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Introduction

Mr. Chairman and members of the committee, thank you for inviting the Department of Agriculture to testify before this committee.  I appreciate the opportunity to come before you today to share with you what the USDA is doing to help farmers and ranchers in this country during times of drought and other natural disasters.  America’s farmers and ranchers play an important role in providing stable, safe, and affordable food supplies to the citizens of this country. 

USDA helps ensure the well-being of U.S. agriculture through efficient and equitable administration of farm commodity programs; loans; conservation and environmental programs; federal crop insurance; and emergency and disaster assistance programs. These programs are major components of USDA's farm safety net, which helps producers maintain viable operations, compete for sales of commodities, and contribute to the year-round availability of low-cost, safe and nutritious foods.

Drought is agriculture’s most expensive, frequent, and widespread form of natural disaster. Drought will occur at some time every year somewhere in the United States resulting in substantial losses each year. USDA’s Federal Crop Insurance Corporation (FCIC) payments alone for drought losses have averaged $462 million annually (33-percent of total FCIC payments), since 1989. Over half of the total $4.1 billion in 2002-crop insurance indemnity payments, or some $2.5 billion, were for drought related causes. 

One-half to two-thirds of the counties in the United States have been designated as disaster areas in each of the past several years. Each time drought occurs, many of the same issues are raised.  Principally, how much damage was inflicted, on whom, and where?  Who is going to pay for it?  How can we prevent or at least mitigate damages and their costs in the future?  There have been a number of attempts to address these very serious questions.   

For example, in 1998, Congress passed the National Drought Policy Act that created the National Drought Policy Commission. The Commission submitted its report to the President and Congress in May of 2002.  The report stated that this nation would benefit from a national drought policy based on preparedness and mitigation to reduce the need for emergency relief. The Commission’s report identified 83 drought-related federal programs, including 41 within USDA. 

In October, USDA and non-Federal partners, in Albuquerque, New Mexico, jointly hosted the Interim National Drought Council meeting. Representatives from drought impacted groups, state/local governments, congressional offices, Department of the Interior, Environmental Protection Agency, Department of Commerce, Federal Emergency Management Agency, Small Business Administration, Department of the Army, and USDA worked to establish a coordinated approach to address the impacts of drought through preparedness, monitoring, risk management, and response to drought emergencies. 

2003 Drought in Review

During 2003, drought remained entrenched across much of the western half of the U.S. and in the northern and western Corn Belt, but thankfully did not spread nationwide. A lack of moisture for winter wheat emergence and establishment also occurred in several key-producing areas, particularly across the northern and central High Plains and the Northwest. Elsewhere, drought was primarily hydrological, lowering reservoir levels and reducing irrigation supplies.

Even though the drought was not all-encompassing nationwide, there were still quite a number of States and counties that experienced significant drought conditions at a localized level.  For example, seven entire States (Arizona, Arkansas, Maine, Mississippi, Nevada, South Carolina, and Utah) received disaster designations by Secretary Veneman in 2003.  In total, 2,351 counties received disaster designations in 2003.  Of this total, 1,596 counties across 32 States received disaster declarations due to drought conditions.

For a county to qualify for a Secretarial disaster designation it must have sustained a 30 percent production loss in a single major enterprise, or there must be at least one producer in the county that sustained a 30 percent production loss in a single major enterprise and is unable to get financing with other lenders in the area at reasonable rates and terms.

In 2004, counties in 25 States, including Arkansas, Colorado, Connecticut, Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Michigan, Missouri, Nebraska, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, Washington, and Wisconsin, have applied for Secretarial disaster declarations for drought. 

As of March 1, a total of 217 counties in eleven States have been designated as primary natural disaster areas by the Secretary due to production losses from all causes, during calendar year 2004 to date. An additional 248 counties, in 27 States, have been named as contiguous counties during the same period. 

In addition, 173 of the 217 primary counties have been designated, due to drought and drought‑related causes during calendar year 2004 to date.  Those 173 counties represent 5 States. Also, 138 of 2487 contiguous counties have been named, due to drought during the same period.  Those 138 counties represent 15 States.

Lastly, while the economic effects of the 2003 drought have been significant for some producers, national crop and livestock returns have shown little effect.  Despite widespread hot, dry conditions last summer, aggregate U.S. yields were up for wheat and feed grains in 2003.  National average corn yields were a record and up more than 9 percent from 2002.  With a rebound in world market prices, crop revenues in 2004 are projected at a record $114 billion, compared to $107 billion in 2003 and $99 billion in 2002.  Likewise, despite persistent poor forage conditions in the Mountain West and the discovery of a BSE-infected cow in Washington state, the value of livestock production is forecast to be $101 billion in 2004, which would be only the third year in which it has exceeded $100 billion.

Western Drought Status and Water Supply Situation

The current drought in the interior West is part of a multi-year drought that began in 1999, worsened in 2000, and has continued, with some interruptions thus far into 2004.  As a result, the drought in the West was slow to develop, and likewise, will be slow to recede.  

