The Start of the Water Year

Maury Roos

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the podcast, once again this is Zack Cunningham, and today I’m with long time hydrologist for DWR, Maury Roos. Thanks for joining me, Maury. 

Maury Roos: You’re welcome. 

Zack Cunningham: Well, it’s about that time, it’s September, and we’re getting closer to October 1st, which is the start of the water year. Maury, why do we start the new water year on October first?  

Maury Roos: The water year is really kind of a bookkeeping measure for the hydrologic cycle. In California, and in fact over the whole USA, the normal way of keeping the hydrologic records is by the water year, starting on October one, ending on September 30th. That pretty well completes the season’s water cycle. In California we have the mountain snow melt, and if we use the precipitation year, which starts on July one, we’d be seeing the tail end of the previous spring snow melt still coming into July, and a little bit even in to August. So before the rains really start for the next season, an appropriate time to start for the season is on October one. 

Zack Cunningham: Well, this year the Governor did declare that California is, in fact, in a drought. How do the measurements of this current water year reflect that?

Maury Roos: This current water year it looks like the runoff will be about 60% of average, statewide. There’s been drier years, the worst year was in 1977, which followed a very dry year in 1976, so that’s still the worst single year and the worst two year sequence of events. 

Zack Cunningham: Is the October 1st water year unique to California, or is it used nationwide? 

Maury Roos: It’s just used for the whole country and I believe also in Canada but I don’t know for sure.  

Zack Cunningham: Okay. 

Maury Roos: It fits our hydrologic condition quite well.  

Zack Cunningham: Right, with the summer months starting to end and new rain starting to come in the fall?  

Maury Roos: Right, new runoff usually doesn’t start showing up with any strength until the month of November. 

Zack Cunningham: Well, thanks for joining me, Maury, to answer this important question?  

Maury Roos: You’re welcome. 
Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll here the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
