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SUMMER 2013 HIGH PLAINS
DROUGHT OUTLOOK AND ASSESSMENT FORUM

July 24, 2013
NOTES

Colby Community Center
Little Theater Room
285 East 5th Street
Colby, Kansas

The National Integrated Drought Information System (NIDIS), Kansas Water Office, NOAA Regional Climate Services and National Drought Mitigation Center will be presented a regional Drought Outlook and Assessment Forum on July 24th in Colby, Kansas. The Forum, is part of a series of events and informational webinars held since the drought became firmly established. The morning session focuses on the evolution and outlook of the drought, including presentations from those involved in monitoring, assessing and predicting our climate. The afternoon session features panel discussions on issues of concern and management practices relative to the multi-state region. The panels will feature researchers, managers, extension, and producers from Kansas, Colorado and Nebraska. For more information contact Bethany Perry at Bethany.perry@noaa.gov.

Outlook Session 

Presentations from the Sessions can be accessed at http://www.regions.noaa.gov/central/?highlights=summer-2013-high-plains-drought-outlook-and-assessment-forum

10:00am	Welcome 
	Tracy Streeter, Kansas Water Office Director

10:10am	Regional climate services in response to the High Plains Drought, 2010-2013

	Doug Kluck, Central Regional Climate Services Director, NOAA/NCDC

10:30am	Current Status and Climatological Evolution of the 2010-2013 Drought
	Mike Hayes, National Drought Mitigation Center (NDMC)

11:00am	Seasonal Outlook and Prospects for Improvement
	Doug Kluck, Central Regional Climate Services Director, NOAA/NCDC

	
11:30am	Q & A
	Led by Veva Deheza, National Integrated Drought Information System (NIDIS)

· What is the historic average time of drought?  
· The 1930s and 195050s were longest.  There are some indications the climate is changing into patterns never seen before.  
· Does jet steam affect weather patterns?  If so, is it normal this year?    
· 2012 was off and didn’t pull in Gulf moisture (stream was north).  This year has been closer to normal.  Not behaving strangely, just a drier than normal year.

Veva Deheza provided an overview of NIDIS and its purpose of developing an early warning system for drought in various areas.  Seven pilots are underway and the focus areas include Forecasting and Monitoring, Research, Engagement, Outreach and Education nationwide.

· Where are rainfall maps available?
· Several options include http://www.cocorahs.org/, the local NWS forecast office – Goodland office information available at: http://www.nws.noaa.gov/climate/index.php?wfo=gld

· Weather information released  in March and April for a growing crop outlook would be beneficial.  Is this available? 
· There is a 3 month outlook available, but nothing specific or tailored for growing seasons.
· USDA might have a product like this, but perhaps not integrated enough to provide local or regional information you are looking for. 
· When would you need that information for summer crops? 
· March / April, possibly earlier.

· How much do you see neighbors adapting to using a different rotation for wet/dry?  Reducing plant crop rotations? Are these changes being made, and how quickly?
· Discussion of the observations this is exactly what is occurring.  Producers are often the best source of information to other producers.

· Early freeze is an issue.  Are there any maps that show early frost? 
· The U.S. Farm Report has projections of early frost that discuss possible impacts.

· Discussion of modifications and farming techniques – planting row of milo between wheat to hope to save some for this fall and at least keep things from blowing. 

· End of August/ end of September USDA crop production forecasts are available which are helpful for the early freeze predictions.
· Is work being done to determine if extreme precipitation can mitigate drought and bust it? 
· Kansas experienced an historic flood in 1935, in the middle of the driest years. No single event solves the drought, but what we look at to break droughts is several good rains in a row.  Moisture that can get into soil column.

· Every drought has a different length, severity, etc.  The soil has memory in the system and it can range from a few days to millions of years depending on the water source and what you need it for… winter wheat doesn’t need as much as corn.  You can get by with much less water.

· Atmospheric rivers are being studied now – large atmospheric systems that act as rivers that flow above us and provide large amounts of precipitation. NOAA is looking at how the systems work and the impact on precipitation events.  These are mostly located along the west coast.

