
 

After 2012 drought, US farmers adapt for
climate change

March 13 2013, by Juliette Michel

  
 

  

Corn damaged by severe drought on a farm near Bruceville, Indiana, on August
16, 2012. Emerging from the worst drought in 50 years, US farmers are bracing
for long-term challenges from climate change including blasting heat and more
capricious rainfall.

Emerging from the worst drought in 50 years, US farmers are bracing
for long-term challenges from climate change including blasting heat and
more capricious rainfall.
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About 80 percent of the farmland in the world's biggest soybean and
corn (maize) producer was scorched by extreme heat and drought last
summer, savaging crops and sending global prices for the key food
commodities soaring, hurting poor countries that depend on imports.

Across the heartland of the corn crop in the Midwest state of Iowa,
farmers have turned a jaundiced eye on last season's disaster to focus on
this year's weather conditions.

By early March, 53 percent of the land was still abnormally dry or
suffering drought.

But as more and more accept that the climate is changing, farmers are
putting their faith in technology to help them beat global warming.

For Bruce Rohwer, the vagaries of weather are part and parcel of
agriculture.

"My grandfather was farming during the Dust Bowl drought in the '30s,
my father was farming in the '50s," said Rohwer, president of the Iowa
Corn Growers Association in Des Moines.

"In my career, I have faced several droughts and floods. We will be
challenged to do our best practices."
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https://phys.org/tags/extreme+heat/
https://phys.org/tags/corn+crop/
https://phys.org/tags/weather+conditions/


 

  

Bill Couser pets his cows at his farm on March 6, 2013 in Nevada, Iowa, where
he keeps 5,000 cattle. Couser also grows corn which he feds the animals during
the recent drought.

The consequences of the 2012 drought have been severe.

As crop yields plummeted, corn and soybean prices hit records.
Livestock like cattle were sent to slaughter prematurely because of
parched grazing land and sky-high feed prices.

Even so, farmers largely weathered the crisis. High prices offset lower
yields. And yields would have been much worse without the widespread
use of genetically modified seeds especially resistant to dry conditions.

And insurers compensated the losses with a record $14.7 billion in
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https://phys.org/tags/crop+yields/
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payouts—enough to allow farmers to get ready for a new season.

Most Iowa farmers recognize that the climate is changing, according to a
survey conducted by Iowa State University, even if many do not blame
human activity for it.

"They do recognize they have to change their operations to adapt to it,"
said Gene Takle, a professor of agronomy at the university.

  
 

  

Justin Rowe shows fooder at his farm on March 8, 2013 in Dallas Center, Iowa.
Following the 2012 drought, Rowe kept more fodder but also diminished his
cattle inventory by 10 percent.

Over the short term, the US Department of Agriculture says, the
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country's farms will be "fairly resilient to climate change" due to their
ability to adapt to challenges.

For one, farmers are betting on advances in genetically modified seeds
that can withstand more heat and drier conditions.

They are also increasing crop rotation and limiting practices that boost
moisture evaporation and exacerbate soil erosion.

Many are investing in new irrigation and drainage systems that not only
drain off excess water but can retain water within them for later use.

Agri Drain, which makes some of the new systems, says sales are
booming in the US and Canada.

"Farmers needed to manage water and now they need to also manage the
lack of water," said Lisa Newby, sales manager for the company based in
Adair in central Iowa.
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Drought withered corn stalks at sunset on a farm near Oakland City, Indiana on
August 15, 2012. With the worst drought in 50 years behind them, American
farmers are preparing for a new season, ready to adapt to the weather conditions.

Farmers get support from the government for investing in the improved
water control systems, because they help control fertilizer-tainted runoff
into rivers.

But actually, said Newby, "What farmers want is to see yield
improvements."

Last year's drought aside, for the moment, said Takle, farmers are
getting some benefits from climate change. The spring planting season is
longer and rains are more frequent, giving farmers more flexibility.

With spring groundwater levels higher, they can seed more densely—if
the more frequent rain does not in fact hinder planting operations.

Justin Crawford, a farmer in Adair, spent $120,000 in 2009 for a second
planter for his 2,000 hectare (5,000 acre) farm.

And last year he chose to plant genetically modified drought-resistant
soybean seed which helped offset the poor corn crop.

"I can't control the weather, so I try not letting it bothering me," he said.

The USDA says such adaptations might not be enough in the coming
decades, predicting that yields and farm incomes will decline as
temperature increases mount and precipitation extremes intensify by mid-
century.
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That threatens Iowa, said Takle.

"Beyond the next 30 years, we will probably see some significant yield
reduction because we'll hit some physiological limit."

(c) 2013 AFP
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