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No "Drought" About It-
Not Much Rainfall
In Our Forecast
John Willing, KMOL Chief
Meteorologist

Most people don't get emotionally
involved with the weather. It's just
something that happens. One day it's
sunny, another day is windy, once in
a while it rains, and there isn't a
whole lot we can do about it. That's
right, even the weatherman is help-
less to change it.

But this is one of those years
when I can't help but get emotional
about our weather. And what am
I feeling? DEPRIVED!! With the
exception of the Easter week rains,
we ve endured months and months
of extreme drought. And not only
is our present situation looking grim,
but forecasters who peer into future
weather patterns see even more
drought ahead.

First, let's see just how bad it is.
In San Antonio, we just completed
our fourth driest first quarter of the
year, as we registered just under an
inch of rain (.99"). That's awfully
dry, but in 1954, during a terrible
four year drought in Texas and

much of the Midwest, we had our
driest January through March period
when only 0.57" fell. Compare this
with the same period just four years
ago when we had over 18" of rain!
Seems like it's all or nothing,
doesn't it?

But you already know that this
current drought didn't begin in
January. Since last October rainfall
has been far below average each
month. Erratic rains earlier in the
year and the sudden plunge into
drought left us with annual rainfall
almost eight inches below normal
(a "normal" year brings about 30.98"
of rain). All of this has been
detrimental to the water level in
the Edwards Aquifer, the only source
of water for San Antonio and the
primary source for five counties. Last
year, the J-17 index well at Ft. Sam
Houston measured 671.6 feet by the
end of March. This year it was 653.9
feet, alm* ost 18 feet below last year
and 14 feet below average. We are
in stage two of water conservation at

a time of year when we never dream
of water shortages. It's frightening
to think that we are starting the hot

season with such low water levels.

Drought stretches well beyond
San Antonio. Corpus Christi is a
glaring example. In the first quarter
of this year they have received just
0.08" of rain! This was their driest
start to a year since weather records
began in 1887. Brownsville also had
their driest quarter ever with 0.21",
Victoria had their second driest with
0.85" and don't leave out Austin ...
with their third-driest quarter as 1.29"
fell. The list goes on and on ...
Houston, Del Rio, North and West
Texas, the Panhandle, and all of
Oklahoma are in the grips of dry
weather that has ruined crops, left
gaping cracks in the ground, and
made hazardous fire conditions.
Until recent rains arrived in the Texas
Panhandle, bulletins said that the
region had experienced less than
an inch of rain in over 150 days!

Those rains were a great comfort
for dry land farmers and ranchers,
and people just plain sick of the
dry weather. But the stats don't lie.
According to the National Weather
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Drought (continued)

Service, this year is showing signs
of evolving into one of the worst
droughts we've had since weather
records began. There have been
five disastrous drought years in our
history, the worst in 1917 when only
10.11" fell. Other years were 1909,
1954, 1956, and 1988. Do we know
why this is happening, and does it
mean we're locked into a long-term
drought of 1950's proportion?

One major change is the absence
of an El Nifio in the Pacific Ocean
which usually brings plentiful rains
to South Texas. El Ninio is the
abnormal warming of the equatorial
waters of the Pacific off the west coast
of South America. It is famous for
throwing off the jet stream, or storm
track, bringing drought to areas that
are normally wet and drenching arid
regions with very heavy rains. El
Nifno was declared dead at the begin-
ning of last year, and isn't due back
for another three to six years. This
is a major reason for drier conditions.

As I browsed through my file
on droughts I saw another clue to
this drought. In an article which
appeared in the October 1979 issue
of "Weatherwise," researchers were
doing studies on tree rings from the
bristlecone pine, one of the oldest
living things on earth. At the
University of Arizona in Tucson
they correlated changes in tree rings
with temperature and precipitation
and then reconstructed climatic
conditions for ten-year periods over
many hundreds of years for much
of the Western United States. What
they found was fascinating. There
is a repeated pattern of widespread
drought every 22 years, which
coincides with the 22-year pattern
of rising and falling numbers of
sunspots (dark areas on the sun).
Thirteen droughts were identified,
all matching the 22-year sunspot
cycle. At the end of the article they
said "the odds seem to be good that
the West will be hit by another big
drought in the mid-1990's." That
was 16 years ago!

