After Drought, Rains Plague Midwest Farms
by John Eligon
June 9, 2013: Norborne, Missouri - About this time last year, farmers were looking to the heavens, pleading for rain.  Now, they are praying for the rain to stop.
One of the worst droughts in this nation’s history, a dry spell that persisted through the early part of this year, has ended with torrential rains this spring that have overwhelmed vast stretches of the country, including much of the farm belt.  One result has been flooded acres that have drowned corn and soybean plants, stunted their growth or prevented them from being planted at all.
With fields, dusty and dry one moment, muddy and saturated the next, farmers face a familiar fear — that their crops will not make it.
“This is the worst spring I can remember in my 30 years farming,” said Rob Korff, who plants 3,500 acres of corn and soybeans here in northwestern Missouri.  “Just continuous rain, not having an opportunity to plant.  It can still be a decent crop, but as far as a good crop or a great crop, that’s not going to happen.”
As farmers go through the ritual of examining every weather map and every tick on the futures boards, trying to divine if and how their pocketbooks can survive another curveball from nature, they are also keeping an eye on Washington, where Congress is still bickering over the farm bill.  Farmers are hoping that lawmakers will maintain taxpayer-subsidized crop insurance and other support programs, which will help them get through disasters like floods and drought.
Another year of mediocre crop yields could well trickle down to consumers, though agriculture experts insist that it is too early to rule out a robust harvest of corn and soybeans for this year.  “If there’s a shortage of corn and soybeans, and feed costs are higher,” said Bill Northey, the Iowa agriculture secretary, “there’s certainly a possibility that well down the road — 6 months or a year after that harvest — that you end up seeing higher meat prices than you would have if you’d had a full supply.  Still, last year’s poor production had only a minor effect on food prices, analysts say, and even with the early planting problems, they expect better yields this year.
Since the beginning of the year, parts of the Mississippi River basin, from eastern Minnesota down through Illinois and Missouri, have received up to 3 times their normal precipitation.  Storm systems also brought flooding to parts of Montana and the Dakotas, and into Nebraska, Iowa and Oklahoma.  Iowa, the nation’s top corn producer, had a record 17.66 inches of precipitation this spring.
Just over 44% of the country remains in drought, down more than 9% from the beginning of March.
Ideally, farmers need the top 2 to 4 inches of soil to be dry when they are planting, so that when they drive their tractors in the field, they do not pack down the mud, which prevents the roots from getting oxygen.  Over-saturated earth also means that pockets, where oxygen can filter through to help the roots breathe, will instead be filled with water.  Ideally, the moisture should be in the soil directly below the seed.
With rain falling day after day, farmers have been hard pressed to find windows of time when they have dry topsoil to get into their fields to plant.  The task has been made harder by lower temperatures and cloudy skies, which prevent the land from drying, even when it is not raining.  Many farmers find themselves more than a month behind in their planting.  Some have even given up on planting all their seeds.  Late planting could stunt the growth of crops, decreasing production once harvest rolls around.
On May 12, 28% of the nation’s corn crop had been planted, compared with 85% on the same day last year.  As of the United States Department of Agriculture’s latest report, released last week, 91% of corn had been planted by June 2, compared with 100% a year earlier.
This year, the Agriculture Department had estimated that 97.3 million acres of corn, the most since 1936, would be planted, and that a record 14.14 billion bushels would result from them.
Now, there is concern that “not as much corn was planted as had been indicated,” Joseph W.  Glauber, the department’s chief economist, wrote in an e-mail, and “that yields will be adversely affected because plantings were less.”
Mr. Korff, 44, planted all his corn in the middle of May, about a month later than usual, and he has yet to plant any of his soybeans, because there has not been a long enough break in the weather, he said.  This area about an hour east of Kansas City has already gotten 23.6 inches of rain this year, 4 inches shy of the total for all of last year.
By this time, 3 weeks after planting, Mr. Korff said, his corn should be waist high.  But instead, his crop looks like rows of small blades of grass, with the plants popping about only 4 inches out of the ground.  The leaves are pale yellow, with brown lesions.  Some patches of the field are bald, washed away by the rains.  The earth is mucky and chocolate brown in some spots.  A narrow stream of water slices through it.  “It doesn’t have the appearance I like to see,” Mr. Korff said.  But on an optimistic note, he said all it would take would be about a week of temperatures in the 80s or 90s, and the corn could shoot up.
