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Spring 2018 Snowmelt and Runoff 
   
What is different this year from 2017? 

 

During 2017: 

 

 Beginning in mid-February, flooding in the Sanpoil River basin and elsewhere was 

triggered by warm rain falling on a heavy snowpack.  This caused the flash flooding that 

damaged the Mt. Tolman Fire Center, and started three months of very high runoff in the 

Sanpoil River.  Flooding occurred reservation-wide. 

 

 Contributing factors included heavy rain falling on frozen ground, much of which ran off 

quickly instead being absorbed by the ground.  The consistent rain and the snowmelt it 

caused filled up Owhi and Twin Lakes more than expected, so water releases had to be 

very high.  This caused some road flooding downstream. 

 

In 2018, the snowpack is again high.  As of March 15
th

, the snowpack averages 136% of normal 

across the North Cascades and the Okanogan Highlands.  Off reservation, one station in Canada 

is at 175% of average but others are in the 125% to 150% range.  All are high, but not near 

record highs. To date, we have not had the heavy rains falling on snow that we did last year. 

 

High-elevation temperatures have remained relatively low, so the snowmelt has been proceeding 

slowly. There will be the usual erosion of road cuts and slopes, such as the minor sliding taking 

place now on the Inchelium Highway a mile north of the reservation boundary. There will be the 

usual mud and water running across the same roads where that problem occurs year after year, 

but at this time there is no forecast for damaging floods.  

 

Environmental Trust has lowered Owhi Lake and Twin Lakes, to make room for more runoff 

than average.  Stream flows reservation-wide will be high; Tribal Emergency Management has 

stockpiled empty sandbags, and they are available to any members or residents who may need 

them to protect their property. 

 

If you want to monitor stream flows yourself, you can do so at these links: 

 

 Sanpoil River at Keller: https://waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis/uv/?site_no=12434590 

 

 Okanogan River Forecast:  https://www.nwrfc.noaa.gov/rfc/ 

(If you click on the dot for Tonasket, you will get the ten-day river forecast.) 

 

 Omak Creek at Omak:  https://waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis/uv/?site_no=12445900 

 

It is common for the Okanogan River to reach, or be close to, flood stage at peak runoff.  The 

Sanpoil River will also likely reach the “action level” this spring.  The “action level” is the level 

at which we need to prepare for possible flooding.  It does not mean there will be flooding. 
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