Cloud-Seeding Can’t Save China’s Farmers from Serious Drought
by Chuin-Wei Yap and Isabella Steger
August 14, 2014 – Nearly every year, drought conditions pop up somewhere in China, often accompanied by an official warning that it’s the worst in 50 years or even a century.
This year is no different.  Officials say parts of China’s agricultural heartlands are experiencing their worst drought in 63 years, weighing on the country’s crop outlook and potentially threatening the country’s goal of having another record harvest this year.
Hardest hit are China’s central Henan and the northeastern province of Liaoning, where the corn crop is just entering a key growing phase, provincial government officials say.  The dry spell has led local authorities to activate cloud seeding plans and mobilize military personnel to stand by for emergency assistance.
Corn prices have risen slightly on the spell – which in Henan is entering its 3rd month – but even a prolonged drought is unlikely to spur imports, given China’s ample stockpiles, agriculture consultancy Shanghai JC Intelligence Co. analyst Zhang Yan said.  Corn futures on the Dalian Commodity Exchange are up 2.3% over the last 2 weeks.
In Liaoning, a key area for rice, corn and soybean, acting governor Li Xi said that the drought is in a “critical period,” as key growing areas have gone without significant rainfall for 20 consecutive days.  In Henan, where farmers are growing corn after harvesting wheat 2 months ago, officials have dispatched cloud-seeding planes over 21.6 million hectares of afflicted areas.
Shanghai JC Intelligence has shaved its corn output forecast for China this year, lowering it by 5 million tons to around 199 million tons, Ms. Zhang said.
Both the agriculture ministry and the national meteorological service warn that drought conditions are likely to persist.  The timing of the dry spell is particularly challenging for the agriculture industry, as the summer months are a key growing period for corn, when the grain is at its peak of water demand, the agriculture ministry said.
Apart from rain-making expeditions that appear to not have met much success, officials have also been giving farmers guidance on water-saving irrigation techniques, the ministry said.  There are some complications: irrigating crops in Henan is a challenge, as irrigation wells compete for electricity supplies with people in nearby cities, said Even Pay, an analyst at Beijing-based Smart Agriculture Analytics.
Despite the damage to China’s agricultural output, the drought is unlikely to have much effect to China’s food supply, thanks to a decade of consecutive bumper grain crops, with the government sitting on historically high levels of reserves this year, analysts say.
Meanwhile the country’s summer grain harvest in July, which accounts for 1/3 of the total annual harvest, came in at 136.6 million metric tons, up 3.6% from a year earlier, the National Statistics Bureau said.
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