
Hello and welcome to the next in a series of Missouri Basin specific climate outlook 
Webinars 2011-2012.   My name is Dennis Todey and I am the State Climatologist for the 
State of South Dakota. 
 
We are taking the opportunity to address some of the longer term weather and climate 
concerns in the basin to help you all plan a little better in the upcoming months.  We 
ƘƻǇŜ ǘƻ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŜǊǘƛƴŜƴǘ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  ¢ƘŜ άǿŜέ ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ 
group of agencies and partners including the USDA NRCS, USGS, National Drought 
Mitigation Center, USACE, state climatologists and High Plains Regional Climate Center 
that provide climate relevant information.  So thanks to those other agencies and 
organizations for your input to this presentation. 
 
This Webinar is meant to be an overview of the current climate situation and what we 
may expect in the coming months.  It is also meant primarily for stakeholders and 
partners in other agencies, tribes, state and local governments, universities and various 
interests from agriculture, water resources, natural resources and ecosystems. 
 
[ŜǘΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǉǳƛŎƪ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƭƛŘŜΦ  !ǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ 
March went down as a very warm and record breaking month for the nation.  Well over 
5,000 records were set.  This map shows that out of 118 years of record keeping the 
ranking by state of how warm it was.  You can see how it easily was the warmest March 
on record. 
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1) Our first central region climate/drought Outlook of this series responding to building 
drought conditions in the central port of the country including the Corn Belt and 
Great Plains.  We will continue as conditions warrant to address issues with the 
drought and fires.  
 

2) The next webinar will occur on July 19th at 1 PM CDT.  The webinar presenter is from 
the National Drought Mitigation Center (actual presenter is TBD). 
 

3) A recording of this webinar will be available within 1-2 days at the links listed below 
at the Midwest Regional Climate Center and the High Plains Regional Climate Center 
 

4) !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ v ϧ !ΩǎΦ 
 

5) We will appreciate your feedback on these and other climate services at that time or 
at any time.  We will provide contact information at the end. 
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The structure of the webinars is to review current climate conditions and put them in 
some historical context.  We will look back at what has led up to the situation we are in 
and then look ahead using the Climate Prediction Center Outlooks and Drought Monitor 
Outlooks.  Pictured here is a grassland in Fall River County (far Southwest South Dakota) 
showing the condition of grass/rangeland and why there is great concern about fire.  
Actually several fires (some natural some human) have initiated in this area in the last 
few days.   
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Current situation has generally dry conditions over nearly the whole central part of the 
country except for far northern areas of MN and WI.  Part of the issue been associated 
with dry conditions.  We have some stations which have set record low precipitation 
totals for the last month to several months.  Or they have been on the low end of the 
precipitation distribution.  What has really impacted the dryness over much of the spring 
has been the heat.  Warm temperatures have been very common and persistent.  This 
condition has helped to move crop development.  But it has also increased crop water 
use. 
 
Generally drier conditions in the west along with very low relative humidity (and limited 
snowpack) has led to the fires in throughout the front range of the Rockies.   
 
Looking ahead for this current week, much of the central part of the country is in a heat 
advisory because of heat and now higher dew points.  This will help crops a little in 
reducing water use.  From a human perspective it will be uncomfortable.  We should 
remind livestock and pet owners about the potential for stress on livestock. 
 
All indications seem to agree that warmth will continue throughout the summer most 
likely.  Precipitation changes are not as clear-ŎǳǘΦ  ²ŜΩƭƭ ǘŀƭƪ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŀǘŜǊΦ  
With the overall dry soil and ridge of high pressure we expect no major changes in the 
near term. 
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We are currently in ENSO-neutral conditions with a potential change to El Nino in the fall.  
There are conversations about the possibility of the shift to El Nino helping shift 
conditions.  This shift does not seem to be likely in enough time to change the status for 
crop issues. 
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Now we will look at the precipitation conditions since October 1st  and other time 
periods.  The goal here is to set the stage for what has occurred leading to the season. 
 