· How much is drought self-perpetuating?
· May and June rains are critical and help perpetuate rain when it’s harder to bring up moisture from Gulf.  If crops aren’t growing and evapotranspiration doesn’t happen it prevents the moisture cycle.  

· Projections based on averages – how many years are included in averages?
· A lot of climatology is based on 30 year averages (1980-2010)
· Good records go back 120 years
· Cycles can be seen with the longer histories, but predicting is not possible.

12:00pm	Working Lunch (provided)

Assessment Panel Sessions

12:30pm	Crop and Soil Management for Water

Chuck Rice, Distinguished Professor Soil Microbiology, Kansas State University – Moderator
Terry Kastens, Emeritus Agricultural Economist, Kansas State University
Brad Fuller, Western Horizons Corporation 
Jeanie Falk, Kansas State Research and Extension

Speakers discussed conservation practices to mitigate and adapt to drought.  Chuck suggested looking at non-traditional methods to plan for drought.

Terry discussed impacts for grain operators.  Conglomerates can help mitigate drought, but smaller grain operators really suffer.  Consensus fields help to some extent.

Dry begets dry seems to be true.  One dry year followed by another operators experience difficulties.  Differences in matter and residue create massive differences from the micro scale, including the possibly of snow catch.  Moisture matters the most and thinking about how intensive cropping rotations, in addition to organic matter are important.  Models will be completed on farms dung winter to experiments with varied rotations.

Jeanie covered topics on how they determine how to manage through the year.  At Kansas State they are taking a big picture approach between sectors.  Weighing the need for residue, as well as cattle feed.  They are seeing movement into no-till decisions – which have both moisture and financially advantages.  Weather is forcing this move to a large extent and drought changes every program, which all have a drought slant.

Brad noted since 2007 Western Kansas has not had average rainfall.  Irrigators have had to run hard and tables dropped.  Crop yield substantially decreased.  Questions are to depopulate or switch crops.  More maintenance, more costs, when systems are running hard.  Western 1/3 of Kansas – where water is required, was in May, and is similar to now.   May and June moisture is critical and timely moisture throughout the year is necessary.  Rotation changes are one way to combat this issue.  This year the saving salvation has been the heat which is not as bad as last year.  Pastures will take a long time to recover to this drought.

· How long does it take to recover a pasture?   
· Really aren’t able to tell.  Years or an inch a week all through the summer

· What information do you need to help?
· 10 inch soil moisture isn’t helpful for producers.  Profile of moisture is critical.
· The only unique factor to use to improve short term decision on crop planting is soil moisture.    
· A satellite going up to view soil moisture will provide some improved capability.
· NRCS SCAN network is helpful but there are only a few stations.
· Some universities and states have stations with soil moisture – not typically enough though.
· Some efforts out there to enhance this knowledge.
· (Jeanie) Soil moisture data used at experiment stations.  There are also stations utilized mainly for irrigation – but no collection of this data.’

· Short term gap has been infused with risk management.  Risk management relief seems like it will be standard in the future.
· From a marketing standpoint, there is insurance.  Starting to get zeros, then can’t get much insurance.  High prices are coming back.  Along with lower yields…
· The Farm Bill has few that know realities working on it.  Gave up direct payments to get support  (insurance)

· Terry – likely stuck dealing with the current type of program.  Inclusive of crop insurance, you have to ensure you have equity in your business to sustain a loss.  Keep track of balance sheet on a monthly basis is a very important tool for a farm.  Can’t make stupid decisions.  The monthly financial management will allow you to see and adjust as situations develop.

· Some universities and others have looked at crop rotations based on soil moisture.  Never a perfect predictor but better than nothing.  Prediction doesn’t have to be completely accurate.

