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Importance of Maximizing Snow Catch Efficiency  
 

After what was for many, one of the hottest and driest summers on record, snowfall and understanding 

recharge potential is an important part of planning for 2022.  We always get a lot of questions when it 

comes to estimating snowfall and what to expect for spring recharge.  This is a notoriously difficult 

question to answer as many factors impact estimating snowfall impacts.  What we often say is if your 

sponge is empty, we expect it to be better equipped to take on more water in the spring. So, with many 

dry or empty sponges (soil profiles) throughout the Canadian Prairies and with decent snowfall to date 

and more in the forecast, I can say that my outlook has shifted to more optimism for 2022.  

 

At our 3rd Annual Crop Intelligence Summit, we were fortunate to have Phillip Harder PhD, a Research 

Associate with the Centre of Hydrology at the University of Saskatchewan speak on the relationship 

between hydrology and agriculture on the Canadian Prairies.  Much of his presentation, and many of 

our audience questions focused on snowfall and its impact on dry land agriculture.   

 

Stubble height plays an important role in snow catch and managing our snow catch efficiency (the 

amount of snowfall divided by the snowpack at the end of the year).  We have all seen the impacts of 

blowing snow and how one day a field can be evenly covered and the next day that snow is either 

unevenly distributed or completely removed, this is especially pronounced when you have a tilled field 

alongside a stubble field.  In this case often the stubble field can have snowpack  

accumulations greater than what they have received in the way of snowfall, due to capturing that 

blowing snow.  To put it in perspective the analogy Phillip Harder used was, “in terms of Saskatchewan 

we are moving more water across the highway between Saskatoon and Regina then is flowing through 

the Saskatchewan River in a big blowing event….”. hence, making the point there is opportunity in 

managing that!  On average our snow catch efficiency is 60%-70%. If we were to maximize our snow 

catch efficiency while maximizing our surface residue, disrupting soil evapotranspiration, we have the 

potential to impact our winter processes and increase soil moisture retention by up to 9%.  
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Phillip identified that this fall’s out looks for potential recharge is as follows:  

 

- Where crops died early, we have more moisture in the 

soil profile because the crop didn’t use it. 

- In some areas there is as much as 200mm moisture 

deficits, which will be difficult to overcome. 

- Infiltration potential is high in dry soils. 

- Watch for rainfall at freeze up, this will reduce 

infiltration potential. 

- Mid-winter melts will seal things off at the surface, 

reducing infiltration. 

- Residue removal means loss of snowfall catch 

potential. 

- Unintended canola cover crops, have potential to catch 

a lot of snow and have high recharge potential. 

 

Precipitation does not equal snow at the end of the winter, understanding some of the mechanisms on 

your farm that impact snow catch can be done by measuring the snowpack in your fields.  Mr. Harder 

@harder_water had an excellent twitter post on January 13th, detailing how to measure snowpack 

along with an excellent spreadsheet to get started on your own snow survey.  

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1N7BnkLiiEmI9j4gvu2oLVxXt5i8uzDEi/edit#gid=402569823 

Once you understand your field snowpack you can start to draw lines in the spring with the soil 

moisture probes to how that snowpack has recharged your soil profiles. 

 

Summit Q&A Webinar – February 9th  

  

Watch for the Crop Intelligence Summit follow up webinar invite coming up on February 9th, we hope to 

have a few of our presenters join us, including Phillip Harder to answer your question! 

 

If you were unable to attend the Summit in person you can still access content through our Virtual 

Summit page,  https://summit.cropintel.ca.  Tickets can be purchased, and content will remain up 

through January.  The virtual site is a great opportunity to revisit a presentation or catch one you may 

have missed!  

 

Have questions, reach out to your Crop Intelligence partner for more information or email us at 

info@cropintel.ca. 
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