
 

Nevada Drought Update - March 2023 
Drafted March 5, 2023 
Prepared by S. McAfee, Nevada State Climate Office   

Drought continues to improve across the state courtesy of cold wintery storms. Large 
reservoirs like Lake Mead remain low and will need several good years to approach normal. 

Current drought conditions in Nevada and across the West 
Another cold and locally wet month delivered further drought improvements. Less than 10% of the state 
is now in D3-Extreme drought, which is limited to Lincoln, Nye and Clark counties (Fig. 1, Table 1). 
Several counties are now wholly or partly out of drought and are just Abnormally Dry (D0). Nevada's 
Drought Response Plan calls for counties to be under a Drought Alert when at least half of the county 
is in D2-Severe or more significant drought for at least two weeks and a Drought Watch when at least 
half the county is in D1-Moderate Drought. 
All Nevada counties started the water year 
in Drought Alert. Now four counties—Carson 
City, Douglas, Mineral and White Pine—are 
out of both Alert and Watch status. Only six 
remain in the higher Alert category—Clark, 
Humboldt, Lincoln, Nye, Pershing and 
Washoe. 

Across the western U.S., D4-Exceptional
Drought remains only in Oregon. D3-Extreme 
Drought is also much  reduced in area (Fig. 
1). A large portion of the Upper Colorado
River Basin is not experiencing any drought. 
Parts of the Sierra Nevada are also drought-
free. 

Over the past month, there have been
one-class improvements across many
western states (Fig. 2). In parts of California 
and Utah, conditions improved two full
classes in February. There were one class 
degradations, mostly in the coastal Pacific 
Northwest where the weather has been
unusually dry. 

Fig. 1. Drought Monitor map for the western US, released on March 2, 
2023, reflecting conditions as of February 28, 2023.   

Date 3/1/22 11/27/22 1/31/23 2/28/23 

None 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Abornmally 0.0 0.0 0.0 16.5 
Dry-D0 
Moderate 0.0 0.5 37.5 26.0 
Drought-D1 
Severe 64.4 61.6 43.9 51.4 
Drought-D2 
Extreme 28.1 37.9 18.5 6.1 
Drought-D3 
Exceptional 7.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 
Drought-D4 

Table 1. Percent of Nevada in each drought class from 
the US Drought Monitor. 

Fig. 2. Drought Monitor change map showing places where drought 
conditions improved (green) or worsened (yellow to brown) between late 
January and late February 2023. 1 

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


  

February Temperature, Precipitation & Snowpack 
February was cold state-wide and 
locally quite wet (Fig. 3, Fig. 4). 
After a bit of a break in the weather 
during late January and early 
February, storms came through 
again near the end of the month. 
Parts of Esmeralda, Mineral and 
far southern Nye counties received 
two or more times the normal 
February precipitation (Fig. 3). 
Other parts of the state were drier. 
Parts of Humboldt, Pershing, 
Churchill, Lander, Lincoln and 
Clark, counties recived less than 
half the expected February rain 
and snow. 
It was quite cold, though. 
Temperatures were well below 
the 1991-2020 average over 

almost all of Nevada (Fig. 4 -- they were well below the 1981-2010 
average, too). Cold temperatures meant that even Las Vegas got 
some snow. Trace amounts were reported at the National Weather 
Service Office and the airport. The National Weather Service issued 
a blizzard warning for Tonopah. 
Speaking of snow, much of the Sierra Nevada and Great Basin had 
one and half to nearly three times as much snow as usual for late 
February (Fig. 5). The Upper Colorado River basin is also snowy, 
averaging 135% of normal. 
Along the eastern side of the Sierra, and particular in the Walker 
River and Mono-Owens Lakes basins, the snowpack is astonishing. 
In the Walker River basin, the snow is higher than the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service has ever reported (admittedly the 
record only extends back to 1981). The snowpack is, in fact, over 
twice the median peak. In the Lower Humboldt, which has been 
relatively dry compared to other parts of the state, snowpack is 
already above the median peak snowpack, which normally occurs 
later this month. All this is before the snow expected in early March. 