· Important now to consider how planting wheat, for example, will help be cover to hold onto the dirt.  Residue is incredibly valuable to some

· What do you do when the dryland corn fails?  It disappears with the wind.  If you went in and shredded it high, would that help?  A bare field is worse.  Major problems and decisions coming up for the winter.  Ground cover is the key to everything.  
· Most of the drought failed corn continued to stand through the winter and offered some protection and perhaps a seed bed.
· It would be a service to figure this out and share it.  Chest high corn shredded at 18”.  Is that better than doing nothing?
· Recommended sorghum –Economic gain between sorghum and corn on a good year.  Depends on price ration between corn and sorghum.  100 bushel more = corn.  Less = sorghum.  Not much diff.  Seed costs higher for corn.  Weed control isn’t as good.  Very similar.  

· If fall soil moisture is low, start making decisions based on that – problem is it is always dry in fall here.
· Seed companies are usually allowing exchanging seed types. There are some reasons to continue with corm.  Harvest is easier to harvest as is field preparation.  Milo has its own risks and issues.
· Roundup ready is a heck of a boost.
· Grain sorghum is a good crop, but haven’t thought about the increases of yield of dryland corn aren’t as much to GMOs as people think.  And there is no real savior with drought ready corn.  A need for grain sorghum (which can be a two tier biofuel – milo)

1:30pm	Water Supplies
Tracy Streeter, Kansas Water Office Director – Moderator 
Brownie Wilson, Geohydrology Section’s GIS /Support Services Manager, Kansas Geological Survey 
Toby Dougherty, City Manager, City of Hays
Wayne Bossert, Manager, Northwest Kansas Groundwater Management District #4

Drought exacerbated the reduction in the Oglaga aquifer.  Water right issues are another factor, and with exceeding annual authorizations, a multi-year flex account and other tools to help adapt.  Coping with water has created compliance issues and the challenge to keep crops alive.  Some water rules were created, creating emerging conflicts between irrigators.  Litigation, impairment, and increased public interest about competition between uses, such as municipal rights versus irrigators rights.  The water appropriations act has no pecking order and is based on time not on use.  
Hays has lowest per capita gallons per day in Kansas
Wayne is leading the charge on some landmark conservation efforts that drought plays a role in.

Balancing economy while sharing a resource.

Brownie Wilson spoke from the Kansas Geological Survey, a state agency housed in the University of Kansas, serving as a research arm for groundwater.  The method is to measure water wells and track changes over time to determine what groundwater is doing.  Oglala is always in decline, but how quickly it declines is an important indicator.  Rain doesn’t get down to the groundwater very quickly and the dominant use is irrigation.  The rate of decline can be determined as the water is pumped.  Depth of water can vary between 50- 400 feet.
Decline rates are driven by precipitation.  The largest decline is in South Western Kansas due to pumping demands and drought.
The office has no regulatory responsibility – just conducts research, provides information online, and manages a lot of inquiries on well drilling.

Toby shared his perspective as the Hays City Manager.  In 1991 Hays ran out of water, couldn’t find more and had to start to conserve.  The city instituted policies and incentives to replace fixtures, toilets, appliances, limit lawn watering, etc.  The city lowered is consumption from 3,600 to 2,200 gallon acres through conservation measures.
Another important consideration is well field management – two well fields support Hays – Big Creek Well Field and Smoky Well.  If conditions are met, a release can be requested to replenish Smoky Well.  Both wells are at historically low levels and management is improving.  Hays has a rate of consumption of 90 gallons per capita per day – which is bettter than Tuscon, Phoenix and Las Vegas.  The current situation is discouraging with the consideration of what could happen in another few years of drought.
The next level of conservation- landscaping, green building codes, etc. will become familiar practices and can become hard to implement when possibly seen to be intrusive.  The city is trying to take advantage of opportunities to introduce some of these measures.
Currently the city is in conservation stage 1 and moving to stage 2 by end of the year.  Reacting to droughts can be seen as failing to prevent by some residents.  It is difficult to move to the next level after already making changes and without seeing the reduction of water levels.
Long term challenges are moving to the next level of conservation.  Hays is trying to manage water like a desert city.  What is the model going forward?  Farming practices have changed creating a situation of less runoff into well fields due to the better capturing of water by producers.  Climate change also impacts management practices and planning.

