One for the books...Drought in west, northwest Missouri rivals extreme of 1988, MU climatologist says



COLUMBIA, Mo. -- To find a drought similar to the one in northwest Missouri, a University of Missouri climatologist digs back into the state weather records to the "drought of 1988-89" to find anything like it.

Pat Guinan, MU extension climatologist with the Commercial Agriculture Program, said the Palmer Drought Index, an objective calculation of "prolonged abnormal dryness," now ranks the region as "extreme drought."

"This classification has not occurred over northwestern Missouri during the growing season since June 1989," Guinan said.

Recent prolonged heat, in the triple digits, only aggravates the drought condition for crop farmers, livestock producers and town water suppliers, Guinan said.

The current map on the U. S. Drought Monitor from the University of Nebraska shows a hot spot extending from Kansas City northward across a large quadrant of the state. That area, also labeled D3, is surrounded with areas grading down to "abnormally dry" that now reach across northern Missouri to the Mississippi River, the St. Louis area, and the upper Ozarks extending into southern Illinois.

"There have been a few spotty rains, but nothing to change the drought," Guinan said Aug. 19.

The drought in northwest Missouri has been building for 13 months with no relief in sight, Guinan said. The year 2003 started with rainfall deficits of 13 to 15 inches. Most of the northwestern counties recorded very little snowfall the past winter.

There were helpful rains at crop planting time. "But farmers knew at planting time it would take timely rains throughout the summer to sustain their crop.

"The faucet turned off in July over much of north central, northwestern and west central Missouri -- and has remained off in August," Guinan said. "Crop reports indicate considerable stress with inevitable and significant reductions in corn yields. The late-planted corn is suffering the biggest hit.

"Some cornfields in west central Missouri may yield less than 5 bushels per acre," Guinan said.

"Soybean fields also are suffering in the drought-affected regions, but still have a chance for some recovery if rains come soon."

Pastures have "browned up" in the drought region. "Pre-existing dry subsoil and light rains have prevented pasture re-growth on hay acreages. Several producers are already feeding hay."

The climatologist notes two types of drought across the region. An agricultural drought affects crops and forages. A hydrological drought results when long-term lack of rainfall causes groundwater sources, ponds for livestock water and reservoirs for city water supplies to dry up.

"Near-record low-water levels exist in streams, rivers, and municipal water supplies," Guinan said.

It's a controversial topic, but Guinan said his study of weather records for
100 years across northwest Missouri indicates the "extreme drought" category occurs only about every 21 years.

"I'm not saying there is a drought cycle," Guinan said. "I just give that number to indicate how infrequently a drought of this magnitude occurs. Statistically, it's pretty unusual."
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