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Ryan Boyles Association of State Climatologists, 

State Climate Office of North Carolina

Interview conducted on 8/7/02


Q:  Questions by the Director

A:  Answers by Ryan Boyles, Associate State Climatologist

      State Climate Office of North Carolina

Q:  Define drought and how it affects communities?

A:  Drought is hard to define because it affects such a wide range of communities. An example based on available water supply; one community is in very bad drought conditions, the next community over, if it has a better water supply, is not in drought at all. Drought is based on its impacts as well as just lack of rainfall. It’s so pervasive across 16 communities it’s tough to measure its impacts on a very local scale. Problems we have defining it is the specific impacts and then trying to aggregate those together to have a more broad reading definition that will make sense to everyone.

Q:  How does this compare to flooding?

A:  Unlike flooding, which comes quickly and goes quickly, drought sneaks up on you very slowly and leaves slowly, so it’s hard to predict because we have a hard time predicting the weather beyond a few days. If we could predict the weather several months out, we’d have a much better handle on predicting drought. Because we can only predict the weather for a few days, we have a hard time predicting it.

Q:  How bad is the drought in North Carolina?

A:  The drought in the Piedmont Area of North Carolina is as bad as it’s been for this time of year on record. We’ve had several winters of dry conditions, which really primed us for the situation we’re in now. There are communities, especially in the Piedmont, that are facing the risk of running out of water in the near future. 

Q:  Are the drought conditions really that bad and what are the risks to communities as a result of this drought?

A:  The conditions really are that bad. There is a real, real risk of communities running out of water. They will have to get water from another community that has a better water supply, or to create a new water supply for themselves; either by drilling a much deeper well or in some cases by connecting a pipeline to bring in the water for their community. It’s a very real threat. It sounds catastrophic because the situations have gotten that bad.

Q:  Why is this drought so devastating?

A:  Communities that can maybe handle short-term drought haven’t ever planned for the type of drought we’ve been experiencing for the past 4 years. We’re in new ground, uncharted territory. We’ve never seen conditions this bad. 

Q:  How does this compare to droughts in the past?

A:  We’ve got precipitation records for a hundred years that are fairly good. We have stream gauge records for between 30 to 70 years.  We’re comparing this year to the past 100 years because that’s all we have in the data record. When we start looking at what they call “in site” measurements such as tree rings or geologic measurements of historical drought patterns, we see that there have been worse droughts in the past. 

Q:  How do past records help us understand drought? How do we know this one is worse than in the past?

A:  How much worse is based on tree rings or geological measurements. For example, there’s research that suggests the failure of the Roanoke Colony was due to an extended drought. So drought is part of our climate, we’ve had it in the past; we’re going to have it again in the future. We just want to make sure we’re prepared now and in the future to best manage our water resources. 

Q:  What makes this drought different from what the Southwest United States’ experiences?

A:  We talk about drought as an episode within a longer climatic record. So for areas in the United States Southwest, it’s a desert, it’s not really a drought for them it’s just how they live. For us, because we generally have plenty of water, matter of fact, the 1990’s was probably the wettest decade in recent memory, but this episode for the past 4 years has been exceptionally dry. We can estimate that as an episode and separate it from the overall broad climate. This is just a small blip in a long climate record.

Q:  How does climate modeling help us for the future?

A:  It’s interesting because it has so many implications. You know, drought doesn’t just affect one community; it affects such a wide area. We spend a lot of time figuring a better way for them to monitor what’s happening, better accurate information on the local scale as to what the current conditions are, that can help you plan better for the future. That’s where a lot of the push is right now, that and in the climate modeling-what’s going to happen in the future. These are two of the big research efforts now in climate and drought science.

Q:  Has this situation forced us and other communities across the nation to look at the day-to-day water needs and usage any differently?

