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During the final year of its grant, the Wyoming Center
for Environmental Hydrology and Geophysics celebrates
partnerships, infrastructure and an ongoing commitment to
understanding water from snow to its flow out of the state.

UNDERSTANDING

By Micaela Myers

It’s winter in Wyoming, and the snow is falling lightly,
blanketing the trees and drifting in windswept dunes. To some
it’s a pretty winter-scape, to others the perfect recreational
playground and to some a nuisance. To the state’s water
managers and the scientists of WyCEHG—the Wyoming
Center for Environmental Hydrology and Geophysics—it’s
very important data to be measured and studied.

“In the Mountain West, something like 75 percent of the
water falls on 15 percent of the land area,” says Steve Holbrook,
WyCEHG co-director and a professor in the Department of
Geology and Geophysics. “That land area is mostly at the high
elevations. People are mostly at the low elevations, so you have
this fundamental transfer that has to happen.”

That high-altitude snow melts and travels down the
mountains to be used by the people of Wyoming and
surrounding states.

“Water is a scarce commodity in the West, and Wyoming
serves as a headwater state to all the regional and downstream
users;” says Scott Miller, WyCEHG co-director and a professor
in the Department of Ecosystem Science and Management.

WyCEHG was funded in 2012 via a National Science
Foundation EPSCoR (Experimental Program to Stimulate
Competitive Research) grant to the tune of $20 million,
making it the largest competitive research grant in the history
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of UW. “In the four years since, WyCEHG has been working
on research related to water in Wyoming, with a special focus
on applying modern geophysical tools to better understand
groundwater systems and their interaction with surface water,
including snow;” Holbrook says.

The goal of WyCEHG was to establish a lasting center
of excellence in environmental hydrology and geophysics to
transform science and watershed management in Wyoming—
and to provide cutting-edge knowledge and tools to water
resource managers and scientists.

WyCEHG has certainly accomplished this goal, creating
lasting partnerships, expertise and equipment. “WyCEHG
is now a nationally recognized facility to understand the
shallow subsurface,” says William Gern, vice president of the
UW Office of Research and Economic Development.

Up on the Mountaintops

WyCEHG has helped the state better understand and
measure snowfall. “WyCEHG has pioneered a new method
for using ground-penetrating radar to measure snow thickness

and water content,” Holbrook says. “This technique is now

Top left: Members of Central Wyoming College’s ICCE expedition conduct
research on the Dinwoody Glacier using GPR. PHOTO BY LANE TOMME. Top right:
High school students from Sheridan County work with UW graduate students

to make stream flow measurements at the Spear-o Wigwam campus of Sheridan
College in the Big Horn Mountains. PHOTO PROVIDED BY ANDY PARSEKIAN.
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