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December Climate Summary
Drought – Short-term drought conditions reported for October in Arizona wors-
ened in many regions, most notably in the Little Colorado River watershed where 
abnormally dry conditions in September were downgraded to a moderate drought 
classification; long-term drought status remains the same. In New Mexico, Novem-
ber drought conditions did not change from last month.

Temperature – During the past 30 days, temperatures in Arizona and western 
New Mexico have been 2 to 6 degrees F warmer than average. The recent storm 
system that passed through the Southwest on December 16–18 brought colder-
than-average temperatures to most of Arizona and northern New Mexico. 

Precipitation – Until recently, most of the Southwest had received little precipi-
tation since the beginning of the water year on October 1. However, storms on 
Thanksgiving and between December 16 and 18 finally brought wetter conditions 
and delivered record snowfalls in some areas. In the past 30 days, most of Arizona 
and northern New Mexico have had 100 to 1,200 percent of average precipitation, 
due entirely to those two storms. 

ENSO – The International Research Institute for Climate and Society (IRI) reports 
that the equatorial Pacific Ocean is presently on the borderline of ENSO-neutral 
and weak La Niña conditions. The IRI also states there is a 50–55 percent prob-
ability of ENSO-neutral conditions persisting over the coming season, and a 45–50 
percent chance for weak La Niña conditions.

Snow – The water contained in the snow (snow water equivalent, or SWE) in most 
watersheds in the Upper Colorado River Basin on December 18 is generally be-
tween 70 and 90 percent of the 1971–2000 average. In the headwaters of the Rio 
Grande, SWE is about 70 percent of the average. Recent storms have elevated SWE 
in Arizona, with values ranging between 150 and 225 percent near Flagstaff and the 
central Mogollon Rim. 

The Bottom Line – The first winter storms of the 2009 water year finally arrived, 
providing much needed precipitation that may help alleviate short-term drought 
conditions in some regions. These storms also brought cooler temperatures and 
record snowfalls. As winter continues, attention will be on the snowpack in the Up-
per Colorado River Basin (UCRB) which provides about 70 percent of the river’s 
yearly flow; presently, the snow water equivalent in the UCRB is slightly less than 
the historical average. 

Table of Contents:

Disclaimer - This packet contains official and 
non-official forecasts, as well as other information. 
While we make every effort to verify this information, 
please understand that we do not warrant the accu-
racy of any of these materials. The user assumes the 
entire risk related to the use of this data. CLIMAS, 
UA Cooperative Extension, and the State Climate 
Office at Arizona State University (ASU)disclaim any 
and all warranties, whether expressed or implied, in-
cluding (without limitation) any implied warranties 
of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. 
In no event will CLIMAS, UA Cooperative, and the 
State Climate Office at ASU or The University of 
Arizona be liable to you or to any third party for any 
direct, indirect, incidental, consequential, special or 
exemplary damages or lost profit resulting from any 
use or misuse of this data

SWCO Staff:
Mike Crimmins, UA Extension Specialist
Stephanie Doster, ISPE Information Specialist 
Dan Ferguson, CLIMAS Program Manager
Gregg Garfin, ISPE Deputy Director of Outreach
Zack Guido, CLIMAS Associate Staff Scientist
Kristen Nelson, ISPE Associate Editor
Nancy J. Selover, Arizona State Climatologist

This work is published by the Climate Assessment for the Southwest (CLIMAS) project and the University of Arizona Cooperative Extension; 
and is funded by CLIMAS, Institute for the Study of Planet Earth, and the Technology and Research Initiative Fund of the University of 
Arizona Water Sustainability Program through the SAHRA NSF Science and Technology Center at the University of Arizona.

Issued: December 29, 2008

Southwest Climate Outlook



Arizona Reservoir Levels
(through 11/30/08)
Source: National Water and Climate Center

On the Web:
Portions of the information provided in this figure can be  
accessed at the NRCS website: 
http://www.wcc.nrcs.usda.gov/wsf/reservoir/resv_rpt.html
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Figure 1. Arizona reservoir levels for November 2008 as a percent of capacity. The map depicts the average level and last
year's storage for each reservoir. The table also lists current and maximum storage levels, and change in storage since last month.
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Capacity 
Level

1. Lake Powell

2. Lake Mead

3. Lake Mohave

4. Lake Havasu

5. Lyman Reservoir

6. San Carlos

7. Verde River System

8. Salt River System
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Combined reservoir storage in Lakes Powell and Mead de-
clined by 262,000 acre-feet during November (Figure 1). 
Nevertheless, water volumes in these two reservoirs are about 
two million acre-feet more than they were last year. During 
November, storage in the Salt River watershed slightly in-
creased, while storage in the Verde River watershed declined 
approximately 20 percent, or about 25,000 acre-feet. 