Kansas Law Regulation and systems make it difficult to look past 20 years.  The need is to look ahead 100 years…We are starting to look out to 50-100 years
A variable pricing structure was implemented in Hays in the 1990s which consolidated from 10 to 2 rates.  The average rate fixed on winter usage as conservation rate.  Above that is charged double (impacting the summer use outdoors). Just put another system in place to incentivize conservation again.  Water is still relatively cheap and there are a lot of domestic wells that compete with our municipal services.  Other limiting factors include the state law states dictates wells cannot be prohibited, rapid population growth and new businesses.  New businesses are vetted by a development council to ensure not water intensive.

Wayne Bosset, the manager for the NW Kansas Water Management District #4, explained state enabling legislation to create water management programs and to be part of the decision making landscape.  A vast majority of groundwater is going to irrigate agriculture.  During dry times, the percentage increases.  Drought impacts show up in groundwater systems. Near term challenges include slow decline rate and extended impacts. 
It takes more water when there is drought and cutoff districts that have to be well managed. Must find ways to conserve and reduce consumptive use.  One way was creating local conservation plans to reduce withdrawals over 20% in next 5 years – all irrigation and recreation.  Trimming supplies is the method used to conserve.

Edwards county ranch purchased as a water source – never developed due to cost and regulating issues.  Have to be willing to pay to move that water. Legislation – water transfer act (never utilized)
Colorado cities are buying water rights directly – will Kansas allow municipalities to purchase water rights.  Irrigation water rights can be done and are done.  Use it or lose it helped with that and allowing banking to have time to build out infrastructure. A common practice, but have to be able to build infrastructure.  Southwest Kansas is discussing conservation practices. 
· Can’t wells be regulated?  
· Domestic wells are exempt – except – in cases if the domestic wells are impairing the city.  First in time, first in right.  
· Cities can regulate for contamination, etc. but cannot prohibit
· Wichita has the best regulation example for contamination
· Discharge off property can be regulated.
· Ellis –  was modeled after intensive groundwater usage in Hays (84-5) 
· A city that has a conservation plan with a regulatory section for lawn and gardening can use a petition the engineer to regulate domestic wells under the same criteria.  Ellis prohibits watering outside between 9am-7pm (stage 2).  Chief of Engineer they can regulate under this provision.
· This could have the unintended consequence of increased use for folks that water since they have the realization they have a time
· Each city is specific and conservation plan has to be approved with this included and then given a delegation of authority from state department of water
· A similar option for a local enhanced management area (groundwater management district grants)
· Allows water to be allocated for value purposes
Farm Management System-
· 5 producers evaluated to find best 20% cuts possible within the five years.  Makes a true market by allowing umbrellas and offsets.  The first umbrella – with 8 water rights – was just received.
· Monitored by Groundwater District # 4 and serves as the bookkeeper.  
· Penalties of exceeding limit (regulatory program for five years).  
· High – 5 year allocation exceeded 5500 - fine and lose water right for 2 years.
· LIMA plan that was just captured by GMD.  Every element.  
· Monitoring is relatively simple.
· Started Jan 1, 2013

2:30pm	Rangeland Management (supporting cattle)
Eric Banks, Kansas State Conservationist, Natural Resources Conservation Service – Moderator 
Lynn Myers, Owner and Manager, Tippets-Myers Ranch                
Ted Houser, Supervisory District Conservationist, Sharon Springs Field Office,
 
 Lynn, a producer from Nebraska, shared that he has never seen pasture land so poor.  His farm is very conservation minded.  He has always had a drought plan written and has utilized crop rotation since 1985.  He has helped to provide expertise to help write drought plans in other areas.
While his farm is not in good shape due to the drought, it is better than most in the area due to good rotation management which intertwines with the drought management plan.  Every third year a pasture is deferred and each used only half the growing season.

His philosophy is to take care of the land first, land takes care of cattle, and the cattle take care of you.

His farm’s drought plan will be improved after this year.  It is written with the perspective of looking 10-20 years out and is tiered with trigger dates.  He reiterated that good drought plans depend on conservation management practices.  You have to take care of the land.

