Present Weather and Climate:
Evolving Conditions

“‘Exceptionally warm’
aptly describes temperatures in
the Southwest during the first decade

of the twenty-first century.”

Key Messages

The decade 2001-2010 was the warmest
and the fourth driest in the Southwest of all
decades from 1901 to 2010, and the period

since 1950 has been warmer in the
Southwest than any comparable period
in at least six hundred years.

The areal extent of drought over the
Southwest during 2001-2010 was the
second largest observed for any decade
between 1901 and 2010. However, the
most severe and sustained droughts during
1901-2010 were exceeded in severity and
duration by several drought events in the
preceding two thousand years.

Streamflow and snowmelt in many
snowmelt-fed streams of the Southwest
trended toward earlier arrivals from
1950-1999. Streamflow totals in the
four major drainage basins of the
Southwest were 5 to 37 percent lower
during 2001-2010 than their average
flows in the twentieth century.

The bulk of the region's precipitation falls at high elevations as illustrated by this thunderstorm over the plains east of Denver.
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The fifth chapter of the Assessment of Climate Change in

the Southwest United States assesses weather and climate
variability and trends in the Southwest, using observed climate
and paleoclimate records. “Present Weather and Climate:
Evolving Conditions” analyzes the last one hundred years of
climate variability in comparison to the last one thousand years
and links the important features of evolving climate conditions to

river flow variability in four of the region’s major drainage basins.

As the twenty-first century unfolds, a key concern is that the
annual demand for water in the Southwest—especially from the
Colorado River, which supplies water to each of the region’s
states—has risen to an amount that nearly matches the natural
annual flow in the Colorado River. There is a small margin
between supply and demand—both of which are sensitive to

climate variability and change.

For more information about Assessment of Climate Change in the Southwest United States, see: www.swcarr.arizona.edu, www.cakex.org, www.islandpress.org/NCAreports.

This fact sheet developed by Institute of the Environment, University of Arizona.
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