So are sunspot cycles the cause
of our recent drought? One local
meteorologist thinks they are. Larry
Wallace, who tracks sunspot cycles
closely in making long range weather
predictions, has demonstrated a skill
in forecasting future weather patterns
based on these cycles. And he
believes the worst is yet to come.
He told me that sunspots peaked in
number back in July of 1989, and
now we are almost at the bottom of
the current sunspot cycle, at a sunspot
minimum, which initiates a long-term
drought. In fact, the weather pattern
with this drought is similar to the one
that produced the drought in the
1950's and the 1910's, and the scope
of this drought may increase enough
to put a crimp in our water supplies.
Wallace is careful to mention that he
is not predicting dust bowl conditions
like the 1930's ... this pattern does not
match that one. But if you look at his
rainfall forecast for San Antonio for
the next several years, you'll see why
there is cause for concern.

1996
1997
1998
1999
2000

20"
15-16"
18"
19-20"
40"

When you consider that normal
annual rainfall is about 31", this
is a dire forecast now that our
population since the 1950's is
much larger and our water use
has soared.

Keep in mind that this is a
forecast based on sunspot cycles
alone, and the rainfall amounts
are estimates -- you can expect

variation in the numbers. Wallace
mentioned that we could come
out of the drought earlier if the
sunspot number increases at a
faster rate than projected. The
earliest that could happen would
be in late 1998 or early 1999, with
an El Nifno event.

Wouldn't it be wonderful if
none of this would happen! But
then I ask myself, if a guy who
has had success in forecasting
long range weather says a monster
drought is coming, even if he
uses an unconventional technique,
maybe it's time to plan ahead. U
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Rainwater Harvesting
Jack W Pool, PE

Editor's Note: Jack Pool is a registered
engineer with Farm & Ranch Service
company in San Antonio, Texas. For
more information on rainwater
harvesting, call (210) 633-0321

With this drought we're having in
South Texas, rain is in great demand.
Ask the dry land farmers and some of
the South Texas ranchers. The level in
the Edwards Aquifer is getting lower
and lower and if it doesn't rain, we'll
remain in the mandatory conservation
stage. Remember the saying, "No pain,
no gain?" Well, farmers and ranchers
are saying, "No rain, no grain." We all
need to have some interest in water
conservation in our semi-arid part of
the world. That is where the term
rainwater harvesting enters the picture.

Rainwater harvesting means
collecting and using rainwater that
falls upon a given structure, such as a
home, barn, or warehouse. Almost any
roof will do. The rain falls on the roof,
is collected via rain gutters, and then
piped to some type of storage tank.
The water is then used for a variety
of purposes such as lawn watering,
replenishing evaporated water from
the swimming pool, or even for potable
water (human consumption) using an
appropriate water purifier.

Years ago in this area many rural
homes had underground cisterns that
provided their water. Some are still in
use, and some still exist but are not in
use. In the Caribbean, where there are
not any water wells in some areas, the
sides of hills are concreted to form a
clean surface from which rainwater can
be captured. It is required that most
homes be built to capture rainwater
before they are constructed.

Rain is free so far. If it falls on
your place, it's yours. Rainwater
harvesting can provide a means for
you to capture it and control its later
use. If you don't use it, you loose it.

Many folks have gutters on their
houses now. The purpose in most
cases is to control where the roof water
hits the ground. It just runs off most of
the time. If you can capture the roof
water and contain it and use it at a
later date for any purpose you chose,
then you have harvested the rainwater.
If you want to wash your hair in some
very soft water, catch it in a small jug;
or maybe you want to catch it in a
barrel and water a backyard garden.
You see, you are controlling its use.
If you didn't catch and store it, you
would loose it. Whatever your intent,
it's easy to catch rainwater and use it.

I'm going to get a little technical
now, but hang in there with me. If you
have a 1,000 square foot roof and it
rains one inch, then your capture area
is 1,000 x 1/12 or about 83 cubic feet.
A cubic foot of water holds about 7.48
gallons. Your roof has captured about
620 gallons of water. That water can be
caught by rain gutters on your house
and piped to some sort of storage
vessel. You're going to loose some of
the rain due to wind, gutter splash, and
maybe some leaks, but if you can save
70%, you would still have 434 gallons.
That is 434 gallons of water you don't
have to buy. You can now use this
water where you want it.