· What is a drought plan?
· An outline that deals with drought in a way that is manageable by setting down on paper actions to take by certain dates based on conditions.  For example, Lynn sold 500 head of cattle last year, based on the actions outlined in his drought plan – by June 4 there was no rain so 200 head were identified as the first part to sell and were sold within a week , mostly to private lots with a good reputation.
· If he had waited two more weeks, the cattle would have brought $40,000 less as others started selling too after realizing the trouble.
· You have to have a plan to know at trigger dates and what you will decide and do depending on criteria at that date.
· If you don’t monitor and keep track of where you are, have been, and where you’re going, you can’t be realistic with conditions.
· Good conservation has left his farm better than most.

Ted shared his experiences as a cattle manager and proponent of utilizing a drought.  He had to destock due to the drought.  He explained the importance of knowing when to quit and go do something else.  He has a philosophy to not feed the cows, but plan wisely to let them utilize native grass.

Practices for managing though the drought include destocking.  Ted’s practice of destocking is to look at the herd, define the bottom end and sell out 20-50%.  Weaning early is a drought strategy he employs to help reduce amount grazed.  

Ted, from the NRCS standpoint as a conservation agent shared: 

· Pastures have turned grey and died.  Root reserves have died because the drought has gone on so long.  Predict 3-5 years before close to production under normal conditions.
· Average comes from extremes.  Always in a drought, it just depends on how severe it is.

· If you own cattle and have native rangeland, plan on it being dry.  
· We are past the point of destocking this year.  If you haven’t, you need to. 
· Let the native grass rest, feed cattle penned.

· Environmental Quality Incentives Program – Grazing lands health.  If you have native range we can help with a grazing system with range conservation throughout the state.
· Incentive payments outline:   for 33% to 73% rest - $8/acre for 3 years. 
	Above 73% is $10/acre
· Use Exclusion – no cattle out first 12 months under contract, another 2 years…

· Some financial incentive is available to get to a higher level of conservation.
· Cost share - Solar pumps…..
· Continual signup available
· Equip program cutoff dates mid-November
· Drought Recovery Initiative addressed livestock water resources, a national initiative.
· In each county in KS the division of conservation has district boards to provide some incentives.
· Lesser prairie chicken initiative – national initiative
· CRP for emergency grazing and haying (except areas utilized in 2011 and 2012)
· Funding is in Equip by cutoff dates – normal year, funding decision in December (cutoff date now November 16 for a January/February contract for practice within first 12 months of contract – fairly quick if funding is there and get under contract.

· Are more drought plans and conservation practices coming along in KS?  Any change of philosophy?  
· Yes, the change is coming but there are other parameters – renting / who owns the property, lease length, generation gaps– younger folks are going to rotational and prescribed.  

· Those with a one year lease aren’t incentivized and a bad mentality but it exists
· What you do today impacts the ground 10 years from now.

· How long should someone pay rent for land that can’t be used?
· Several landlords didn’t rent this year.  Contracts are usually long term – but year to year for long periods.

· Stock at a sustainable rate in a 10-20 year period.  Build reserve in good years to carry through drought years.  One year of drought doesn’t impact.  Last year a different story and destocked.  Most was what we were leasing.  20 acres/cow/year.  We do about 15, sustainable.  Last year was 25-30 with a lot of residuals.
· Acres per head should be 18-25 acres in western Kansas.  Norm about 12

· Drought Plan Outline is available from the NDMC website. 
· Drought Plans – considering a new norm and how to ranch to the norm.
· Need to include flexibility in the drought plan.  Allows to respond to conditions changing and to take advantage of opportunities

3:30	Wrap-Up and Adjourn

[bookmark: _GoBack]
image2.jpeg




image3.png
WATIONA
5 o,

2
Briment OF €O

ATM(
Lo
5

3

M

Nouyws™Y





image4.jpeg
K-STATE

Research and Extension




image5.png
National \f Drought Mitigation Center




image6.png
o ONRCS

United States Department of Agriculture
Natural Resources Conservation Service




image1.jpeg




