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Snow is our Frozen Liquid Gold
When it Melts Becomes Our Lifeblood

The Importance of Snow in Idaho
February 2, 2023

5th Grade Classes Barbara Morgan Elementary School 



What are 
some of the 

uses of Snow 
& Water ?



Top of Chairlift at Pomerelle Ski Resort April 11 , 2006    
snow drifts estimated at 60-80 feet deep  

Key factor is how much snow &                 
where for water users to plan accordingly               



When snow melts and fills our rivers 

and reservoirs. How is this water used:

• Fishing

• Rafting

• Hydropower

• Irrigation

• Drinking water

• Groundwater recharge

Below – Brundage Reservoir, Payette 

Lake Dam & Lake Cascade spillway

Snow Data is used for:

• Skiing & Snowmobiling

• Animal Migration

• Avalanche Forecasting

• Roof Snow Loads



Payette Reservoir System is 58% Full              





40 - 80%

Oct - Mar 



15 - 40%

Apr - Jun



0 – 10%

Jul - Aug



Summer time in Idaho!
Streams have receded from the snowmelt.

Monthly precipitation amounts are <1” in the valleys and    
1-2” in the mountains. 

This is enough for dryland farming to squeeze by, but not for 
irrigated crops. 

Key:
The lack of summer precipitation
is the reason why our winter 
snowfall is so important!



McCall NWS Temperature & Precipitation         

-19 F this week

23 inches 

average annual 

precipitation

12 inches Boise
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Dr. Church started the 
first snow surveys in 

Lake Tahoe area in early 
1900s.
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~100 in Idaho, over 800 in West

Typical snow course has 5 measurement 

points spaced at 50 foot

Generally in high elevation areas

Monthly Measurements

Measure Depth &Snow Water Equivalent 

50+ trained snow surveyors in Idaho 

Snow Course – some were originally Aerial Markers with 

snow depth measured by flying over in an airplane 



Now let’s see how these snow tubes work 

and see how much snow we measured 

this morning in McCall.

Bogus Basin Snow 
Course 

Jan 31, 2023 







Brundage Reservoir SNOTEL Site

Summer & Winter



Typical SNOTEL Site: Crater Meadows, Clearwater Basin



2023                  Normal

2023 Brundage Reservoir Snow Water 

Equivalent 104% of Median and 58% of 

Seasonal Peak that occurs April 12.



2023                  Normal

2022



2023                  Normal

2022

1987 Min

1999 Max



All Snow Water Equivalent 

Years 1981-2023



Historic data now provides the foundation and our ability to forecast streams. Lewis 
Lake Divide Snow Course started in 1919 



April 1 Snow Sorted from Low to High with Apr-Sep Streamflow – record starts 1919 



Snowfall & precipitation increases with 

elevation from Boise to Deadwood Summit.



Homework -

What will the 

peak Snow 

Water Content 

at Brundage 

Reservoir 

SNOTEL be 

this year ?

Bonus – date 

of peak snow 

water and 

peak snow 

depth. 



Extra slides 



Who did we miss…..
• Power Boat Sales
• Hunters
• Tire Sales
• Windshield Repair Business 
• School Bus Drivers & Highway

Departments - SNOW DAY!
• Teachers & School Children –

Adopt–a-SNOTEL Program
• Ski Stores
• Homeowners
• Fire Weather Forecasters 
• Range Management
• Pizza Sales
•Restaurant Owners
•Coal & Natural Gas Producers
•Federal Reserve Board
•Anheuser-Busch
•USDA – RMA, crop insurance
•Roof Snow loads



October 2007, visiting Iraqis learning about SNOTEL at the 
Bogus Basin SNOTEL site.



Who else? 
• Navigation on the Columbia

& Missouri Rivers
•Global Warming, Climatic Change

Research
•Liz Claiborne – hired a Climatologist
•Target – has a “climate team”
•Blogs….
• Lake Water Quality Studies
• Leaky Sewer Lines
• Sizing Evaporation Ponds

Subdivisions
• Weekly Updates for:

US Drought Monitor
& Mt St. Helens activity 

•Huckleberry pickers 
•Bull Trout habitat

• Glacier Recession



High elevation zone – produces late summer streamflows

Mid elevations – produces majority of annual streamflow

Lower elevations – populated valleys - often transient 
snowpacks that are more influenced by rainfall and 
potential for rain-on-snow events.  

Typical Idaho snow sites are 6,000 – 8,500 feet in elevation  - the snow accumulation zone 
that stores the greatest snow water and provides our water supply.

• Weather happens above & below these elevations

Looking into Salmon River Headwaters June 12, 2008





Nov  - Mar 
precipitation normally 
accounts for 57-67% of 

annual precipitation 
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