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1-Page Story of
the Drought

for the Platte River Basin in Nebraska

Overview

An intense drought developed in the Platte River Basin in Nebraska and lasted about 5 years, causing devastating impacts to mul-
tiple sectors. It developed in the Nebraska Panhandle and gradually spread eastward throughout the basin, reaching its greatest in-
tensity and spatial extent in Years 4 and 5 (Figure 1). Basinwide, the 3-year average temperature departure was 2-5°F above normal
and precipitation was 25-70% of normal (Figure 2). During the peak of the drought, the average temperature was 8°F above normal
and precipitation was 10% of normal. The information below describes the drought at three points in time throughout its duration.
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Figurc 1. Nebraska pereent area in drought
with the water years containing the the 5
nario points highlighted. Source: U.S. Drought
Monitor

Scenario Point 1

Droughtdeveloped duringthepastyearinwestern Nebraska. Mountain snowpack in the headwatersof the North Platte Riverin Wyomingwas
30% of normal for the season. A mild winter and early spring caused mosquito eggs to hatch carly, and dry conditions throughout the spring
and summer contributed to an outbreak of West Nile Virus in the area. Water supply suffered, asflows on the Platte decreased, nitrate concen-
tration increased, and water infrastructure damage occurred in Scottsbluff. Hot, dry, and windy conditions in May caused fires to break out
and spread across Garden County, threatening 50,000 acres and the Crescent Lake National Wildlife Refuge. Water supplies near the fire were
lacking due todroughtconditions. Pasture conditions suffered and ranchers used the hay hotline. Reductions in rain fed crop yields occurred.

Departure from Normal Temperature (°F)
Drought Year 1 - Year 5

Scenario Point 2
Drought has been present for 4 years and has spread eastward through the Platte
River Basin. The drought intensified dramatically during the past year. The num-

ber of West Nile Virus cases greatly increased, and the outbreak has spread east-
ward with the drought. The combination of a mild winter and low water levels
in the Central Platte River impacted the Sandhill Crane migration and tourism,
as fewer cranes stopped along the Platte and those that did came much earlier
than normal. A dust storm occurred in April on I-80 near North Platte, causing a
multi-vehicle pileup and a hazmat incident. Numerous domestic wells have run
dry, and many irrigators have been shut off from the Platte River. Contlicts have
arisen over who to shut off due to groundwater/surface water rights issues. Crop
T — losses are mounting due to inability to irrigate, and dryland crop yield reductions
are widespread. The lack of food in rural areas has led to an overwhelming use of
[ood pantries in locations such as Scottsbluff. The drought has impacted hydro-
power in the Central Platte, as heat waves during the past summer increased ener-
gy demands. High waler lemperalures hindered cooling systems and caused fish
kills. Summer heat was oppressive, as several heat advisories were issued and an
increase in heat-related and respiratory illnesses was reported by local hospitals.

Percenl of Normal Precipitation (%)
Drought Year 1 - Year 5

Scenario Point 3

Droughthasbeen ongoing for 5 years, but conditions abated during the summerso
that the basin is in the beginning stages of recovery. West Nile Virus continued to
spread, reaching the largest number of cases reported in Nebraska. A fire broke out
during April at Cedar Point Biological Station in Keith County on a warm, windy
day. Lake McConaughy and the Platte River have nearly run dry, making it difficult
to fight the fire. The winter wheat crop has been decimated, and reports of Prevent-
ed Planting from producers of irrigated cropland have been common. Water sup-
ply for the City of Lincoln has been threatened due to the Platte running dry, and
nitrates are so high that advisories have been issued for drinking water. Excessive
heat and humidity contributed to heat-related and respiratory illnesses in Lincoln,
as this location had 30 conseculive days of temperatures above 100°F during July and August. Fifleen people were taken Lo the hospital for
heat stroke at the Cornhusker State Games. Fire danger was very high in parts of the basin during the summer, leading to a ban on fireworks
on the 4th of July in Lincoln, Seward, and surrounding areas. A fire slarled over Labor Day Weekend and spread quickly loward Mahoney
State Park, threatening hundreds of visitors. The longevity of the drought has caused foundation damage to homes in eastern Nebraska.
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Figure 2. Departure from normal temperature (top image
percent of normal precipitation (bottom image) for the duration
of the drought. Source: Applied Climate Tnformation System




Scenario Time Point 1; 15t Year of
Drought

Focus: North Platte NRD

U.S. Drought Monitor at peak severity in Nebraska (August 6)



North Platte NRD Nebraska Percent Drought Area

Scenario Time Point 1: 1st year in a multi-year drought
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Scenario Time Point 1: Spatial Maps of
Impacts

Wildfire danger Ground water levels & water quality
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Scenario Time Point 1:
Days over 100 degrees F




Scenario Time Point 2: 4t Year of
Drought

Focus: North, Twin, & Central Platte NRDs

U.S. Drought Monitor at peak severity in Nebraska (September 26)



North, Twin, & Nebraska Percent Drought Area
Central Platte NRDs Scenario Time Point 2: 4th year in a multi-year drought
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Scenario Time Point 2: Spatial Maps of
Impacts

Wildfire danger Ground water levels & water quality
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Scenario Time Point 2:
Days over 100 degrees F




Scenario Time Point 3: 5t Year of
Drought

Focus: All Platte NRDs

U.S. Drought Monitor at peak severity in Nebraska (April 1)



All Platte NRDs
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Scenario Time Point 3: Spatial Maps of

Impacts
Wildfire danger

Ground water levels & water quality
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Scenario Time Period 3:
Days over 100 degrees F
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