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Idaho NRCS has received numerous requests from water managers to provide additional analysis on timing of snowmelt runoff. The NRCS volumetric seasonal streamflow forecasts are widely used and an excellent planning tool for reservoir operators and irrigators to determine the total water supply available for the coming year. However, after the snowpack peaks and melting starts, our users have requested snowmelt streamflow timing products to improve their water planning and management in drought years as well as potential flood years.

Our customers have requested the following types of products to assist them in dealing with drought conditions, provide more accurate drought information, and provide early warning information to irrigators on how severe the drought may be later in the summer months.

1. Snowmelt peak potential: has the snowmelt streamflow peak occurred or is there potential for another snowmelt streamflow peak based on the remaining snow. This can help irrigators determine if there is additional water still to come allowing them to plant a higher yielding crop such as beans and corn rather than grain. This would also help determine when to close the reservoir gates to maximize storage.

2. Critical threshold forecasts: forecasts of when streams will reach a certain level on the receding snowmelt hydrograph. Irrigation water rights are shut off when certain stream levels are reached forcing irrigators to lose a crop or use supplemental irrigation water to finish the irrigation season. PacifiCor (Utah Power & Light) requested these critical low flow projections after surface irrigation water was cut off during the 2001 drought, and irrigators turned their groundwater pumps on creating a large demand for electricity. Farmers also benefit by knowing additional farming costs to irrigate.

The whitewater recreation community has also requested these type of streamflow timing products to improve safety and reduce unnecessary deaths when floating rivers during high runoff years and to know when conditions are too low to float during drought years. Low flows also impact water quality, fish and wildlife, salvage fishing and limits on fish harvest.

3. West-wide Surface Water Supply Index (SWSI): US Drought Monitor authors have requested a consistent west-wide SWSI and GIS map developed to assist in the creation of the US Drought Monitor Map to help ensure western hydrologic conditions are accurately reflected. They also requested the investigation of a Water Basin Index that may also have potential use nation wide. The Palmer Drought Index is still used, but does not work accurately in snowmelt dominated basins of the West.

4. More frequent volumetric streamflow forecasts (mid-month forecasts): USDA Risk Management Agency and others have requested more frequent volumetric streamflow forecasts when conditions are changing like they did last month. The COE also requested mid-month forecasts and potential peak flow information as a result of the 225% of average precipitation in March 2003.

There is a need in the West for more specific water management and analysis tools tailored to meet the end users and irrigators needs to ensure water management decisions and farmers crop selection and acres planted are being made on the most current and best available technology. 
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