U.S. Agriculture Must Learn to Adapt to Climate Change
by Christopher Doering
June 5, 2013: Washington - U.S. farmers and ranchers must adapt or risk getting left behind, as climate change becomes an increasingly influential part of the agricultural landscape, the head of the U.S. Agriculture Department said on Wednesday.  During a speech in Washington, Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack said better technological advancements, through products such as seed, so far have been enough to maintain production levels, despite more intense storms, forest fires and an increase in invasive species.
But he called the threat of a changing climate "much different than anything we've ever tackled", and warned that without more drastic changes, the accelerating pace and intensity of global warming during the next few decades may soon begin to significantly impact agriculture.  "If we do not adapt and mitigate climate impacts, it could have an impact on yields, it could have an impact on where we grow, what we grow in the future," Vilsack told reporters after a speech on the effects of climate change on agriculture.  "This is not something that is a next week issue or a next year issue, but this is something that over the next several decades we're going to continue to confront."
The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration said 2012 was the hottest year ever in the United States since record-keeping began in 1895, surpassing the previous high by a full 1°F.  The country was battered by the worst drought to hit the United States in more than 50 years, leaving some crops to wither away in bone-dry fields across the Midwest.  Plentiful spring rains have nearly eradicated drought across Iowa.  Currently, 2% of the state is mired in a drought, compared to all of Iowa at the start of 2013.
Vilsack noted the impact climate change has had on various regions of the country.  In the Midwest and Great Plains, the growing season has been lengthened by nearly 2 weeks during his lifetime.  As temperatures increase in the future, he said crop production may need to shift, based on water availability and other factors.  In areas where water-intensive fruit and vegetables are grown, drought-resistant row crops may one day be planted.  "I am not here today to give a scientific lecture on climate change," Vilsack said during his speech.  "I'm here to tell you what we're seeing on the ground."
Vilsack announced a series of initiatives the USDA is implementing to help producers, including the creation of so-called "Regional Climate Hubs", to work with producers and foresters in different parts of the country on ways to reduce the impact of climate change on their operations.  USDA also has a database to help farmers see how conservation practices would change their greenhouse emissions and boost the capture of carbon from the atmosphere.
During the event at the National Press Club, Vilsack also answered a series of questions on other topics, including the farm bill.  He was decidedly more optimistic that Congress would pass a new 5-year, $500 billion farm bill this year, after failing to in 2012.  GOP leaders in the House, a roadblock last year, have indicated they are willing to act.
The Senate is expected to pass a farm bill in the next few days, with the House slated to take up its own legislation later this month, or after the Fourth of July break.  The major divide between the House and Senate bills remains cuts to food stamps, now known as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, with the Senate proposing reductions of $4 billion and the House around $20 billion.
"All of us would like to see reduced numbers in the SNAP program and the nutrition assistance programs, but the challenge is how to do it the proper and right way," said Vilsack.  "If you essentially follow the House's prescription, the chances are very good that you're going to knock literally millions of people who qualify for the program out of the program."  The number of people receiving such assistance has jumped to about 48 million people, a record for the popular program.  Food stamp rolls have soared almost 20 million since 2008.  Vilsack said about 92% of Americans receiving food stamps are either senior citizens, people with disabilities, children, or working moms and dads of those kids.
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