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Straddling the crest of the Cascade Mountain Range, 
Crater Lake National Park is one of the snowiest inhabited 
places in America. Storms from the Pacific Ocean dump 
an average of 42 feet of snow at Park Headquarters each 
winter and more than 50 feet at Rim Village. Since 1931, 
however, when rangers began keeping track, totals have 
been trending downward. Snowfall at Park Headquarters 
has been below average for 11 of the past 13 years.

At first glance, milder winters might seem 
to be good news, since deep snow tends 
to make life difficult. Snow forces many 
animals, including deer and elk, to leave 
the park in order to survive. Snow makes 
it hard for park staff to keep roads plowed 
and facilities functioning. And, for park 
visitors, storms often lead to disappoint-
ment, hiding Crater Lake from view.

But consider the benefits that blizzards 
bring. A thick blanket of snow provides 
protection and warmth for “subnivean” 
mammals such as shrews, voles, and 
pikas. It serves as a water reservoir for 
the park’s old-growth forests, insulating 
trees from drought and fire. It provides us 
with opportunities to ski, sled, snowshoe, 
and marvel at winter’s beauty. And, since 
it eventually melts to feed the Rogue, 
Umpqua, and Klamath rivers, snow at 
Crater Lake is good news for downstream 
farmers, ranchers, cities, and wildlife.

Unfortunately, declining snowfall in the 
winter is having negative consequences 
in the summer. It’s leading to longer and 
more severe fire seasons, a rise in insect 
epidemics and invasive species, and 
hardship for native plants and animals, 
as they struggle to survive in a climate to 
which they’re not adapted. So, despite the 
challenges that long and snowy winters 
impose on the park, they are ultimately 
a cause for gratitude, delight, and 
celebration. Let it snow—please! 

A Winter 
Wonderland
But for How Much Longer?

Rangers use a giant 
ruler—21 feet tall—to 
measure snow depth 
at Park Headquarters. 
They have measured 
snow depth, snowfall, 
and precipitation at this 
location since 1931. 

While the amount of 
precipitation the park 
receives hasn’t changed 
much over time, the 
type of precipitation 
has. Warmer weather is 
causing a larger propor-
tion of it to fall as rain. 
Snowfall has declined.

Average Annual 
Snowfall at Park 
Headquarters, 

by Decade:

1930s – 614 inches 
1940s – 623 inches 
1950s – 572 inches 
1960s – 507 inches
1970s – 495 inches 
1980s – 475 inches
1990s – 493 inches 
2000s – 455 inches
Since 2010 – 421 in.

Caution! Heavy Snowfall 
Creates Deadly Hazards

Crater Lake National Park
National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior

Keeping the Park Open 
is “Snow” Easy Task
What were you doing at 4 am this morning? If you were 
a member of the Crater Lake roads crew, you might have 
been reporting for duty!

Trying to keep Highway 62 and the road to Rim Village 
open year-round is no easy task. The park’s heavy 
equipment operators typically start before dawn—and 
sometimes work late into the night—clearing snow 
and sanding roads.“It can be a hazardous job,” reports 
one operator, “especially when it’s dark and white-out 
conditions are occurring. On a winding mountain road, 
you never know what’s around the next corner. It could 
be a tree across the road at windshield level, a car stuck 
in the snow, or an avalanche.” (continued on back page)

Rotary Plow
at Rim Village

Crater Lake

Roofalanche at 
Park Headquarters

For your safety, keep away from snow-covered buildings. 
A “roofalanche” (roof avalanche) can happen without 
warning, sending heavy blocks of snow and ice across a 
wide area.

Cornice

Danger 
Zone 

Stay back from the edge of the caldera! Unstable ledges 
of snow, called cornices, extend beyond the rim. Traveling 
onto a cornice can cause it to collapse, triggering a 
deadly avalanche.

Watch the Park Film
Curious to learn more about Crater Lake? Stop by the 
Steel Visitor Center to watch the park’s 22-minute film, 
shown on request throughout the day. The film explores 
the park’s significance and the wonder that Crater Lake 
has inspired for generations. Entitled Crater Lake: Into 
the Deep, it includes dramatic underwater footage along 
with state-of-the-art animation that depicts the lake’s 
violent, volcanic past.

Snowshoe with a Ranger
Ranger-led snowshoe walks are a fun way to experience 
the park in winter. They take place on Saturdays, Sundays, 
and holidays from late November through April, and on 
weekdays during Winter Break (December 23-January 3) 
and Spring Break (March 24-28). There is no cost for the 
tour, and snowshoes are provided free of charge. 
 
The walks start at 1 pm, last 2 hours, and are moderate-
to-strenuous in difficulty. Participants must be at least 
8 years old and have warm clothing and footwear. Most 
walks begin at Rim Village and explore the forests and 
meadows along the rim of the caldera. Along the way, 
participants discover how winter affects Crater Lake and 
the park’s plants and animals. 

Space on each tour is limited, and advance reservations 
are recommended. To sign up, stop by the Steel Visitor 
Center or call 541-594-3100. Organized groups of 10 
or more people may be able to arrange for their own, 
separate walk (staff permitting).





 


 

 



















 















 
 
 
 
 
 




 



 



 









 

 







 

 



 

 



 

 


 







 

Keeping the Park Open
(continued from page 1)

Snow plows were first used at Crater Lake in 
1930. Prior to that, crews used dynamite and 
shovels to clear the roads each spring. Today, 
the park employs 6 operators and 2 mechanics 
who maintain an assortment of push plows and 
rotary plows. The rotary plows are equipped with 
a fan that can shoot snow 75 feet into the air. To 
control where the snow lands, the operator can 
vary the angle of output. The amount of snow 
moved each winter by the park’s roads crew is 
astounding. With it, you could create a ski trail 
3 feet wide, 6 inches deep, and long enough to 
circle the Earth at the equator!

The most challenging part of the job is “Spring 
Opening,” when the operators turn their 
attention to digging out the 30-mile Rim 
Drive and 9-mile North Entrance Road. They 
start with the West Rim Drive, departing Rim 
Village sometime in April. Typically, the snow 
they encounter is 20 to 30 feet deep. Near 
Watchman Peak, they meet drifts up to 50 feet 
thick. Progress is slow, averaging a quarter-mile 
of road cleared per day. In a light snow year, 
they’ll reach the park’s North Entrance by mid-
May. After a severe winter, it will take until mid-
June. The East Rim Drive is their final leg. “If we 
can get all the way around the lake by the 4th 
of July,” says one operator, “we’re happy.” 

For your safety, when you encounter a snow 
plow in the park, give it a wide berth. Passing 
one on the park’s narrow roads can be hazard-
ous. Wait until an intersection or until the plow 
stops and the operator waves you by. Until then, 
assume that the operator can’t see you; visibility 
inside the plows can be poor. Also, skiers and 
pedestrians should be careful to keep away from 
the dangerous cascade of snow thrown by the 
rotary plows. 

Thanks to the hard work, long hours, and 
dedication of the park’s heavy equipment 
operators and mechanics, we can access and 
enjoy Crater Lake National Park every month of 
the year.

 


 




































 
 

 

 

 




















 




















 





             
                
                

                      
               

                         

 






 


