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DROUGHT UPDATE

Jeff Johnson, PE, LHG
Engineering & Technical Services Section

Office of Drinking Water



Outline for Today

O Current drought declaration and the resulting resources
available

O Process for deciding on drought declaration in WA
O Examples of climate data sources that inform decision-making
O Planning for Drought Impacts

O Current (May 2026) edition of ODW Now, ODW drought
website, Ecology drought website, Measuring Water Levels in
Wells — WA DOH
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https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/newsletter
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/drinking-water-emergencies/drought
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/drinking-water-emergencies/drought
https://ecology.wa.gov/water-shorelines/water-supply/water-availability/statewide-conditions/drought-response
https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/Pubs/331-428.pdf
https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/Pubs/331-428.pdf

Drought Declared April 8, 2026

Washington Drought Declaration 2026

DEPARTMENT OF

ECOLOGY

State of Washington

- Drought Declaration

The areas served by Seattle, Tacoma, and Everett water utilities planned for drought conditions early in the winter and
do not anticipate any impacts for their customers.
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-n DEPARTMENT OF
—— |
ﬁECOLOGY

State of Washington

Provides Ecology with the
authority to:

1. Expedite emergency
water transfer

What Do_es a applications.
Declaration
Do? 2. Establish a grant

program to mitigate
hardships to water
users and the
environment.




-n DEPARTMENT OF
—— |
ﬁECOLOGY

State of Washington

Grants to governmental entities:
* Federally recognized Tribes

ECOIOgy e Counties, cities, and towns

Drought * Water and sewer districts

Response « Public utility districts

Fundin g » Port districts, Conservation districts, Irrigation
districts

* Watershed management partnerships

Drought response grants - Washington State Department of Ecology



https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/payments-contracts-grants/grants-loans/find-a-grant-or-loan/drought-emergency-grants
https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/payments-contracts-grants/grants-loans/find-a-grant-or-loan/drought-emergency-grants
https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/payments-contracts-grants/grants-loans/find-a-grant-or-loan/drought-emergency-grants

-n DEPARTMENT OF
—— |
ECOLOGY

State of Washington

State agencies - Ecology can enter into interagency
agreements to fund drought response efforts

Additional « Examples: DOH, DFW, SCC, AGR

Implications

Eligibility for federal drought funding

Important communications tool




Department of Ecology Drought Response

Point of Contact:

* Washington State

Department of Ecology,

Caroline Mellor at
caroline.mellor@ecy.wa.g

ov

https://ecology.wa.gov/w
ater-shorelines/water-
supply/water-
availability/statewide-
conditions/drought-
response

Drought Response

On April 8, 2026, Ecology issued a drought declaration for all watersheds in the state due
to low snowpack and multiple years of precipitation deficits. This is the state's fourth consecutive
drought declaration - a record under the current drought framework established in 1989.

Washington Drought Declaration 2026

i)
{,

. Drought Declaration

The areas served by Seattle, Tacoma, and Everett water utilities planned for drought conditions early
in the winter and do not anticipate any impacts for their customers.
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https://ecology.wa.gov/water-shorelines/water-supply/water-availability/statewide-conditions/drought-response
https://ecology.wa.gov/water-shorelines/water-supply/water-availability/statewide-conditions/drought-response
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https://ecology.wa.gov/water-shorelines/water-supply/water-availability/statewide-conditions/drought-response
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-_'_ DEPARTMENT OF

L — e
* Purchasing or leasing water or

Example Agriculture water rights
Drought o \=adies e Replacing intakes, pumps, and

related accessories
Response
G ra nt Public . lLapn;FeoSrtmg emergency water
Projects sv:rjater * Implementing water conservation

pply :
strategies

* Eliminating migration barriers

* Modifying stream channels
adjacent to a hatchery

Fisheries
and wildlife




How Is Drought Declared in Washington State?

O Technical Definition of Drought in WA

O Water Supply Availability Committee: monitors climate-
related threshold drought indicators

O Executive Water Emergency Committee: decides on existing or
expected drought hardship threshold

Washington State Department of Health | 9



-n DEPARTMENT OF
—— |
ECOLOGY

State of Washington

Drought conditions - two requirements:

1. Hydrologic threshold — An area is receiving, or
is projected to receive, less than seventy-five

Drought percent of normal water supply.

2. Hardship threshold — Water users or the
environment are or are expected to experience
undue hardship.

Conditions

See: RCW 43.83B.405 and WAC 173-166-050.

10



https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.83B.405
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=173-166-050
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=173-166-050
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=173-166-050
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=173-166-050
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=173-166-050

Water Supply Factors - reviewed by o ECOLOGY
Water Supply Availability Committee (WSAC)

Forecasts

e Snowpack

* Precipitation
* Temperature
* Soil moisture

e Streamflow

* Precipitation
* Temperature
* Soil moisture

-n DEPARTMENT OF

State of Washington

Feb 5, 2026
Hydrologic
threshold
for
drought =
was met Hurricane Ridge Webcam, nal Park
Service

Olympic National Park
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-n DEPARTMENT OF
—— |
ﬁECOLOGY

State of Washington

UG IO Three types of hardship:
IR« Instream flows, fish, and wildlife

confirmed by  Agricultural and livestock
Executive * Public water systems and domestic uses

Water Multiple irrigation districts in Yakima Basin
watersheds have contingency plans for water
transfers and shared a need to use this spring.