The current drought in the West is primarily hydrological, lowering reservoir levels and reducing irrigation supplies.  The USDA collaborates with several federal and non-federal agencies to produce the “U.S. Drought Monitor” report.  The Drought Monitor is an operational product that is released weekly.  The product serves as a useful tool in depicting the intensity, spatial extent, and potential impacts of drought across the country.  

From the February 24, 2004 “U.S. Drought Monitor”, most of the Intermountain West is experiencing some degree of drought.  "Moderate Drought" affects a large portion of the Intermountain West, with “Extreme Drought” affecting the Rocky Mountain States.  “Exceptional Drought" is affecting southeastern Idaho and southwestern Montana, a small portion of southwest Wyoming, a small portion of northeast Utah and parts of southern Utah, northeastern New Mexico, and southern New Mexico.  The magnitude of the drought in the West is highly unusual.  “Exceptional Droughts” typically have less than a 2 percent chance of occurrence, while “Extreme Droughts” have a 2 to 5 percent chance of occurrence.

Snowmelt provides approximately 80 percent of the streamflow in the West.  Precipitation, accumulated as snow in the winter months, melts and runs off during the months of April through July.  This snowmelt is captured in reservoirs for use during the irrigation season of May through September.  Data is collected on the amount of precipitation, runoff, and snowpack content in a given year to anticipate the approximate amount of water that will be available.  

USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Snow Survey and Water Supply Forecast Program installs, operates, and maintains an extensive, automated system to collect snowpack and related climatic data in the Western United States called SNOTEL (for SNOwpack TELemetry). The system evolved from a NRCS's Congressional mandate "to measure snowpack in the mountains of the West and forecast the water supply."  

In cooperation with National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s National Weather Service, NRCS collects snow information through a network of about 680 SNOTEL sites and 900 traditional snow courses.  Using the data collected, NRCS issues over 11,000 water supply forecasts annually for water users in 11 western states and Alaska.  Agricultural, municipal, industrial, hydropower, and recreational water users are the primary recipients of these forecasts.  Water supply forecasts and climate information help irrigators make the most effective use of available water supplies for achieving their agricultural production goals.  Farmers who collectively irrigate more than 10 million acres of land in the western U.S. benefit from these information products.  Other Federal agencies and private organizations also use water supply forecast information to help them carry out their missions.

Seasonal snowpacks for the period October 1, 2003 through the present, improved significantly in the Pacific Northwest and Intermountain West when compared to last year's snowpack, which was 40% to 70% of average.  Current snowpacks are above normal, averaging 125% in Oregon and northwestern Nevada.  Snowpacks remain near average in the Washington, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, and northern New Mexico.  In spite of recent storms, snowpacks continue to be below average in central Arizona and southern New Mexico, ranging from 65% to 80%.

As of February 1, 2004, reservoir storage for all western States except California is running below historic February averages, with Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah and Wyoming reporting the largest storage deficits.  Low storage values reflect carryover dryness of the continuing drought in the Intermountain West, Southwest, and southern Rockies and last year’s below average seasonal runoff.

As of February 1, 2004 a majority of basins in the Pacific Northwest, northern Rockies of Montana and Idaho and central California are forecast to receive average, or slightly above average, spring and summer streamflows.  Conversely, many basins in Arizona, New Mexico, the south Platte River of Colorado, and the Bear River of southeastern Idaho are forecast to receive well below average spring streamflows, less than 50% of average.  Most basins in the Intermountain West and eastern slopes of the Rockies in Wyoming and Colorado are forecast to receive below average spring and summer streamflow, 50% to 90% of average.

USDA Efforts to Address Drought

Secretary Veneman formed a departmental Drought Coordinating Council on April 8, 2003, within the USDA, to monitor conditions and coordinate resources to assist drought-affected agricultural producers and rural communities.  The Council is comprised of key USDA senior level officials and is chaired by the Deputy Secretary.  The Council continues to meet on a regular basis. The Council monitors drought conditions and coordinates resources to assist affected agricultural producers and rural communities. 

We at USDA recognize that drought has resulted in periodic degradation to our natural resources and has devastated many farming and ranching operations across the country.  USDA leads the nation’s efforts to minimize risks associated with farming and ranching and provides critical assistance when drought occurs. We currently have in place several programs to help producers enduring losses that are attributable to drought.  Some of USDA’s disaster programs are mandated and funded annually by Congress.  Access to FSA’s low-interest emergency farm loans is just one example of such assistance.

To best meet producers’ diverse needs, USDA agencies often collaborate with each other and outside partners to deliver dynamic, adaptable, disaster assistance programs.  One example of this is the Farm Service Agency’s (FSA) partnership with State Departments of Agriculture (SDA) to distribute nonfat dry milk for use in livestock foundation herds to twelve drought-stricken States and one tribe.  

