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HIGH AND DRY
Scientists seek to prepare state for ‘chaotic weather’ future

BY MARY SHINN

Colorado Politics

T   
he hot, dry conditions that melted strong 

snowpack early in 2020 and led to severe 

drought, low river flows and record-setting 

wildfires could be a harbinger of what is to 

come in Colorado.

Climate change is likely to drive “chaotic weath-

er” and greater extremes with hotter droughts 

and bigger snowstorms that will be harder to 

predict, said Kenneth Williams, environmental 

remediation and water resources program lead 

at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, head-

quartered in California.

“We are looking to be moving toward a future 

that is really decoupled from the past,” said Wil-

liams, who is leading a long-term watershed re-

search project in Crested Butte.

In 2020, the Colorado River system had 100% 

of average snowpack on April 1 but then thwart-

ed expectations when it didn’t deliver the 90% 

to 110% of average runoff that water managers 

typically predict. The river system only saw 52% 

of average runoff because water was soaked up 

by dry soils and evaporated during a dry, warm 

spring, said Brad Udall, senior water and climate 

research scientist at Colorado State University.

“It’s not typical, but it could very well be our 

future,” he said.

The 2020 drought will end at some point, 

but that appears unlikely this spring with the 
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Research technicians Curtis Beutler, right, and Alex Newman, left, work on recording snow density measurements in a snow pit near Crested 
Butte during January 2021. The measurements they record will be used to analyze snow structure and chemistry, both of which influence melt 
rate and nutrient loads during spring runoff.  
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