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Key points
• Conditions during 2026 are closely following those of 2015 due to a historically 

low snowpack, low precipitation, and historically warm temperatures
• A wet winter no longer guarantees a drought free summer: Increased springtime 

evaporation and snowpack variability is increasingly decoupling winter weather 
from summer drought conditions

• Drought has occurred more frequently since 2000 due in part to climate change
• Drought is projected to occur more frequently and be more intense due to 

increasing evaporative demand and a sharp decline in seasonal mountain 
snowpack

Wednesday, July 15, 2026: Eastern Oregon Climate Change Coalition Pubtalk, Pendleton, Oregon



What were conditions that lead us to this point?
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Base of Willamette Pass Ski Resort on Monday, March 16, 2026
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Base of Willamette Pass Ski Resort on Monday, March 16, 2026
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This is not normal, and it is not 
good.





Snowpack in the U.S. west
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Snowpack was very low across 
most of the U.S. west this winter



2026 Snowpack in Oregon
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If warm and dry 
conditions continue, 
this snow season may 
end close to the worse 
on record, which was 
the infamous 2015 
snow season



2026 Snowpack in Oregon

fff
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A big recovery in the 
snowpack is not likely 
based on the historical 
snowfall Oregon 
receives from this day 
forward (a miracle 
March is unlikely)

Based on conditions 
within the last few 
days and current 
forecasts and 
outlooks, the 
snowpack may have 
peaked for the season



Oregon Annual Maximum SWE vs ENSO Phase
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2026

This weak La Niña has not 
produced a snowpack 
consistent with previous 
occurrences

Figure produced by Rosie Una (OSU) for the 7th Oregon Climate Assessment, January 2025



Average Temperature Ranking
November 2025-February 2026

NOAA/NCEI Climate at a Glance, accessed March 16, 2026
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The last 4 full months have been 
the warmest on record across 
Oregon

Statewide average temperature 
has been 6.4°F warmer than 
normal

Precipitation fell mainly as rain 
rather than snow at higher 
elevations



Total Precipitation Ranking
October 2025-June 2026 (Water Year 2026 to date)
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Not only has it been warm, 
but it has also been a mildly 
dry start to the water year

NOAA/NCEI Climate at a Glance, accessed March 16, 2026



Total Precipitation Ranking
January 2025-June 2026
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Large precipitation deficits 
have been building in much 
of Oregon since January 
2025 (18 months ago)

It’s been the 9th driest 18 
month period since 1895

NOAA/NCEI Climate at a Glance, accessed March 16, 2026



U.S. Drought Monitor (USDM)

Source: U.S. Drought Monitor (USDM) Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State University

• USDM is updated weekly

• Oregon has a Drought Monitor Advisory 
Committee (DMAC) that assesses 
conditions and contributes suggestions 
nearly every week to the National author

– Representatives from all local NWS offices 
(Portland, Medford, Pendleton, and Boise), 
Oregon USDA/NRCS, Oregon Water 
Resources Dept (OWRD), and the USGS

• Approximately monthly drought 
coordination meetings with NOAA/NIDIS 
PacNW Drought Early Warning System, the 
state climate offices in Washington and 
Idaho, WA Dept of Ecology, OCCRI, OWRD, 
and USDA/NRCS

• Monthly meetings of the Oregon Water 
Supply Availability Committee and the 
Drought Readiness Council



Key objective drought indicators for Oregon
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•Streamflow
•Seasonal runoff

•Precipitation
•Standardized 
Precipitation Index 
(SPI)

•Snowpack
•Snow Water 
Equivalent (SWE)

•Soil moisture
•Shallow groundwater

•Evapotranspiration
•Air Temperature

•Standardized 
Precipitation-
Evaporation Index (SPEI)



County Drought Emergencies Requested thus far in 2026

Source: Oregon Water Resources Department
https://apps.wrd.state.or.us/apps/WR/drought_dashboard/Default.aspx Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State University

So far this year, 21 of 36 
Oregon counties have received 
state-issued emergency 
drought declarations



County drought emergencies declared during 2015

Source: Oregon Water Resources Department
Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State University

