
Colorado Climate Center –
WATF Climate Update
Russ Schumacher, state climatologist
Water Availability Task Force

August 25, 2020



COLORADO CLIMATE CENTER

Water year 2020 to date:
temperature, precipitation, snow, evaporative demand

Williams Fork fire, August 15,
photo from Frisco by Vincent Davis on 
twitter, 
https://twitter.com/Vincent15945195/st
atus/1294768879059832835/photo/3
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Month T Rank      
(of 125 years)

Above, 
below, or 
near avg?

Oct 4th much below

Nov 90th above

Dec 101st above

Jan 101st above

Feb 47th near avg

Mar 113th above

Apr 63rd near avg

May 118th much above

June 111th much above

July 107th above

Water year through July: 1.7°F above average
Ranked 108th out of 125 October-July periods

Calendar year through July: 2.6°F above average
Ranked 114th out of 125 Jan-July periods
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Month P Rank 
(of 125 years)

Above, below, 
or near avg?

Oct 42nd below

Nov 68th near

Dec 83rd near

Jan 36th below

Feb 67th near

Mar 53rd near

Apr 6th much below

May 18th below

Jun 53rd near

Jul 44th near

Water year through July: 3.32” below the 20th century avg
Ranked 8th driest out of 125 October-July periods 
For comparison: 2017-18 was 5th driest October-July
Calendar year through July: 8th driest on record

Last 12 months: 3rd driest August-July (only 01-02 and 62-63 
drier)
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Daily records

(Water year thus far: 
Oct 1 – May 17)

Weather Record Broken Record broken for 
a day

Record broken 
for a month

Highest max temperature 453 28
Highest min temperature 771 16
Lowest max temperature 837 110
Lowest min temperature 1020 123

Precipitation 558 18
Snowfall 274 11

Source: https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/cdo-web/datatools/records

Daily cold records outpacing warm records by about 1.6 to 1 so far 
this water year (around 5 to 1 for monthly records), primarily from the 
cold October
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Some notable events
• Boulder set their all-time seasonal snowfall record: 152”

• Late-spring freeze on the west slope: Grand Junction reached a 
low of 19F on April 14; tied for the 2nd coldest temperature after 
April 10

• Alamosa set 13 daily high temperature records between April 26 
and May 19 (though we’re a little suspicious of some of these 
numbers)
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Globally, 2nd

warmest year-to-
date through July, 
trailing only 2016

“the year 2020 is 
very likely to rank 
among the five 
warmest years on 
record”
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August thus far
August 2020 will go down as one of the most extreme summer 
months in recorded history for western Colorado
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Temperature 
ranks at long-
term stations for 
August thus far
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Temperature 
ranks at long-
term stations for 
August thus far
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We’ve been stuck under an unmoving high-pressure ridge
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Some temperature records
• Alamosa: highest August temperature on record (92F on August 19); set or 

tied daily high temperature records on 10 of the 23 days in August so far  
(there were some issues with the thermometer at Alamosa back in the spring, 
but those have been resolved; these are legit records)

• Grand Junction: tied August monthly record (103F on August 2 and 3); set or 
tied daily high temperature records on 6 days in August so far; 2nd most 
August 100-degree days; 6th most 100-degree days in a summer

• Denver: now 2nd most 90-degree days on record (behind only 2012)

• Fort Collins: now 4th most 90-degree days on record
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Precipitation 
ranks at long-
term stations for 
August thus far
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Precipitation 
ranks at long-
term stations for 
August thus far
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http://climate.colostate.edu/~drought/spi.html
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Drought Conditions

Cameron Peak smoke plume, August 14
Taken by me from Fort Collins City Park
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One year ago
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Six months 
ago
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One month 
ago
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US Drought Monitor, percent of Colorado in drought
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Evaporative Demand 
Drought Index

Record levels of evaporative 
demand across the west 

since the beginning of August

We expect more moisture, 
clouds, rain in August on the 
western slope, but not this 

year
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Evaporative Demand 
Drought Index

