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Nevada Drought Update - MAY 2022
Drafted May 8-9, 2022
Prepared by S. McAfee, State Climatologist

April showers and cool temperatures brought some relief to northern parts of the state, 
but southern Nevada continued drier than normal last month.

Current drought conditions in Nevada and across the West
Not sound like a broken record, 
but all of Nevada remains in 
drought (Fig. 1 & Table 1). Ex-
treme (D3) and Exceptional 
(D4) drought persist in south-
ern Nevada. Northern Nevada 
is still mostly characterized by 
Severe (D2) drought, but con-
ditions deteriorated to Extreme 
(D3) levels in the northeastern 
and northwestern corners of 
the state.

As of April 28, just under half 
of the state is categorized as 
Severe (D2) drought. Another 
42.5% of the state meets the cri-
teria for Extreme (D3) drought, 
and the extent of Exceptional 
(D4) drought inched up from 
7.5% to 8.3%.

Elsewhere in the West, drought 
conditions mostly worsened, 
with notable expansion across 
Arizona. Conditions moderated 
along the northern California 
coast (Fig. 2).

Fig. 1. Drought Monitor map for the western US, released on April 28, 2022, re-
flecting conditions as of April 26.

Table 1. Percent of Nevada in each 
drought class from the US Drought Moni-
tor. 

Date 1/25 3/29 4/26

None 0.0 0.0 0.0

Abornmally 
Dry-D0

0.0 0.0 0.0

Moderate 
Drought-D1

33.2 0.0 0.0

Severe 
Drought-D2

45.0 64.2 49.3

Extreme 
Drought-D3

14.3 28.3 42.5

Exceptional 
Drought-D4

7.5 7.5 8.3 Fig. 2. Drought Monitor change map showing places where drought condi-
tions improved (green) or worsened (yellow to brown) between March 29 
and April 26, 2022.

https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/DmData/DataDownload/ComprehensiveStatistics.aspx
https://droughtmonitor.unl.edu/DmData/DataDownload/ComprehensiveStatistics.aspx


2

March Temperature, Precipitation & Snowpack

Fig. 3. Percent of average (1981-2010) April precipitation in April 
2022 across the West. PRISM from WestWide Drought Tracker. 

Across much of Nevada, April was 
(again) drier than usual (Fig. 3).  North-
western Nevada and the northern Sierra 
did get appreciable rain and snowfall 
in April -- a couple of weather stations 
around Lake Tahoe reported over two 
feet of snow. Parts of northeastern Neva-
da also received rain and snow. Across 
southern Nevada, however, much drier 
than normal conditions prevailed. Pre-
liminary data suggest that large parts of 
Clark and Nye county received less than 
a quarter of the usual rainfall. April was 
also drier than normal across much of 
the Upper Colorado River Basin (Fig. 3).

This April brought below normal tem-
peratures to much of northern Neva-
da. Parts of Elko and Humboldt counties 
were as much as 4°F cooler than normal. 
In southern Nevada, April temperatures 
were only slightly warmer than normal 
(Fig. 4). 

The late April snowpack was less than half of normal across much of Nevada, California, and 
western Utah (Fig. 5). In the Upper Colorado, snowpack conditions were mixed. In northern 
and eastern sub-basins, snowpack was nearly 90% of normal. Southern and western sub-ba-
sins typically reported less than half of the normal snowpack.

Fig. 4. Difference from average (1981-2010) 
April temperature (°F). PRISM from WestWide 
Drought Tracker.

Fig. 5. SNOTEL-based estimates of snowpack at the end of April. Snow-
pack is shown as percent of the 1991 - 2020 median snow water equiv-
alent (SWE -- the amount of liquid water stored in the snow). Map from 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service.

https://wrcc.dri.edu/wwdt/
https://wrcc.dri.edu/wwdt/
https://wrcc.dri.edu/wwdt/
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/wcc/home/quicklinks/imap
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Water Resources

As of late April, many of Nevada's reservoirs held normal amounts of water for mid-spring (Fig. 
6). Donner Lake and Topaz Lake were both fuller than normal. A few reservoirs -- Stampede, 
Lahontan, and Bridgeport -- were a bit lower than normal, but not especially concerning right 
now. Three reservoirs, however, stand out. Rye Patch Reservoir remains at 5% capacity, when 
it should be close to a third full. Lake Tahoe (the reservoir part) and Lake Mead each hold only 
about half of the water they normally would in late April.

