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Arizona, Drought?:  The 2009 winter 
runoff season produced below median runoff 
despite well above normal snow pack 
conditions in early January of 2009.  The 
following monsoon did little to help the 
situation as the SRP watershed recorded the 
third driest monsoon in its 110-year record.  
This winter season began with the third wet 
December in a row.  However, it is the record 
setting precipitation in January that provides the 
best argument against the drought.  Cumulative 
watershed precipitation for the water year is 
13.88”, or 112% of normal.  The change in 
precipitation can be partially explained as 2009 
saw a transition from La Niña conditions 
(below normal sea surface temperatures over the equatorial Pacific) to El Niño conditions (above 
normal sea surface temperatures over the equatorial Pacific). With relief from winter precipitation and 
runoff already received it is no surprise that drought conditions in the State are improving. 
  
When Might Conditions Reverse?:  Arizona depends upon wet winters to reverse drought 
conditions.  The Climate Prediction Center declared an El Niño for 2010.  The sea surface 
temperatures reflected a borderline moderate to strong El Niño event.  This was significant because the 
watershed has never seen a dry winter (at least since sea surface temperature data became reliable – 
1950 to current) with a moderate or strong El Niño.  This winter was no exception.   Drought 
conditions are greatly diminished but it will be impossible to erase the effects of the severe drought 
after just one wet winter, although SRP water supplies are certainly abundant.  
  
Runoff and Reservoir Storage:  Reservoir storage has remained abundant after the surprisingly 
productive La Niña winter in 2008/09 and the current El Niño.   The Salt and Verde Systems nearly 
reached capacity from runoff this January.  The reservoir system is 100% full now and should be near 
capacity heading into the summer.  SRP’s Board has approved a full 3.0 acre feet per acre allocation 
composed of 100% surface water for 2010, and will likely approve the same for 2011.     
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[FEB-APR: 3.98”, 53rd wettest in 111 years]
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