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Corn dies in a field in Kansas in July 2012.

HOW DROUGHT EVOLVED FROM THE FLOODS OF 2011

RYAN FLICKNER

From too much to too little
Conditions leading into 2012 gave scant
indication of what was to come for a 15-state
region in the central United States, extending from
Colorado, Wyoming, and North Dakota on the west
to Kentucky, Ohio, and Michigan on the east.
The drought of 2012 was the first since 1988
that impacted almost the entire Corn Belt. It
intensified quickly, catching many by surprise.
We hope to learn from this event to help better
plan and prepare for the next drought. The full
central U.S. 2012 drought assessment, “From too
much to too little,” aims to identify the events of
2012 and how they impacted the region, how the
drought progressed, and how the states responded.
A summary of the year:
The winter season of 2011-2012 was strongly
influenced by a positive Arctic Oscillation,
which correlates with warm winter conditions.
Temperatures in January ranked among the top
25 percent of years on record dating to 1895.
Precipitation was a mixed bag from month
to month, with winter totals running the lowest
along the Canadian border and increasing for
some of the states farther to the south. Snow
totals ranked as the lowest in more than 20 years
in the contiguous U.S.
The season wrapped up with much warmer
than normal temperatures extending across
almost the entire region.
Spring 2012 (March to May) was notable for
more extreme warmth across the region. March
temperatures obliterated records on time scales
ranging from daily to monthly. April and May
were more moderate but still recorded abovenormal temperatures in all states in the region.
The persistent and widespread warmth along
with March’s intensity led to spring temperature
records for 14 of the 15 states in this study.
Precipitation totals in the spring ranged from
above normal in the north to below normal in
the south and east. Spring snowpack was below
normal across the region.
The warmth and early spring emergence
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The Platte River in eastern Nebraska looked like a stretch of sand
rather than a waterway in August 2012. JONATHAN SCHELMAN
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contributed to the drying soils throughout the
season. Many records were set for the earliest dates
on record for specific temperatures as well as the
number of days above a threshold.
Summer of 2012 continued hot and dry across the
central region, and drought conditions developed
and expanded quickly during this time. Two separate
regions of extreme drought conditions developed
early in the season — one in western Colorado and
the other around the borders of Missouri, Illinois,
Kentucky, and Indiana.
As the summer progressed, conditions deteriorated
and spread to eventually encompass an area of
extreme (D3) to exceptional (D4) drought stretching
from Utah all the way east to Indiana, and from Texas
north to South Dakota. Average temperatures in
every state in the region were above normal, and
most states had well below normal precipitation.
Wyoming and Colorado had their warmest summers
on record, and Wyoming and Nebraska had their
driest summers on record.
Many other states in the study region experienced
summers that ranked in the top 10 warmest and
driest. Thousands of records on all sorts of time scales,
including daily, monthly, and seasonal, were set over
the summer months.
Autumn became a time for improvement in
the east and drought persistence in the west. The
region finally experienced relief from the blistering
temperatures of the summer and some droughtstricken areas received beneficial precipitation.
Average fall temperatures were below normal for
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much of the northern and eastern areas of the region,
while areas to the west were near to above normal.
After the remnants of Hurricane Isaac lessened
drought conditions in eastern parts of the region, the
core of the exceptional drought conditions remained
in Colorado, Kansas, and Nebraska. Improvements
were also made in North Dakota where ample
precipitation fell.
Impacts were varied across the region, especially
in the agricultural sector. The dry weather during the
fall months provided for an early maturity of crops
and resulted in a rapid harvest season, but drought
also caused slow winter wheat emergence. According
to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, by the end of
November, the worst winter wheat ratings since 1985
were taking shape.
December brought little change to the drought
situation. Impacts to winter wheat and stream flow
were still being monitored. The Mississippi River
reached a near-record low in December, greatly
affecting the shipping industry.
Overall, temperatures were generally near normal
in the Plains and much above normal in the Midwest.
Precipitation was quite varied across the region.
Areas in a drought status decreased only slightly
during December, falling from 75.10 percent to 74.17
percent. The year ended with 34.34 percent of the
region in extreme or exceptional drought, mainly over
Nebraska, Kansas, Colorado, Wyoming, South Dakota,
Iowa and Minnesota.
Conclusions
The multi-billion-dollar drought that impacted the
central United States in 2012 has been outlined in
this report by state and regional experts who were
actively involved in monitoring its effects.
Each state in the region took a unique approach to
identifying and dealing with the drought’s impacts.
Regionwide, many of the agricultural impacts were
similar, but impacts in other sectors varied by state.
The drought’s effects varied throughout the region
— not too surprising considering the differences in
the climatic regimes from east to west and north to
south in this part of the United States.
Planning, preparedness, monitoring, and impact
collection all play an important role in lessening the
devastation during a drought event. It is hoped that
the lessons learned from the 2012 drought event, as
outlined in this report, will increase our knowledge of
how to address the next drought event.
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