The roots of the current situation go back to the fall.  Note that over much of the corn 
belt precipitation is 75-100% of average going back to October 1 (includes soil moisture 
recharge time).  While this is not always a killer for the following season, it does increase 
the risk because of dry soils. 
 
Also not even drier conditions in the western plains.  Fall is not a peak precipitation time 
there.  But it does help to maintain wetness for the spring. 
 
Not shown, but remember that winter was warmer and likely allowed some additional 
loss of moisture in surface soils where snow cover often is.  The lack of snow pack in the 
Rockies was a direct leader to the current fire situation. 
 
The overall lack of snow during the winter also probably allowed some drying of surface 
soils exposed to the air throughout the winter ς without being frozen for much of the 
time.  This is somewhat speculative, but seems reasonable. 
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Skipping ahead to spring conditions ς looking at seasonal plots from the National 
/ƭƛƳŀǘƛŎ 5ŀǘŀ /ŜƴǘŜǊΧΦ  {ǇǊƛƴƎ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƻǊ ƴŜŀǊ-record warm across all 
of the Corn Belt into the Plains, particularly in March. Many places were actually warmer 
during March than April.  This helped to push along crop development and made for a 
possible earlier planting season over many areas.  It also introduced an early dormancy 
break, which along with a normal April freeze caused a great deal of damage in Michigan 
and some in surrounding states.  (The Central Region Climate Response Team, which is 
helping with this webinar, is in final editing of a document reporting some of the impacts 
of the freeze.  Note the overall rankings for climate divisions in March being record or 
near-record warm. 
 
The 2nd map indicates spring precipitation ranking.  There was a great deal of variability 
across the Corn Belt with northern areas actually being a little wet.  Some of the east 
and south was quite dry.  Overall this would not be indicative of serious conditions.  The 
Rockies were also very dry in the spring.  Combining dry conditions with warm 
temperatures dries surfaces and plants even more quickly. 
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Looking at precipitation for a slightly updated time frame to get a more current picture 
of precipitation.  The image on the left is observed precipitation.  The image on the right 
is percent of average since April 1.  Similar patterns are very apparent with wetter 
ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ŜŀǎǘŜǊƴ {5 ǘƻ ab ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ нлέ Ƙŀǎ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΦ  aǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
southern part of the corn belt less than 75% or even less than half average precipitation.  
This is the peak precipitation time of year and critical to crop development.     
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Moving to an even more immediate picture we drop to the last 30 days.  It is during this 
time that precipitation has dropped off greatly leading to rapidly worsening drought 
conditions (termed flash droughts) in much of the Midwest.  In some places of NE, SD, 
WI and IL-IN-KY there has been 10% of average precipitation or less.  For corn this is a 
very critical time leading up to tasseling ς the reproductive stage of the plant.  Crop 
stress at this time can cause large yield losses. 
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In conjunction with the dryness we have had very warm temperatures.  Over the last 30 
days temperatures have been well above average over most of the region.  They have 
been warmest most significantly over the plains where temperatures during June were 
6-9 F above average in the plains.  During dry conditions, warm and dry in the plains 
usually go hand-in-hand because of surface processes.  The main part of the corn belt 
has been warm, though not to the extent of the plains.   
 
While temperatures may not be running above average crops under stress cannot 
handle high temperatures.  Climatological averages during this time of year are near 
potential stress levels.  When a plant has reduced water available, it experiences stress 
and tries to accommodate for that stress by curling leaves (for corn) or turning over 
leaves (for soybeans). 
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The warm temperatures have had some positive effect.  Often producers (especially in 
northern states) become concerned about the amount heat accumulated to push their 
crop along during the season to get to maturity before potential freeze in the fall.  In this 
map from the USDA-JAWF from the Weekly Weather and Crop Bulletin last week, you 
see departure from average growing degree days.  The additional accumulation has 
pushed most crops along very early this year.  The deviation from average GDDs puts 
crops ahead by 2-3 weeks in some places.   
 
Wheat harvest is moving along at near record pace.  Crops are developing much earlier 
than some years.   
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