Next ‘Dust Bow!’
unpredictable,
may have started

Climate scientists disagree on threat

By J. Sebastran Sinisi
Denver Post Staff Writer

Along with low prices, high costs and di-
minished market share for red meat, Colo-
rado cattlemen may have to deal w1tb a
droughl that some climate scientists say is
overdue.

' Some experts have reported that the ex-

tremely dry summer of 1998 may have -

marked the stari of another (drought. Oth-

ers, however, predict a sérious and pro- -

tracted dry spe[l may be decades away.
. This century has seen three droughts
come roughly in’ 20-year-cycles —in the
1930s, 1950s and 1970s. If the pattern ~
holds, the West is due, even overdue, cli-
matologlsts say. But they also admit the .
phenomenon isn't as predictable is it looks. .
Ihrz the short-term, continued ‘dry condi- -
10 are ‘likely -for Western Kansas, west
fexas, New Mexico and southeast Colora—
0, ‘said climate scientist Martin Hoerling
tJ,he National Oceanic and Atmospheru:
Administration.in Boulder. - S e
-1 “Drought damage in Texas was-$5.8 brl—
lion last year,” he said. “Rains did ‘come

late last summer, but reservoirs in the Rio..
Grande Valley were down to 19 percent ‘of

‘ capamty

N snow m'southeast Colo.
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. Southeast’ Colorado has riot recexved e

single inch of snow this season, Hoertmg
8aid. Normally, the region should already.
have about 18 inches of snow, he said. -
Snowpack on the Western S[ope also is .
down sharply.
%1 Moreover, rainfall levels are about one-
{fourth of normal for the entire Southwest
for tle meteorological tpason which runs
from July 1 to June 30. s

“Not only is the entnre Southwest very

dry,” said Hoerlmg “but we have no rea-
son to believe that it won't continue
through the next several months and into
next summer. The evidence of ocean cur-
rents doesn’t point fo much rain this
sprmg, and it was the lack of rains last
spring that caused w1despread crop dam-
age.” ;

Those colder—than normal ocean cur-
rents, he said, create a “La Nina” —

Nifio” — effect on wind patterns. The bot-

tom line: less raJn over the Great Plams ;

‘Dust Bowls’ comrﬁon "

gty

Conme Woodhouse a ﬂmvemty of Colo-
-rado researcher workmg at NOAA in den-

- droclimatology, the study of tree rings to -
trace clunate cycles takes a longer-term_

view. J'_u e i b &
“The data‘we have from’ tree rings and
lake’ sediments shows that, during the past .
.. 400 years in this part of the world, .each '
‘century has had two droughts of ‘Dust -
- Bowl''magnitude,” she said. “There were
and 1660s.

u-{' }‘_‘bf?r

-&nd was over by 1938. That in the '50s ran

i fxve ‘years, until '1956, Although people

ffeared another Dust Bow] in the late '70s,

that drought wasn’t as severe. Buf, based

'on the historical record, wecan- expect a

: serious droughts in the 1860s, 1820s,- 1750s

I

'.‘Drought l.u the 19305 tasted seven’ yearg =)

1930s—magmtude _drought sometune in the -

i:ommg century,” she said. -

.'Other researchers speculate the next ’

century could also see a “megadrought” of
_two to four decades rather than several
““years. Tree rings, lake sediments, sand
.,dunes and archaeological evidence indi-
cate that two of these hit this region, in-
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c!udmg the ‘MldWest "“bread bas—

-'.had :no - gas: for ithe car. Heople

,presented ‘the : Natmnal Westem s
“.a dirt floor and no eiectrlcn,y We 11999 “Citizen 6f the’ West“ award

“last week?

ket,” during the last 700 years. .+, :.weren't ieating  and -out-ofgwork ;" “During dust’storms;: cars had -

The first of those megadrough!s ~men were, riding the rails;in box :their headllghts on in the middle of .
‘the day. Kansas-and Oklahoma
“were worse, but it was pretty terri-
“ble in Colorado ‘with no water.
‘That's why we néeded -the Big
Thompson prmect " added Farr,
who was & prime mover behind the
“tunnel project that in the late 1930s:
began diverting water from the
Westem Slope to the Front Range.

in the 1200, is widely believed to .. cars. But there was no ‘work any- .
“have wiped out the Anasazi culture “swhere in a part of the counu?v that
‘around Mesa Verde and elsewhere could feed half the world.
in the Four Corners region.." o ,:“Not many people toda ‘can
-Both Woodhouse  and Hoerling - feven imagine what it. was ‘like in
.said recent years ‘have seen reviv- 1936," said Young, whdse’ Broken
‘ed scientific interest in a-formerly - Lance cattle operation today spans
discredited “‘sunspot theory” that - 500 acres in south Kansas and Mis-
' linked sunspot -activity, and . souri. “But you couldn't lame
-changes . in 'solar’ radiation, to. \farmers and'ranchers then] They :;
weather, and agrlcultuz'al ,,cyc_[g_s
Those, in turn, were txed to eco- w.what was’ gomg to happen.
}‘nomlc ‘eycles nf boom_~and bust - werknow beétter. We know how to
-;when agnculture pla}'Ed 7+hold-the soil down with dontour
lowing 'd_s_helter.belts

"«‘But 1f we have just two gonsec-

‘ R
‘Tor some people Dust Bowl
‘memories. remain vivid more thau
60 years later. &

Seventy- year-old Kansas rancher

15, iwhio ‘got fheirland ye
can survive..But those who came in
later and have ‘big bank notes to
Bill Young, in Denver for the Na-:.-pay off have no chance. Today, the
tional Western Stock Show and Ro=" . banks can't even carry themif they, -
- deo, remembers Dust:Bowl: hmes wanted' to; ‘new . regulatmns have
“in Kansas in 1936." ﬁi Fr 'elmunated that.t..; T

“It 'was'terrible,” he ‘said. “In Colorado in the 19305 ranch-
. member people lined" up:tg ‘get - ‘ers went broke -and some commit-
emergeﬁcy food irom thg federa( "f‘ied suu:xde," : recalleduqreeley
' government ud AR s vrancher WD Farr, 88 wl;o was

T fa

- were uneducated -and had p{: idea -

ative’ }rears Yof drought ailot” o_f_--
; anchersg‘sgppt akeit. (a);l_;i-tmg
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;Questlon of survwal

Durmg those Dust Bowl years

4t wasn't a questmn of makmg any

‘meney, ‘but “of simply surviving,”
. said Stock Show President Pat
‘Grant, whose father Tan a ranch
near Roggen in northeast Colorado, k
% Weld County rancher and Stock '}
: Show official Ben Houston was just |

% a boy back then, but “I often won-
_der how we survived Tt at all.”

ghe “They’d have to trail cattle 50
:'miles to find some grass, and I re-
‘member ‘dust caked on cattle so
. that they could barely breathe.”
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