


Winter 2020-21
➢ Warmest La Niña winter in Western Oregon in 70 years

➢ November-March = A mild winter saved by 5 wintry days in 

the lowlands of NW Oregon & SW Washington

➢ Low Cascade snowpack until mid-February, then two weeks of 

big snowstorms…La Niña redeemed in Cascades

➢ Still waiting for regional arctic blast.  

7th consecutive winter without a widespread arctic outbreak. 

(December 2013 was the last)



Winter Temperature Anomaly



OFFICIAL SNOW TOTAL:10.1”
at PQR (NWS Office)

7.6” Downtown (KGW-TV)

PIC BY OCA HOEFLEIN





THE USA VIEW
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Warm March across USA so far…



Winter Precip Anomaly



Western Valleys Winter Temperature
(the past 100 years)

Another mild one. Last “cold” winter was 2016-17
Last Winter 

in Oregon 

Zone 2 
(Willamette 

Valley)

The last two 
cold winters
(92-93 & 16-17)



Oregon Winter Temps
(the last 100 years)

Slow Warming Trend (0.3/decade)
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NOVEMBER 2ND
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Finally! Rain & windstorm mid-January

Lots of river flood warnings, most = minor flooding
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Lots of river flood warnings, most = minor flooding



Finally! Rain & windstorm mid-January

Lots of river flood warnings, mainly minor flooding



Final cold front with

atmospheric river

pushes a rare surge of

westerly wind across

northern Willamette Valley



Atmospheric river melts more of Cascade snowpack





First snow of season

for some in lowlands

January 26th



IT FINALLY

SNOWED!

(for some)





FEBRUARY
Typical temps…except for 11th-14th

4 COLD & MEMORABLE DAYS!



HISTORIC ARCTIC AIRMASS SURGES INTO 

MIDDLE OF USA MID-FEBRUARY
• Some of cold air surges over Rockies and down into Columbia Basin
• Flowed over Cascades and through Gorge Thursday, February 11th

• Models struggled with details…but they all had the general forecast correct



THIS GEM MODEL FORECAST DID NOT HAPPEN



BUT HOW MUCH SNOW MIGHT WE SEE?
• Don’t forecast specific snow totals until 2-3 days ahead of event

• Model ensembles were extremely helpful with this event
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A GREAT EXAMPLE!  

USING ENSEMBLES INSTEAD OF OPERATIONAL RUNS

DAYS AHEAD OF TIME
Forecasts from Sunday evening the 7th…Thanks to Chris Callais



Several 

surface lows moved

toward coastline 

Thursday-Monday

Maps from Thursday AM

WRF-GFS run



• Ended up as 2 main surges (+ very light snow first evening = nervous forecasters)

• Freezing drizzle in-between in metro

1) Thursday night - Friday sunrise (.04”) (all snow @ PDX)

2) Friday 8am-Saturday 6am (.97”) (mainly metro snow, ice south)

3) Saturday 6am-Sunday 10am (.09”) (mixed precip)

4) Sunday 10am-Monday 10am (.47”) (all freezing rain)



• Models did a relatively good job showing thick icing south/west edge of cold 

airmass coming out of Gorge

• But didn’t produce enough ice east side of valley
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• Historic Ice Storm south metro to central Willamette Valley

• Worst since January 1943?



• Historic Ice Storm south metro to central Willamette Valley



GOOD FORECASTS BY NWS &

PORTLAND MEDIA LEADING UP TO EVENT
1. No crazy model snow maps unleashed on social media (whew!)

2. Winter Storm watches/warnings issued well ahead of event

3. General idea of “snowy north half metro, icy south half” worked out well

4. Lots of meteorological minefields to navigate that week!

IMHO: SNOW/ICE STORM WAS FORECAST BETTER THAN ANY OF PAST 25 YEARS

(January 1998, January 2004, December 2008, January 2017, February 2021)



2+ WEEKS OF BIG CASCADE SNOWFALL 11TH-28th

Washington & Northern Oregon mountains

have a deep snowpack on ground by end of February



MID-MARCH CASCADE SNOWPACK

Still good northern Oregon, below normal for parts of southern Oregon



Mountain Snowpack @ 5,400’
Bottom of Pucci Lift @Timberline

Nice start 

mid-November,

then lagged a 

bit until 

February 10th

No significant 

snow so far this 

month



Cascade Snowfall

1. Nice start above 4,000’ in late November

2. Skiing conditions just “okay” until mid-February

3. Mt. Hood snowfall up to about normal for entire season
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Winter temps go easy on our gardens
Winter Minimum Temperature @PDX
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A Better Measure of an Arctic Blast
Coldest Daytime High at PDX

Blue = Widespread PACNW Arctic Air Outbreak



Been working on arctic air events, along with Tanis Leach…slow progress

Last “arctic blast” was December 2013
Previous events:   Nov 2010, Dec 2009, Dec 1998, Dec 1990



One Forecaster’s Score Card
Tanis Leach – OSU AMS Student Chapter President









25 winters without a major REGIONAL storm
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No long periods of extreme wind…somewhat “normal”
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FINAL THOUGHTS

1. If pattern shifted just 100 miles farther north; it would have rained 

Valentine’s weekend!

2. The “wet” part of La Niña turned out correct, but warmer than 

forecasters expected and far less active than a typical event.

3. Could we have ANOTHER winter with measurable snow at PDX 

for 2021-22?