Emergency
Committee
(EWEC)

12




-n DEPARTMENT OF
—— |
ECOLOGY

State of Washington

1. Water Supply Availability Committee
(WSAC) — Advises Ecology on if the hydrologic
threshold has been met in geographic areas.

Drought

DYl 1ile]a 2. Executive Water Emergency Committee
(EWEC) - Evaluates the hardship threshold
Process and recommends to the Governor to declare
a drought emergency in geographic areas.

3. Governor - Directs Ecology Director to issue
an Order and Determination of drought
emergency.

See: RCW 43.83B.405 and WAC 173-166-050.

13



https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.83B.405
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=173-166-050
https://app.leg.wa.gov/WAC/default.aspx?cite=173-166-050
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Extremely Low Spring Snowpack oo

Sub-basin Percent of Median: March 23, 2026 SWE

Snow Water Equivalent

Percent NRCS
1991-2020 Median

March 22, 2026, end of
da

<
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110% to 129%
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Statewide Snowpack:
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WA Average Snowpack o
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https://nwcc-apps.sc.egov.usda.gov/basin-plots/?state=WA
https://nwcc-apps.sc.egov.usda.gov/basin-plots/?state=WA
https://nwcc-apps.sc.egov.usda.gov/basin-plots/?state=WA
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Water Year 2026

Temperature Precipitation

Mean Daj'y Temperature Anoma'y’ Since Oct 1st Total Pl’ecipitation Anomaly, Since Oct 1st
2025/10/01 - 2026/05/11

2025/10/01 - 2026/05/11
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Climate Toolbox

® Averaged statewide, Oct-Apr tied 1992 as the 4™ warmest (+2.7°F)* on record

® Averaged statewide, Oct-Apr precipitation was near-normal (+1.88”; 105% of
normal)*

*Rarnrde cinra 120K Nlarmal ie 1001_2N2N



Wetter conditions shifted to drier conditions YA

December 2025 Precipitation
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Source: https://app.climateengine.org/climateEngine
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https://app.climateengine.org/climateEngine

April 2026 o

Temperature Precipitation

Mean Daily Temperature Anomaly, Last Full Month
2026/04/01 - 2026/04/30

Total Precipitation Anomaly, Last Full Month
2026/04/01 - 2026/04/30
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® Averaged statewide, April temperatures were +2.1°F above normal, tying as the 215t
warmest on record”

® Averaged statewide, April precipitation was below normal (72% of normal)
*Records since 1895; Normal is 1991-2020
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Current Status: Neutral

El Nifio

Watch

Official NOAA CPC ENSO Probabilities (issued May 2026)

based on -0.5°/+0.5°C thresholds in ERSSTv5 Relative Nifio-3.4 index/RONI
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“El Nino is likely to emerge soon (82% chance in May-July 2026) and continue through
Northern Hemisphere winter 2026-27 (96% chance in December 2026-February 2027).”



Climate Prediction Center OQutlook: Jun-Au

Seasonal Temperature Outlook & @ Seasonal Precipitation Outlook \"/

Valid: Jun-Jul-Aug 2026 Valid: Jun-Jul-Aug 2026
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Key Take-Aways ool

* All snow influenced basins have met the technical hydrologic definition of
drought with much below 75% of normal snowpack and little time left to
improve

* In early March, drier than normal conditions since January 1 met the
technical definition for all rain dominated parts of the state

* In late March/early April, wetter than normal conditions brought Jan 1-to-date
precipitation slightly above 75% of normal in parts of SW, SE, and the Lower
Columbia Basin - the majority of which are snowmelt dependent

* Long-term drought indices (ranging on the scale of the past 2 to 3 years)
continue to support the technical threshold being met statewide

* Warmer and drier than normal June - August outlook suggests conditions will
deteriorate further



Drought Contacts

Jeff Johnson, PE, LHG

Engineering and Technical Services Section

Office of Drinking Water
Department of Health

Jeff.Johnson@doh.wa.gov

Drought 2026 | Washington State
Department of Health

Caroline Mellor
Statewide Drought Coordinator

Department of Ecology

cmel461@ecy.wa.gov

Drought Response - Washington State
Department of Ecology
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mailto:cmel461@ecy.wa.gov
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/drinking-water-emergencies/drought
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/drinking-water-emergencies/drought
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Impacts of Drought on Water Utilities

Drought can result in impacts to water utility operations,
including:

1.Loss of water pressure and water supply

2.Poor water quality from the source that may require
additional treatment to meet drinking water standards

3.Inability to access alternative and supplementary water
sources because of high demand by and competition
from other users

4.lncreased customer demand

5.Increased costs and reduced revenues related to
responding to drought impacts

WA State DOH | 23



Emergency Response Planning - Drought

O Utility Staffing

O Drought Stages and
Triggers

O Water Use Reduction
Goals

O Water Use Restrictions

O Supplemental Water
Sources

O Alternate Drinking Water
Provisions for Customers

WA State DOH | 24



Emergency Response Planning (ERP) - Staffing

During a drought, a utility may need to:
O Respond toincreased consumer calls
O Enforce water restrictions and respond to variance requests

O Communicate regularly with the public, elected officials, and
the media.