In Arizona water news, the seven Colorado River states, dur-
ing their annual meeting this month in Las Vegas, focused on 
finding ways to create a sustainable balance between energy 
production and the use of water needed to generate that 
energy. The water-energy connection is simple: power plants 
need water—almost half the nation’s annual water use is con-
sumed in the generation of electricity. Managing both water 
and energy use will be critical for Arizona’s sustainable water 
future. The seven Colorado River states are Arizona, Califor-
nia, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado.

Notes:
The map gives a representation of current storage levels for reservoirs 
in Arizona. Reservoir locations are numbered within the blue circles 
on the map, corresponding to the reservoirs listed in the table. The 
cup next to each reservoir shows the current storage level (blue fill) as 
a percent of total capacity. Note that while the size of each cup varies 
with the size of the reservoir, these are representational and not to 
scale. Each cup also represents last year’s storage level (dotted line) 
and the 1971–2000 reservoir average (red line). 

The table details more exactly the current capacity level (listed as a 
percent of maximum storage). Current and maximum storage levels 
are given in thousands of acre-feet for each reservoir. One acre-foot 
is the volume of water sufficient to cover an acre of land to a depth 
of 1 foot (approximately 325,851 gallons). On average, 1 acre-foot of 
water is enough to meet the demands of 4 people for a year. The last 
column of the tables list an increase or decrease in storage since last 
month. A line indicates no change.

These data are based on reservoir reports updated monthly by the Na-
tional Water and Climate Center of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). For additional informa-
tion, contact Dino DeSimone, Dino.DeSimone@az.usda.gov.
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New Mexico Reservoir Levels
(through 11/30/08)
Source: National Water and Climate Center

On the Web:
Portions of the information provided in this figure can be  
accessed at the NRCS website: 
http://www.wcc.nrcs.usda.gov/wsf/reservoir/resv_rpt.html
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Figure 2. New Mexico reservoir levels for November 2008 as a percent of capacity. The map depicts the average level and last
year's storage for each reservoir. The table also lists current and maximum storage levels, and change in storage since last month.
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The total reservoir storage in New Mexico declined by ap-
proximately 12,000 acre-feet during November (Figure 2). 
Water storage in the state’s second largest reservoir, Elephant 
Butte, increased by more than 15,000 acre-feet but is only 
27 percent full. This map now includes water storage in the 
Bluewater and Eagle Nest reservoirs. Additionally, the change 
in storage reported for the Brantley Reservoir was calculated 
as the difference between November and September; the Nat-
ural Resources Conservation Service, from which this data is 
obtained, has not updated the October water storage.

Water storage in the two Rio Grande Project reservoirs, El-
ephant Butte and Caballo, is projected to be 30.5 percent of 
the total combined capacity at the end of December. This is 
an increase of more than 245,000 acre-feet compared to last 
year’s end-of-December capacity. Preliminary projections 
by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation show there should be 
enough water for a full supply next year.

Notes:
The map gives a representation of current storage levels for reservoirs 
in New Mexico. Reservoir locations are numbered within the blue 
circles on the map, corresponding to the reservoirs listed in the table. 
The cup next to each reservoir shows the current storage level (blue 
fill) as a percent of total capacity. Note that while the size of each cup 
varies with the size of the reservoir, these are representational and 
not to scale. Each cup also represents last year’s storage level (dotted 
line) and the 1971–2000 reservoir average (red line). 

The table details more exactly the current capacity level (listed as a 
percent of maximum storage). Current and maximum storage levels 
are given in thousands of acre-feet for each reservoir. One acre-foot 
is the volume of water sufficient to cover an acre of land to a depth 
of 1 foot (approximately 325,851 gallons). On average, 1 acre-foot of 
water is enough to meet the demands of 4 people for a year. The last 
column of the table list an increase or decrease in storage since last 
month. A line indicates no change.

These data are based on reservoir reports updated monthly by the Na-
tional Water and Climate Center of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). For additional informa-
tion, contact Richard Armijo, Richard.Armijo@nm.usda.gov.
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