
 

AGENDA ITEM NO. VII.B 1&2 

STAFF REPORT 
 
Date:     October 20, 2021 
 
To:  TRPA Governing Board 
 
From:  TRPA Staff 
 
Subject: Science Briefing: State of the Lake Report by Dr. Geoffrey Schladow, University of 

California, Davis and Caldor Fire Science and Monitoring Overview by Dr. Sudeep 
Chandra, University of Nevada, Reno  

____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Background 

TRPA is proud to be one of a group of partners that funds both the University of California, Davis -     
Tahoe Environmental Research Center’s work to development of the State of the Lake Report, and              
the University of Nevada, Reno led work to study the impact of smoke and ash on Lake Tahoe. We are 
grateful to both Dr. Schladow and Dr. Chandra for agreeing to present their work at the October 
Governing Board meeting.   

 

2021 State of the Lake Report 

Dr. Geoffrey Schladow from the University of California, Davis - Tahoe Environmental Research Center 
(TERC) will present a summary of the 2021 State of the Lake Report. The full report can be accessed at 
https://tahoe.ucdavis.edu/stateofthelake. 

 

TERC has been continuously monitoring the water quality of Lake Tahoe since 1968. This record of over 
50 years of measurements provides a unique perspective on long-term trends and current health of Lake 
Tahoe. The State of the Lake Report summarizes the results of the ongoing research and monitoring 
efforts and provides important information that TRPA and its partners rely upon to inform policy 
decisions about the future of the Region.  

The 2021 Report highlighted the continued importance of the pollutant load reduction work 
spearheaded by the Tahoe Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) Program partners and highlighted the 
changes and challenges that climate change is driving. All portions of the lake are warming, however the 
surface waters are warming almost twice as fast as the lake as a whole. The highest surface temperature 
ever recorded, 72.4 °F, was recorded in September 2020. The report also highlighted the dramatic 
decline in the number of days with average air temperatures below freezing in the Region. Since the 
start of the twentieth century, there has been a 40 percent decline in below freezing days, or 30 days 
less per year. 

TERC has monitored the clarity of the lake with a Secchi disk every two weeks for the last half century. 
While no single indicator provides a complete picture of the lake’s heath, clarity continues to provide an 
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integrated picture of the health of the lake and surrounding watershed. In 2020, the annual average 
Secchi depth was 63 feet (19.2 m), almost unchanged from the previous year and consistent with the 
values observed over the last 20 years.  

 

Impacts of Wildfire and Smoke on Lake Tahoe 

Dr. Sudeep Chandra from the University of Nevada, Reno will present an overview of the work his lab is 
leading to understand the impact of smoke and ash on the lake. The smoke generated from the 2021 
wildfires presents a unique opportunity to understand how major disturbances inside and outside of the 
Basin influence short and long-term water quality dynamics in Lake Tahoe. The Tamarack, Caldor, and 
Dixie Fires have been impacted the air quality in the Region for months in the summer of 2021. 
Understanding the impact of the fires is critical for policymakers as climate change drives more 
frequent, larger, and more intense wildfires.  

Dr. Chandra is also co-chair of the Tahoe Science Advisory Council and will provide an overview of the 
Council’s response to the Caldor Fire. The research on the impacts of smoke and ash is part of the larger 
workplan of the Tahoe Science Advisory Council to learn from the fires of 2021, and better position the 
Region for the future.  

 

If you have questions about the presentation, please contact Dan Segan, Principal Natural Resource 
Analyst at dsegan@trpa.org or 775.589.5233.  
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