Low water levels are already impacting recreation.  The Sand Harbor Boat Ramp by Lake 
Tahoe will not open this summer. On Lake Mead, four of the National Park Service boat ramps 
are closed.

Streamflows are generally near normal for the time of year in the Truckee, Carson, and Walker 
basins (Fig. 7). In central and northeaster Nevada, most stream gages are reporting below or 
much below normal flows. Stream gages in southern Nevada are currently showing above 
normal flow

Although recent snows in the Sierra provided a bit of a water resources boost, total water stor-
age above the rim in Lake Tahoe and basin snowpack remains less than what is normally stored 
just in the reservoir (Fig. 9). In the Upper Colorado basin, snowmelt reduced total basin water 
stores (as is expected in April). Total water storage upstream of Lake Powell remains below nor-
mal.

Fig. 6. Current and average percent ca-
pacity in Nevada's reservoirs at the end of 
April 2022. Data from the Natural Resourc-
es Conservation Service. 

Fig. 7. April average stream flow relative to usual April 
conditions. From USGS Water Watch.  You can find more 
information on the percentile classes from the USGS.

Fig. 9. Combined reservoir and snowpack storage in Lake Tahoe (left) and the Upper Colorado Basin (right). 
Graphs from CNAP.

http://parks.nv.gov/news/sand-harbor-boat-ramp-will-remain-closed-for-the-summer
https://www.nps.gov/lake/learn/news/lakeconditions.htm
https://waterwatch.usgs.gov/index.php?id=mv01d&sid=w__gmap&r=nv 
https://waterwatch.usgs.gov/ptile.html
https://wcc.sc.egov.usda.gov/reports/SelectReportType.html?ReportTypeList=Reservoir
https://wcc.sc.egov.usda.gov/reports/SelectReportType.html?ReportTypeList=Reservoir
https://cnap.ucsd.edu/storage_in_sierra_ucrb/


4

Soils, Vegetation & Fire
By late April surface soils were drier than nor-
mal across almost all of Nevada (Fig. 10). In 
parts of southern Nevada, soils were 50% dri-
er than usual or more. Only the border be-
tween Elko and Humboldt Counties, and a 
swath from Douglas County north to southern 
Washoe had wetter than normal surface soils. 
Subsoils in southern Nevada are, unsurprising-
ly, very dry. In northern parts of the state, and 
in eastern Lincoln County, subsoil moisture is 
closer to or above normal.

The Mean Vegetation Condition Index (Fig. 
11) suggests that vegetation in southern and 
northeastern Nevada is already stressed. 
Across central Nevada, there appears to be 
above normal greenness, at least in some ar-
eas.

Nevada Fire Info reports limited fire activity 
across the state in April. There were a few fires 
over 100 acres in size, but they are fully con-
trolled. The Great Basin Coordination Center is 
currently at PL1, meaning the region has suit-
able resources. The Nation is at PL2, and there 
are a number of wildfires across Texas, New 
Mexico, and Arizona.

To track drought impacts on agriculture, visit 
the USDA's Weather and Drought Monitor.Fig. 10. Remotely sensed topsoil (top) and subsoil (bot-

tom) moisture anomalies for late April 2022. Maps from 
Crop-CASMA. 
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Fig. 11. Mean Vegetation Condition Index for late April. Neg-
ative values (brown) indicate places where vegetation is 
less robust than usual; positive values (green) where vege-
tation is doing better than usual. From USDA Crop-CASMA.

2022.04.25-2022.05.01 Nevada

0 30.72 61.44 92.16
miles

MVCI Legend
<=-25%

<=-15%

<=-5%

/-

>=5%

>=15%

>=25%

Produced by VegScape - http://nassgeodata.gmu.edu/VegScape
The CPC's Drought Outlook is not calling for 
any improvement over Nevada in the next 
three months. Drought may ease over the 
Plains and in Arizona, however. 

Fig. 12. Drought outlook through July. From the CPC.

Drought Outlook

https://www.nevadafireinfo.org/
https://gacc.nifc.gov/gbcc/
https://inciweb.nwcg.gov/
https://www.usda.gov/oce/weather-drought-monitor
https://nassgeo.csiss.gmu.edu/CropCASMA/
https://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/
https://nassgeo.csiss.gmu.edu/CropCASMA/

