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There is No Funding for a 

Drought Response

• On March 1st, Governor Gregoire’s office 

asked the Legislature to set aside $4.24 

million for drought relief projects. 

• “We do not have the resources necessary 

should this drought continue out." 

- Governor Gregoire



Western Perspective



RCW 43.83B.400

• As used in this chapter, "drought 

condition" means that the water supply for 

a geographical area or for a significant 

portion of a geographical area is below 

seventy-five percent of normal and the 

water shortage is likely to create undue 

hardships for various water uses and 

users.



RCW 90.86.030

(1) The joint legislative committee on water 
supply during drought shall convene from 
time to time at the call of the chair when a 
drought conditions order under RCW 
43.83B.405 is in effect, or when the chair 
determines, in consultation with the 
department of ecology, that it is likely that 
such an order will be issued within the next 
year.
(4) The committee from time to time shall 
make recommendations to the senate and 
house of representatives on budgetary and 
legislative actions that will improve the state's 
drought response programs and planning.



How We Got Here: El Nino

• Moderate to strong El Nino developed in late 2009

• Pacific Northwest experienced typical El Nino 
response in 2010 (warmer and dryer conditions)

• Warmer and dryer than normal January
– Below average precipitation and due to warmer than 

normal temperatures, more precipitation fell as rain 
than normal

• Warmer and dryer than normal February
– Noticeable lack of typical amount of snow at lower 

elevations

• Warmer and dryer than normal March so far
– El Nino expected to persist: warmer and dryer than 

normal conditions expected through spring



Steps to a Drought Declaration

• Convene the Water Supply Availability 
Committee (WSAC)

– Makes the call on <75% of supply

• Based on WSAC information, Governor’s 
Office convenes the Executive Water 
Emergency Committee (EWEC)

– Makes the call on undue hardship

• Ecology director can declare areas in drought 
with the written approval of the Governor.

• Agencies develop programs for addressing 
various drought related issues.



Where are We Now?

• WSAC convened February18th

• Joint WSAC and EWEC convened March 5th

– No clear indications of undue hardship at that time.

– Next joint meeting scheduled for March 18th

• Fish passage, flow and habitat problems likely in many 
streams in summer and fall.

• Small water systems could have problems with wells 
and diversions in summer and fall.

• On March 10, Bureau of Reclamation forecasted 
proratable users in Yakima Basin will receive 77% of 
entitlements, but this could decline based on expected 
weather conditions.



Where are We Now?



Where are We Likely Going?

Basin

% of Average  Snow 

Water Equivalent 

(SWE) SNOTEL data 

% of Average 

Precipitation 

% of Average Forecasted 

Streamflow

Olympic 100 141 92-97

Lower Yakima 80 82 63-81

Upper Columbia 78 82 64-83

Central Columbia 74 77 63-76

Walla Walla 66 71 70-71

Upper Yakima 64 72 50-66

North Puget Sound 64 91 77-85

Lower Columbia 62 77 66-76

South Puget Sound 61 73 65-75

Lower Snake 59 64 56-77

Spokane 52 62 44-70

Cent. Puget Sound 47 73 60-72

Average is 1971-2000.  Snow Water Equivalent (SWE) SNOTEL and precipitation data was current 

March 10th.  Streamflow forecasts were issued March 5th, current to March 1st.





Drought Outlook 



Next Steps
• Continuous monitoring of weather and runoff conditions 

(runoff forecasts will be updated twice a month).

• Twice monthly meetings of WSAC/EWEC to consider 
recommendations on possible drought declaration.

• Keep Legislative Drought Committee apprised.

• Larger water supply utilities believe they should be able to get 
by without extraordinary measures.

• DOH will watch for emergent problems with water systems. 

• WDFW expects fish and wildlife will have difficulty and may 
need some special measures in some areas of the state in the 
summer and fall. 

• Ecology will not need to regulate conditioned water rights on 
the main stem Columbia but likely will on several Columbia 
River tributaries.



Next Steps

• Ecology is working on the contents of a possible 

emergency rule and guidance for distributing 

drought funds in the event of a declaration.

• No drought relief funding is currently available in 

Ecology’s budget but $4.24 million has been 

requested by the Governor/OFM.

– Would only be used if a drought is declared within the 

area(s) in which the declaration is effective and only 

the extent required to prevent or relieve effects on 

agriculture, water supplies and fish and wildlife.




