on the weather," said Debra Man, Metropolitan's chief operating officer. 

Instead, Metropolitan has broadened its sources through an aggressive storage and conservation campaign. The state's largest water agency signed a $10 million deal with Northern California farmers Wednesday to buy 85,000 acre-feet, enough to serve 170,000 households for a year. 

"It's a great insurance policy," Man said. 

The storms also have slowed demand for water deliveries to farmers in the Imperial and Coachella valleys, giving Metropolitan more to bank in Diamond Valley Lake near Temecula. Residential use has fallen off as well, Man said. 

San Diego County water officials are stashing the bounty in key reservoirs. Even so, one look at places such as barren Lake Hodges south of Escondido can answer those who believe the drought is over. 

"Right now it's a tree farm. It's pretty dramatic," said Bill Jacoby, water resources manager for the water authority. Lake Hodges is at 20 percent of capacity. 
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The National Weather Service said the recent spate of storms dumped about 19 feet of snow on some Sierra Nevada peaks near Lake Tahoe, perhaps to the dismay of Reno residents such as Eric Petersen, who had to clear a path to his door last weekend. 


Jacoby remains cautious. "Are we ahead of the game? We're more on schedule," he said. "I'd say we still have a lot of catching up to do." 

The giant lakes Powell and Mead – water and power suppliers to the Southwest and California – are less than half-full. Lake Mead, for example, is 84 feet below normal. The latest barrage of storms will add just 2 feet to the level projected for the end of January. 

The lakes are so low, officials say, that it could take as much as a decade of normal snowfall levels to refill them. 

"It took five years to create the hole in Lake Powell, and it's not going to be remedied overnight," said Pat Mulroy, general manager of the Southern Nevada Water Authority that serves Las Vegas. 

Regional politics and protectionism, as much as the weather, could determine the West's water supplies over the next few decades. U.S. Interior Secretary Gale Norton has warned California, Nevada and Arizona that if they don't come up with long-range plans to share the river during dry spells, she will do it for them. 

Mulroy and the others involved say they recognize the importance of an agreement but that they have been unable to bridge differences. 

"This era of blind abundance is over," Mulroy said. 

Elsewhere, the deluge is a blessing for fish and wildlife populations that have struggled over the past five years as streams dried up and food grew harder to find each spring. 

"It looks promising, but we certainly can't know until the cycle runs its course," said Dale Hall, a regional director for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 

An official of Ducks Unlimited, a conservation-minded hunting group, said the latest rainfall in California seems to provide ideal conditions for breeding mallards and cinnamon teal. But Fritz Reid, the group's director of conservation, said, "We're going to need more in March and April." 