During 2015, 25 of 36 Oregon 
counties received state-issued 
emergency drought declarations

Lack of snow was a primary 
contributor to drought conditions that 
year



Projected changes in extreme 1-day precipitation events
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In September 2015, 
Oregon was completely in 
severe or extreme drought



Oregon Annual Temperature Time Series

Source: NOAA/NCEI Climate at a Glance
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2015 was Oregon’s warmest 
calendar year on record

2025 was Oregon’s third 
warmest despite the weak La 
Nina (which usually leads to 
cooler years)



Oregon January-July Average Temperature
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This year, Oregon 
experienced its fourth 
warmest start to a calendar 
year

Source: NOAA/NCEI Climate at a Glance



ENSO Probabilistic Forecast
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Eerily similar to 2015, a 
significant El Nino event may 
emerge this summer and fall

While forecasts for its 
magnitude are uncertain, it 
appears that it could be a 
stronger one



From the 7th Oregon Climate Assessment, released Jan 2025
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Hydroclimate outcomes of ENSO phases and magnitudes 

Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State University

Figure produced by Rosie Una (OSU) for the 7th Oregon Climate Assessment, January 2025



Snow Drought

Warmer winter temperatures are causing less 
precipitation to fall as snow in the Northern 
Hemisphere, including in key regions like the 

Oregon and Washington Cascades and the Sierra 
Nevada of California

The snowpack condition entering spring is a reliable 
predictor of hydrological drought in the following 

summer and fall in the Pacific Northwest



Projected changes in extreme 1-day precipitation events

Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State UniversitySource: Climate Toolbox



Annual Oregon Precipitation

climatetoolbox.org

Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State University

Annual precipitation is 
not expected to change 
significantly in the Pacific 
Northwest through the 
end of the 21st century



Pacific Northwest Temperature Projections

From the 7th Oregon Climate Assessment, released Jan 2025

Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State University

The annual average daily 
maximum temperature is 
expected to rise between 
4-8°F by the end of this 
century averaged over 
the entire Pacific 
Northwest



Evapotranspiration trends in the Pacific Northwest

Source: Climate Toolbox
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Annual evaporative water 
losses are expected to increase 
10-20% by the end of this 
century

Because of this, precipitation 
will not go as far to meet the 
water needs of society or 
nature



Purpose: To document water year impacts so that we can be better prepared for 
future change. 

https://cig.uw.edu/projects/annual-assessment-of-water-year-impacts-in-the-pacific-northwest/ 

PNW Water Year Impacts Assessments

The 2025 Water Year Impacts Assessment will be released within the next week or so!

https://cig.uw.edu/projects/annual-assessment-of-water-year-impacts-in-the-pacific-northwest/
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Water year 2025 ended with much of the Pacific Northwest in severe, 

extreme, and exceptional drought



2024 SURVEY IMPACT REPORT DISTRIBUTION



2024 SURVEY IMPACT REPORT CLASSIFICATION



Condition Monitoring Observer Reports (CMOR)

Oregon Climate Service | Oregon State University

Each dot shows an impact report from this calendar year

Colors represent the reporter’s assessment of drought 
conditions (reds being extreme drought)

156 impact reports received during 2021

Condition observer reports from a variety of 
sources assist in providing context to the 
meteorological and hydrological data, and 
sometimes point to areas where perhaps other 
objective data have not fully captured drought 
extent or evolution

Example below shows the CMOR dashboard 
service provided by the National Drought 
Mitigation Center (NDMC)

https://go.unl.edu/CMOR_drought
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Key points
• Conditions during 2026 are closely following those of 2015 due to a historically 

low snowpack, low precipitation, and historically warm temperatures
• A wet winter no longer guarantees a drought free summer: Increased springtime 

evaporation and snowpack variability is increasingly decoupling winter weather 
from summer drought conditions

• Drought has occurred more frequently since 2000 due in part to climate change
• Drought is projected to occur more frequently and be more intense due to 

increasing evaporative demand and a sharp decline in seasonal mountain 
snowpack

Wednesday, July 15, 2026: Eastern Oregon Climate Change Coalition Pubtalk, Pendleton, Oregon
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