Evaporative demand has 
been high statewide going 

back to May
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http://climate.colostate.edu/~drought/et.php



COLORADO CLIMATE CENTER

http://climate.colostate.edu/~drought/et.php
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Precipitable water (how much moisture is in the atmosphere)
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Precipitable water (how much moisture is in the atmosphere)
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Deep soil moisture continues to 
be bad across most of the state

Dark red = drier than 2002, 
2012, 2018
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Four 
large 
fires

Cameron Peak
20,118 acres

Williams Fork
11,048 acres

Grizzly Creek
30,719 acres

Pine Gulch
133,783 acres

Numbers from 
inciweb on August 
24
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August is not our usual large-fire season
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August is not our usual large-fire season

X X
X
X
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Comparison of recent droughts: summer temperature
2002 2012

2018
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Comparison of recent droughts: summer precip
2002 2012

2018
• 2018 was more of an extreme 

snow drought in winter 2017-18, 
then made worse by a hot dry 
summer

• 2002 spring through summer was 
exceptionally dry; summer was hot 
and dry

• 2012 was most extreme in spring, 
but continued into summer
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Standardized 
precipitation index: 
summer in western 
Colorado
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Standardized 
precipitation-
evapotranspiration 
index: summer in 
western Colorado
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Water Year 2020 –
Station Updates
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Grand Lake

Driest on record 
since July 1

Normal: 3.74”
2020: 0.30”
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Grand Junction

Driest on record 
since April 1 and 
July 1

5th driest WY to 
date

Since April 1:
Normal: 3.58”
2020: 0.86”

Zero precip so far 
in August
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Montrose

Note this only 
goes through 
August 3

Montrose airport 
has no precip in 
August
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Mesa Verde NP

4th driest water 
year to date

Only 2002, 1951, 
2018 drier
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Alamosa

9th driest water 
year to date

Driest August on 
record thus far 
Normal: 0.98”
2020: 0.01”
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Pueblo

4th driest water 
year to date

Only 2002, 1935, 
1966 drier

2nd driest since 
April 1
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Walsh
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Burlington

Above normal 
since June 1!
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Akron

3rd driest WY to 
date, only 2002, 
1911 drier

*may have 
under-reported 
some rain this 
month, so may 
not be quite this 
bad, but still bad



COLORADO CLIMATE CENTER

Boulder

Record snowfall, 
yet now below-
normal for 
precip over the 
water year

3rd driest on 
record since 
July 1



COLORADO 
CLIMATE
CENTER

Outlook

Next 7 days

8-14 day Outlook

CPC Outlooks

What’s happening with El Niño?
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We’ve been stuck under an unmoving high pressure ridge
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An actual pattern change around September 1!



COLORADO CLIMATE CENTER

Latest WPC 7-day QPF

NOAA 7-day precip forecast
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8-14 day outlook
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A look back at CPC outlooks for summer...
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A look back at CPC outlooks for summer...
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September outlook
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September outlook
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September-October-November outlook
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September-October-November outlook
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La Niña in the works?

La Niña watch: 60% chance of La Niña development this fall, extending through 
winter
La Niña winters tend to be snowy north and less-snowy south, though the signal 
isn’t that strong. CPC outlooks favor warmer-than-normal conditions through 
next spring, especially in southern Colorado
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Summary points
• Since April, Colorado has been anomalously warm and dry, leading to development and 

expansion of drought across the state

• August has been exceptionally hot and dry, especially in western Colorado and across the 
west

• 99% of the state in drought; 73% in D2 (extreme drought) or worse

• Four large fires are burning at an unusual time in the summer

• Some minor relief in the near term, with better rain chances in the mountains later this week 
and a cold front around September 1

• Longer-term outlooks don’t look promising, with warm conditions continuing, and the likely 
development of La Niña in the fall



Thank you!

russ.schumacher@colostate.edu

To view this and other presentations:
http://climate.colostate.edu/ccc_archive.html