Now lets look at a more sophis-
ticated system which I call a rainwater
harvesting system. It consists of six inch
gutters with four inch down spouts.
The gutters have no screens. The
reason for larger gutters and no screens
is to reduce the loss of water due to
wind and trash. It is a more efficient
water-catcher. Of course, all the leaves
and other stuff that is loose on your
roof will be swept down your gutters
as well. Use a roof washer to separate
the leaves and other debris from your
rainwater. The commercial roof washer
is composed of several wire traps and
a rather dense filter. It is connected
directly in the path of the pipes that
run from the down spouts to the water
tank. Usually only one of these devices

is necessary, however, if you have a
fairly large roof, you may need two.

Now, out of the roof washer into
the tank. The tank can be anything
from a barrel to a high tech concrete
water storage tank. Usually these tanks
are buried in the ground to hide them
or to provide enough drop to produce
a good gravity flow and allow for the
roof washer to be buried as well. If the
tank is to be buried then a concrete
water storage tank is recommended. If
you're going to install a tank, it is good
to be able to know just how much
water you are putting into the tank and
how much you are going to use. If you
have a 2,500 square foot house, you
are going to catch about 1,000 gallons
per one inch of rain. A three-inch
rainfall will give you 3,000 gallons
of water. So if you have a 3,000
gallon capacity water tank and it
rains any more than three inches, it
will overflow.

Now you have to become a water
manager to reduce the amount of
overflow, so use the water in the tank
to water plants, wash cars, or drink (if
purified). In this area, you can expect
about 29-30" of rain per year, so you'll
be managing about 30,000 gallons of
water. But the water is yours.

How would you like to wash your
car during water rationing? Your
neighbor will go wild. Better let the
Edwards Underground Water District
know how you got the water. Talk
about water conservation, you'll be
doing it. You will be facing up to a
very real problem in this area and
helping yourself at the same time. It
is a noble thing to conserve nature's
resources. And rainwater is rich in
nutrients, soft, and good to drink
(if handled correctly). Think about
a whole town saving 30,000 gallons
per year, per home or business,
from the runoff system. It could be
an enormous amount of savings.
It's your water. If you don't use it,
you loose it. 0



News Briefs
Li The Edwards Underground
Water District is now on the world
wide web. Our internet location is
http://www.txdirect.net/corp/euwd.
Look us up! You can view items
such as the daily water and
springflow levels, current bids
and proposals being let, general
information about the Edwards
Aquifer, procedures for obtaining
information from the District and
more. New items are being
added every day.

11 The Edwards Underground
Water District joined with Kelly
AFB, SQco Creek Water Quality
Demonstration Project, Texas
Natural Resource Conservation
Commission, the Girl Scouts and
two school districts located on
the recharge zone to become
Groundwater Guardians. The
team will focus on the Edwards
Aquifer region and is part of a
national network of communities

taking voluntary, pro-active steps
towards groundwater protection.
Team members represent the
areas of education, agriculture
and government. The national
Groundwater Guardian program
was developed by the
Groundwater Foundation
whose mission is to create
an informed citizenry caring
about groundwater.

L The City of San Antonio will
hold another Household
Hazardous Waste Collection Day
on Saturday, May 4, 1996 from
8:00 am until 1:00 pm. The free
collection is an opportunity for
residents to properly dispose
of items such as paint, oil,
pesticides, herbicides or any
type of solvent or cleanser. The
collection site is located at
7030 Culebra Road. For more
information, call the city's Solid
Waste Hotline at 207-8654. E

The Water Level
This reading reflects the daily high artesian

water elevation at the Bexar County Edwards
Aquifer Index Well. The bottom of the graph
represents the depth of the well which is 143
feet below mean sea level.
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Current Status: On April l0th, 1996 the elevation was

recorded at 650.0. Average for April is 666.4. Flow from
Comal Springs was recorded at 210 cfs on April 15th. 1996.
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