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Drought math

Eastern Nebraska gets more precipitation and won't quit drilling wells

In a response to criticism from the Central Nebraska Public Power and Irrigation District, which covets western water to fill Lake McConaughy, the North Platte Natural Resources District touched on a subject that gets little notice in discussions of the state's ongoing water woes.

Central, grousing about limitations on its ability to release surface water for irrigation, says its irrigators will get only 6.7 inches of ditch water this year. That's true, to a point. It doesn't count the 24 inches of rain that fall each year in central Nebraska, nor the unlimited pivot irrigation permitted in the area, which permit Holdrege-area farmers to raise 240-bushel corn.

In the Panhandle, 16 inches of precipitation used to be the norm. During the drought, when rainfall is closer to 10 or 12 inches a year, surface water deliveries have been below 12 inches. Well drilling is under a moratorium, and before long groundwater irrigators will have to have metered wells. 

Drought now is mostly a western phenomenon. The eastern two-thirds of Nebraska has good sub-soil moisture levels due to wet conditions August through September and the third wettest December on record.

To relieve the drought across western Nebraska and keep eastern Nebraska from dipping back into a drought, the next two months' precipitation will be critical, said Al Dutcher, state climatologist in the university's Institute of Agriculture and Natural Resources.

"The west continues to be problematic because it didn't recover from last year and its risk is much more enhanced," Dutcher said. "The western part of the state is a nightmare."

Storms that came out of the southwest had no impact on the western part of the state and the December snow storm that hit the Front Range did not have much of an impact on the inter-mountain region. The latest Natural Resources Conservation Service stream flow predictions are in the 50 to 70 percent range of normal in the northern Platte River basin.

"Things do not look promising, but one or two late snows, which are wetter, could change all that," he said.

In the Scottsbluff area, there is about 1.5 inches of available moisture in the soil profile, Dutcher said. "It's going to take very wet conditions through spring to get them back to normal." 

A La Niña weather pattern appears to be brewing in the Pacific Ocean, he said, and that could be a problem if it causes the snowpack in the Rockies to melt early.

Scott Cotton, educator for the UNL Extension Service in the Chadron area, told the Omaha World-Herald that Dawes County received the least amount of rainfall on record last year, getting about one-third of what is normal.

The quality of pastureland is deteriorating, and ranchers are having to drive farther and pay more for increasingly inferior replacement hay, he said.

Meanwhile, angry irrigators managed to kill a bill in the Legislature that would have imposed a two-year moratorium on drilling new irrigation wells and allowing more surface-water irrigation, despite water problems that promise to cost the state's taxpayers millions if lawmakers continue to lack the courage to assert control over water resources that belong to all Nebraskans.

So far, serious water conservation is going on mostly in the western part of the state, and most of it is self-imposed. The east, which gets more rain, doesn't want to restrict its own well drilling. And it expects western farmers to give up even more water.
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