The rain has benefited some farm operations, however.  “This has been a great spring for cattlemen — just absolutely perfect,” said Kyle Kirby, who has a herd of 2,500 cattle in Liberal, Mo., which has had 29.13 inches of precipitation this year, about a foot more than in the same period last year.
The rain has replenished the pasture grass that cattle eat and has filled the ponds and streams where they drink.  During last year’s drought, pastures were a charred brown, and evaporated ponds became nothing more than divots of parched earth.  The refreshed pastures will also mean an abundance of hay to feed cattle.  Hay was in such short supply last year that prices skyrocketed.  Mr. Kirby said he was paying as much as $250 for a ton of hay last year, about 2 and a half times the normal price.
Still, Mr. Kirby is tempering his excitement.  This spring has taught him that the whim that brought moisture could just as cruelly take it back.  “It doesn’t matter how wet it is today,” he said.  “We’re just 2 weeks away from a drought.”
 www.nytimes.com/2013/06/10/us/after-drought-rains-plaguing-midwest-farms.html

As Drought Turns To Flood, Midwest Farmers Get Weather Whiplash
by Peggy Lowe
June 12, 2013 – As Chris Webber checked the 40 acres of muddy field he wanted to plant on a recent morning, he worried about getting more rain, even as he worried about the lack of it.  "The drought is over at the moment," he says.  "But in Missouri, we tend to say that in 10 days or 2 weeks, we can be in a drought again.  That's how fast it can get back to dry."
Midwestern farmers like Webber, who has a family farm in central Missouri, are suffering from "weather whiplash," according to meteorologist Jeff Masters.  In the past 3 years, there's been flooding, then record-setting drought, and now flooding again.  "It's a term I'm going to be using a lot in the coming years, I think, because the jet stream patterns that we're familiar with have changed in the last few years," says Masters, who co-founded Weather Underground.  "They've slowed down, exposing us to longer periods of extreme weather, and they've gotten more extreme."  More research is needed, but Masters says the jet stream patterns may have changed because the polar regions are warming faster than those around the equator.
Such extremes have led to something other than classic drought, says Brian Fuchs of the U.S. Drought Monitor.  "We've seen drought jump around," he says.  "Where typically we identify drought as a slow, creeping type of [phenomenon] that takes time to develop and takes time to improve, last summer was more of a 'flash drought,' where we saw this drought rapidly develop and rapidly intensify."
Fuchs credits his colleague, Mark Svoboda, a climatologist at the National Drought Mitigation Center at the University of Nebraska, with the term "flash drought.”  The flash drought of 2012 was brought on by a mild winter followed by an extremely warm spring with no precipitation, followed by a similar summer, Fuchs says.  Much like flash flooding, a flash drought can be dangerous, he says.  The drought racked up $35 billion in losses, according to one analysis of natural disasters.
Will it happen again this year?  Probably not, thanks to a cool, wet spring in most of the Midwest, Fuchs says, but the flash drought wasn't predicted last year, either.  "Mother Nature is always going to throw us that curve ball," he says.  "As much as we think we have things cornered and we know what's going to be happening, you just don't know what will happen."
The most recent report from the U.S. Drought Monitor, released each Thursday, shows no drought conditions in most of the Midwest.  But drought still affects 44% of the U.S., mainly in the West.  "I don't see any change from the pattern that we've had for about the last month or 2: very wet over the central U.S. and Eastern U.S. and very dry over the West," Masters says.  "There's just going to be a very sharp dividing line.  There's going to be the haves and the have-nots, right next to each other."
So what can farmers do if the drought suddenly does return to the Midwest?  Webber said many of his neighbors bought extensive irrigation systems this year.  Although, he says, if the wells, ponds and lakes go dry as they did last year, the equipment will be useless.
Many can also count on financial protection offered through crop insurance — a national issue now being debated by Congress as part of the Farm Bill, as NPR's Tamara Keith reported.  Last year in Audrain County, Mo., where Webber lives, $60.7 million in crop insurance payments were made, according to USDA statistics.  That's one of the highest in the country, rivaled by just a few counties in Illinois.
Meanwhile, as of last week, Webber had planted only 750 acres of what he hoped would be a total of about 1,200 acres in corn, scaled back from his usual 1,600.  He's also started planting soybeans, which can go in a little later than corn, and that will fill out the rest of his 4,000-acre operation.  "We could still have a good crop," he says, "but not a record crop."
 www.npr.org/blogs/thesalt/2013/06/12/191071185/as-drought-turns-to-floods-farmers-get-weather-whiplash