In another innovative partnership FSA worked with the Department of Interior and the State of Oregon to deliver badly needed water to Klamath Basin irrigators.  The agencies recharged a principal canal to assist farmers and restore the health of the ecosystem. Also, the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has worked with farmers, ranchers and other partnerships in the Klamath Basin to conserve water on irrigated farm and ranchlands in the Basin.  These measures, including converting farmland from flood to sprinkler irrigation, have been implemented on over 16,000 acres, resulting in 6,700 acre-feet of water being conserved on-farm. 

USDA has developed other innovative ways to help farmers and ranchers.  USDA provided $857 million Livestock Compensation Programs (LCP) I, and provided 253 million pounds of non-fat dry milk to cattle under the Cattle Feed Program.  Congress later appropriated funds of $252 million for LCP II.   

Several USDA agencies work aggressively to expedite drought assistance and mitigate impacts.  Last year the NRCS stepped up pre-drought planning and mitigation by applying 30,500 new resource management systems on 16.8 million acres of grazing land and, at the same time, installing 15,600 irrigation management measures on 1.9 million acres of cropland.  

The USDA’s NRCS implements numerous conservation programs that are beneficial for drought mitigation, including conservation and watershed planning measures.  In addition, cost-share program assistance helps agricultural producers experiencing drought.  For example, the Environmental Quality Improvement Program (EQIP) can address resource impairments that are the result of drought.  EQIP funds are being used to fund the establishment of cover crops or conservation tillage, in order to keep wind erosion under control.  Other examples include incentive payments for prescribed grazing and management of drought-related pests such as grasshoppers.  

The Ground and Surface Water Conservation component of EQIP is utilized to directly assist producers make more efficient use of water resources.  Examples include converting irrigation systems to less water-intensive practices such as drip irrigation, and in some cases switching a producer to dryland farming.  This program in past years has been targeted specifically to assist states experiencing drought.  The NRCS also provides several conservation programs that are beneficial for drought mitigation, including conservation and watershed planning measures.  

In 2002, the Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance Program (NAP) paid out approximately $220 million dollars of which it is estimated that $147 million was associated to drought.  The Emergency Conservation Program (ECP), which provides cost-share assistance to agricultural producers to rehabilitate farmland damaged or destroyed by natural disaster and to provide emergency water conservation measures in times of severe drought, provided $17.4 million in drought-related assistance to 27 States.    

Drought conditions also brought additional help from the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS).  Last year, APHIS had treatment money available to eradicate grasshoppers and Mormon crickets. Increased populations of these insects go hand-in-hand with increased drought conditions. APHIS provided treatment assistance in nine states, protecting a total of 1.2 million acres. 

In addition, USDA's Rural Utilities Service provides direct and guaranteed loans and up to 75% grants for water, waste disposal, and solid waste facilities in rural areas.  Drought related programs include new water source, backup source, and new wells.  Fiscal year 2003 funding totaled $1.4 billion, with $813 million for water purposes.  While Agricultural Research Service's (ARS) funding for fiscal year 2003 research was $23 million dollars.  ARS focuses on four major areas of drought research:  Mitigation, Plant Stress and Water Use Efficiency, Water Conservation and Soil Moisture, and Weather Prediction and Remote Sensing.  

Information on USDA disaster assistance is also available at: http://disaster.fsa.usda.gov. 

Reducing this nation’s vulnerability to the consequences of drought is the cornerstone of USDA’s national drought policy.  The Drought Council is a proactive partnership helping to improve drought planning, preparation, and mitigation.  The Drought Council and all its partnering agencies have played a crucial role in improving capabilities for predicting and mitigating the forces of nature.  But when drought or other natural disasters do strike, USDA is continuing to help farmers survive and overcome adversity.            

Conclusion

Drought is perhaps the most obstinate and pernicious of the dramatic events that Nature conjures up.  At its most severe, dust bowls once eroded the American landscape, causing hundreds of millions of dollars in losses, and dashing hopes and dreams for thousands of families.  Today drought is still agriculture’s most expensive, frequent, and widespread form of natural disaster that continues to perplex and inflict its misery on our nation’s farmers and ranchers.   

The National Drought Policy Act of 1998 presented this country with a significant opportunity.  The law recognized the need to prepare for and lesson the severe impacts of drought on the American people and the environment.  It created the National Drought Policy Commission to advise Congress on formulation of national drought policy based on preparedness, mitigation, and risk management, rather than on crisis management.  

Often times, USDA’s role lies at the forefront of disaster relief and management for producers throughout the nation. When disaster strikes, USDA has programs and assistance that can be made available to help producers recover crop losses, the cost of rehabilitating farmlands, and for emergency water assistance.  

In summary, USDA has long supported efforts to mitigate the effects of drought on America’s ranchers and farmers.  We look forward to working with Members of Congress to address the many concerns associated with the challenging issues surrounding drought and related disasters. 
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