A:  Water is one of the basic necessities of life. Without it, it’s really tough to establish a civilization. The only reason areas like the desert Southwest have been able to flourish is because they’re piping in water from somewhere else. It’s not native to that area. Here in the Southeast United States, we’ve always had plenty of water. We’ve had drought episodes but in general there’s plenty of water to meet our day-to-day demand. The situation we’re in now is unique; we’re realizing that for our day-to-day demands there may not be enough water. Now that’s only true when you start looking at the needs. There’s a lot of water use that’s really not critical. What we’re seeing is more and more communities are starting to realize that.

Q:  How are some of the communities handling the water shortage?

A:  They’re requiring restrictions on water, so it can only be used for those critical health needs. The lawns may go brown, but those communities have enough to provide for basic public health. There are things that this conference will provide, as well as the general education efforts that will make people more aware.

Q:  Are there competing needs for reservoirs and who is handling or determining those needs?

A: The experts are the ones that actually manage those reservoirs. There are competing needs there. We’re seeing this across river basins; there are competing needs for the water resources. It doesn’t do much good to have water in the lake if there’s no electricity to pump it into your system; what that means is that conservation is going to be the deciding factor. 

Q:  The weather patterns are continually changing, how is this going to affect us with droughts in the future? 

A:  We try not to sound alarmist, because we don’t understand it yet, and we don’t expect a drought for the next 20 years. Early research says in the next 20 years, we’re probably going to see less rainfall than in the last 20 years. However, the last 20 years were relatively wet, so it’s not a dire circumstance.   However, it may mean if we have drought in the next 20 years, we may be more susceptible to their severe impact. That’s the thing we want people to be aware of, once we get through this drought, doesn’t mean it’s necessarily over. We’re going to have another one in the future and we may have a worse one in the future. We need to make sure we have good planning in place now to make sure we’re prepared the next time we have one.

Q:   Why is the lack of rainfall having such an impact at this time, we’ve had rain shortages before?  How are preparations for the anticipated growth in the area being dealt with and will that growth affect our future needs?

A:  The fact that we’re experiencing a lack of rainfall is affecting us because there are a lot more people in this area. The demand for the water has increased. We have more reservoirs that can supply more water to those people, but it’s still just a finite resource. So water municipalities and local communities are projecting their growth, they have to make sure one of the basic needs they meet is the water supply and that they’re not susceptible to severe drought that might occur in the future. You want to make sure you have enough water before the industry comes. Once the industry gets here if you run out of water, the industry is going to leave and you may have a hard time getting another one back.

Q:  If you had to summarize, what areas feel the most impact of a drought in the general community? 

A:  There are three areas that drought impacts. The first is economics such as agriculture. If there’s not enough water to make the crops grow, the crops fail. That’s an economic impact. The second is energy production. Water is used to make energy for all our households. Those are two big areas where drought affects us. There are many other examples: environmental impacts, water quality, air quality is affected by drought. The local ecology of a community is affected by drought. Finally, you have social impacts, quality of life. If there’s not enough water for the general community, obviously the quality of life is dramatically affected. Also part of that quality of life is whether you have to fight for the water. The political conflicts and social conflicts over that water supply have an effect on the quality of life.

Q:  The threat of drought has always been a possibility here, why haven’t people taken notice of this situation before now and what can be done to protect us in the future?

A:  We’ve been preaching this now for a long time. The drought monitoring council has been meeting off and on since 1999. You’d think after three years, people would get the idea. The thing is in this area we’ve always had plenty of water. This is new turf we’re in; we’ve never been in this situation before. People say: “Oh, we’re never going to actually run out of water. We’ll get rain eventually”. The problem is eventually may be too long. The thing we’re trying to impress on people is, yeah, it is serious. We don’t want to sound alarmist. We don’t want people to panic. We want them to conserve. It’s getting to the point now where if we don’t conserve water, if we don’t dramatically cut usage for some municipalities, they will run out of water. That’s something we’re going to have to start pressing home. In North Carolina, water isn’t managed on a state level it’s managed by the local community. They have their water supply. They send it to the people that need it. Communities are going to have to implement the water restrictions necessary to make sure they can expand their supply; to make sure, for health needs there’s plenty of water available.

Copyright 2003 University of North Carolina at Wilmington


