Drought Conditions in Utah During 1999-2002:
A Historical Perspective

Introduction

OWhen the well is dry, we learn aht

the worth of waterO Ben Franklin,
from Poor Richard®s Almanac, 1733

severe flooding to multiyear droughts. Five
major floods occurred during 1952, 1965, 1966,
1983, and 1984, and six multiyear droughts
occurred during 1896-1905, 1930-36, 1953-65,

NEVADA

|
UtahOs weather is prone to extremesNfrom ’
|
|

1974-78 (U.S. Geological Survey, 1991), and .
more recently during 1988-93 and 1999-2002. '
The areal extent of floods generally is limited
in size from one to several watersheds, whereas‘
droughts generally affect most or all of the state. .
Southern Utah, in particular the Virgin River ’
drainage basin, began experiencing drought .
conditions during the winter of 1998-99. By l
2000, drought conditions were evident .
throughout all of Utah. The current drought
(1999-2002) is comparable in length and
magnitude to previous droughts; however, with
population growth and increased demand for
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§ Streamflow-gaging station
A Observation well
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water in Utah, the general effect is more severe. Figure 1. Location map of selected
During 2002, the fourth straight year of streamflow-gaging stations in Utah and
nearly statewide drought conditions, some areas Wyoming.
of Utah experienced record-low streamflows.
Several record-low streamflows occurred in
streams with records dating back to the 1900s.
The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) uses
streamflow data from eight long-term
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2001, to September 30, 2002): Colorado River
near Cisco, San Juan River near Bluff, and
Virgin River at Virgin. At two other gages in
eastern Utah, Whiterocks River near Whiterocks
and Green River near Green River, 2002 was
the second driest year on record. Streamflow
in the Upper Colorado River Basin has been so
low that the water surface of Lake Powell is
predicted to be 80 feet below the fill level by
January 2003 (Bureau of Reclamation, 2002).
The water level of Lake Powell is currently
(2003) low enough near Hite Marina (at the
upstream end of the lake) that much of the
riverbed of the Colorado and Dirty Devil Rivers
is exposed, as are the deltaic sediments that have
been deposited since the lake began filling in
1963 (fig. 2).

The adjacent states of Colorado, Arizona,
and New Mexico also have been experiencing
extreme drought conditions and the negative
impacts that result. Record-sized forest fires
during the summer of 2002 in Arizona and
Colorado were directly related to the extremely
dry conditions.

Precipitation
Precipitation directly affects streamflow.
Under normal precipitation conditions, Utah

streamflow-gaging stations for comparison of receives less precipitation than every other state
hydrologic conditions in Utah (fig. 1). Three of except Nevada. Average annual precipitation at
these gages registered new record-low annual Salt Lake City is about 16.5 inches, and

streamflows for water year 2002 (October 1,

precipitation statewide ranges from about 5

Hite

Figure 2. Lake Powell near Hite, Utah, showing exposed channel of the Colorado and Dirty Devil Rivers, which are normally flooded by
the lake, as well as the deltaic sediments that are deposited at the upper end of the lake; view to east in October 2002.
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