O Consider hiring temporary staff, reassigning staff from other
positions/agencies, or request assistance through a mutual
aid agency.

WA State DOH | 25



ERP - Drought Stages and Triggers

O Define local drought stages:
O Methods of drought surveillance.
O Specific actions to be taken at various drought stages.

O Triggers:
O Specific actions to be taken at specific water levels.




ERP - Water Use Reduction Goals

© Understand what “normal” water usage is.

O Set clear water use reduction goals:

o Normal conditions

-~ i e

o Seasonal EnETon (1]l P
bl 1

ks Ba =

o Different stages of drought

o During a severe drought

O Define methods of water monitoring and what success looks like.

WA State DOH | 27


https://www.flickr.com/photos/24833123@N00/2292209757/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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ERP - Water Use Restrictions

O Voluntary or Involuntary. Consult legal to determine if you have
enforcement authority and what tools are available to you.

O Examplesinclude:

o Establishing a per-person water usage allocation (i.e. gallons per
month)

o Establishing a per-household water usage allocation (i.e. gallons per
month)

o Banning watering of lawns or restricting watering to certain
days/times

o For business, industrial, agricultural users use creativity (i.e. institute
mandatory percent reduction in use, pro-rating use based on
number of employees or acreage, other).

WA State DOH | 28



ERP — Supplemental Water Sources

O Potential supplemental water sources:

O Bring Back-up Wells online

O Interties

WA State DOH | 29



ERP — Alternate Drinking Water Provisions

© Sources of Alternate Drinking Water Include:
O Bottled water
O Trucked in water

O Key Elements to Include in the Plan:
O Method to get the water to your utility
O Safe Storage Plan
O Distribution Plan
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Resources for Monitoring Drought Conditions

Drought 2026 | Washington State Department of Health

Drought Response - Washington State Department of Ecology

Water Supply Availability Committee - Washington State Department of Ecology

Measuring Water Levels in Wells - WA DOH

U.S. Geological Survey | National Water Dashboard

WA State DOH | 31
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https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/Pubs/331-428.pdf
https://www.drought.gov/data-maps-tools/national-water-dashboard
https://www.drought.gov/data-maps-tools/national-water-dashboard

o

O OO0

Emergency Response Planning

ODW - Water Shortage Response Plans for Small Public Drinking
Water Systems 331-301 (Word). This document allows you to fill in the
templates for your water system. Download (copy) the file to your hard
drive before filling in the templates.

Drought Response and Recovery: A Basic Guide for Water Utilities
(PDF)

AWWA Manual on Drought Preparedness and Response

Rural and Small Systems Guidebook to Sustainable Utility
Management

Tools for Effective Water and Wastewater Utility Management

WA State DOH | 32
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https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-water-infrastructure/tools-effective-water-and-wastewater-utility-management
https://www.epa.gov/sustainable-water-infrastructure/tools-effective-water-and-wastewater-utility-management

Drought Resilience Funding Opportunities

* WA Department of Ecology Drought Response Grants

* Drinking Water State Revolving Fund

* Washington State Public Works Board

* Water & Wastewater funding program list

Washington State Department of Health | 33


https://ecology.wa.gov/about-us/payments-contracts-grants/grants-loans/find-a-grant-or-loan/drought-emergency-grants
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Drinking Water State Revolving Fund

* Drinking Water State Revolving Fund:
* Provides assistance with All-Hazard Risk and Resilience
Assessment, Equipment, and Infrastructure, including

cybersecurity.

* More information is available on the website: Drinking
Water State Revolving Fund (DWSRF) | Washington State

Department of Health

* Point of contact: Washington State Department of
Health: Applications and general questions—Jocelyne
Gray 564-669-4893 or DWSRF@DOH.WA.GOV

Vol HEALTH

Washington State Department of Health | 34



https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/water-system-assistance/drinking-water-state-revolving-fund-dwsrf
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/water-system-assistance/drinking-water-state-revolving-fund-dwsrf
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water/water-system-assistance/drinking-water-state-revolving-fund-dwsrf
mailto:jocelyne.gray@doh.wa.gov
mailto:jocelyne.gray@doh.wa.gov
mailto:DWSRF@doh.wa.gov?subject=DWSRF%20Loans

Questions?



Thank You!

Engineering and Technical Services Section

Office of Drinking Water
jeff.johnson@doh.wa.gov

Drinking Water Systems | Washington State Department of Health

v

0w

@WADeptHealth


mailto:jeff.johnson@doh.wa.gov
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/drinking-water

' ., Washington State Department of

To request this document in another format, call 1-800-525-0127. Deaf or hard of
hearing customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) or email civil.rights@doh.wa.gov.
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