lowa Climate Statement 2013: A Rising Challenge to lowa Agriculture

Our state has long held a proud tradition of helping to “feed the world.” Our ability to do so is now increasingly
threatened by rising greenhouse gas emissions and resulting climate change. Our climate has disrupted
agricultural production profoundly during the past two years and is projected to become even more harmful in
coming decades as our climate continues to warm and change.

Swings from one extreme to another have characterized lowa’s 2013 weather patterns. lowa started the year
under the widespread drought that began in 2011 and persisted throughout 2012. But the spring of 2013
(March-May) was the wettest in the 140 years of record-keeping, creating conditions that hampered the timely
planting of corn and soybean fields. During those months, sixty-two lowa counties experienced storms and
flooding severe enough to result in federal disaster declarations.

By mid-August, very dry conditions had returned to lowa, subjecting many of the state’s croplands to moderate
drought. These types of weather extremes, which are highly detrimental to lowa’s crops, were discussed in our
2012 lowa Climate Statement, where we also noted that globally over the past 30 years extreme high
temperatures are becoming increasingly more common than extreme low temperatures. In a warming climate,
wet years get wetter and dry years get dryer and hotter. The climate likely will continue to warm due to
increasing emissions of heat-trapping gases.

Climate change damages agriculture in additional ways. Intense rain events, the most notable evidence of
climate change in lowa, dramatically increase soil erosion, which degrades the future of agricultural production.

As lowa farmers continue to adjust to more intense rain events, they must also manage the negative effects of
hot and dry weather. The increase in hot nights that accompanies hot, dry periods reduces dairy and egg
production, weight gain of meat animals, and conception rates in breeding stock. Warmer winters and earlier
springs allow disease-causing agents and parasites to proliferate, and these then require greater use of
agricultural pesticides.

Local food producers, fruit producers, plant-nursery owners, and even gardeners have also felt the stresses of
recent weather extremes. Following on the heels of the disastrous 2012 loss of 90% of lowa’s apple crop, the
2013 cool March and record-breaking March-through-May rainfall set most ornamental and garden plants back
well behind seasonal norms. Events such as these are bringing climate change home to the many lowans who
work the land on a small scale, visit the Farmer’s Market, or simply love lowa’s sweet corn and tomatoes.

lowa’s soils and agriculture remain our most important economic resources, but these resources are threatened
by climate change. It is time for all lowans to work together to limit future climate change and make lowa more
resilient to extreme weather. Doing so will allow us to pass on to future generations our proud tradition of
helping to feed the world.
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