   

 

Fig. 3. Percent of average (1991-2020) Fig. 4. Difference from average (1991-
Februrary precipitation in 2023. PRISM 2020) February temperature (°F) in 2023. 
from Westwide Drought Tracker now avail- PRISM from Westwide Drought Tracker 
able at https://wrcc.dri.edu/my/wwdt. now available at https://wrcc.dri.edu/my/ 

wwdt. 

Fig. 5. February 28, 2023 snowpack 
in western U.S. Natural Resources 
Conservation Service. 

Fig. 6. Snowpack in 
the Walker and lower 
Humboldt basins in 
terms of snow water 
equivalent. Black line 
represents current 
levels, green is the 
median from 1991 
- 2020, and red line
is the minimum.
Natural Resources
Conservation Service. 2 
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Soil Moisture 
Soils in west-central, central 
and southeastern Nevada
are wetter than normal on the 
surface and at depth (Fig. 7).  
In much of Douglas county,
topsoils are 70% wetter than 
normal. Elsewhere, top and
subsoils are generally drier
than normal. Subsoils in
western Clark county appear 
as much as 50% drier than 
normal. As usual, anomalies 
are more pronounced in
topsoil than subsoil. 
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Fig. 7. Topsoil (left) and subsoil (right) moisture anomalies from 9km SMAP for February 20 
- 26, 2023. Maps from Crop-CASMA.

Water Resources 
Water levels in many Nevada reservoirs are near or above 
normal for late February (Fig. 8). Bridgeport Reservoir and 
Topaz Lake are particularly full. Both are normally less than 
half full at this time of year. This year they are at 56 and 66% 
of capacity, repsectively. Rye Patch Reservoir remains at just 
5% capacity, instead of the relatively low 16% of capacity that 
is normal for late February. 

Fig. 8. Current and average percent capacity in
Nevada's reservoirs at the end of February 2023. 
Data from the Natural Resources Conservation
Service. 

 

 

    

Fig. 9. Projected Lake Mead elevations from the Bureau of 
Reclamation's February 24-month study. 

USGS. 

Lake Mead elevations remain very low, and with the 
most probable inflows, it is expected to remain in at least 
Level 2 shortage (Fig. 9) through the nex two years. 
Streamflows were mixed, ranging from lowest-ever to 
highest-ever flows reported (Fig. 10). Both lowest and 
highest ever flows were reported in southern Nevada. 
Elsewhere flows ranged from much below to above 
normal in areas with generally high precipitation, 
suggesting reservoir management is contributing. 
Fig. 10: February average stream flow relative to usual conditions. From 
USGS Water Watch. More information on percentile classes from the 
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Looking forward 
Water-year-to-date precipitation is in the top 10% 
for much of Nevada. In a few areas, it is even the 
wettest October - February period since the 1890s 
(Fig. 11). Much of Clark county, along with parts of 
southern Nye and Lincoln counties do remain near 
or slightly drier than normal. 

Fig. 11. October 2022 - February 2023 
precipitation ranks. PRISM from Westwide 
Drought Tracker now available at https://
wrcc.dri.edu/my/wwdt. 

The Climate Prediction Center still anticipates the 
current La Niña ending this spring, and there are 
now better than even odds that El Niño conditions 
will develop in the late summer or fall. 

Although the outlook for March is leaning quite 
wet for Nevada (Fig. 12), the spring (March - May) 
outlook is less promising. Much of the state has 
equal changes of wet, normal or dry conditions 
and equal changes of cool, normal or warm 
temperatures. Far southern Nevada is leaning 
toward warmer and drier conditions through the 
spring, consistent with La Niña expectations (Fig. 
13). The Southwest is typically dry during La Niña 
winters, it isn't always. For a deeper peek into the 
question, check out a recent post on the ENSO 
Blog. 

Because the winter so far has been quite wet, 
drought conditions are expected to continue 
improving and perhaps even resolve by the end 
of May in most of Nevada (Fig. 14). Below-normal 
precipitation since April 2020, combined with low 
odds of a wet spring mean that drought is likely to 
remain in far southern Nevada. 

Fig. 12. March precipitation outlook. From the Climate 
Prediction Center. 

Fig. 13. Precipitation (top) and temperature (bottom)
outlooks for March - May. From the Climate Prediction 
Center. 

Fig. 14. March - May Drought Outlook. From the Climate 
Prediction Center. 
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