Once a Century Drought Dries Up Atlanta
Lake Lanier is the water source for 4 million people in the Atlanta (Georgia, US) area.  Tall measuring sticks once covered by a dozen feet of water stand bone dry. The lake is a puddle amid acres of dusty red clay.  The lake level is 8 feet below normal.  That’s not much compared to 65 feet below normal at Lake Mead on the Colorado River near Las Vegas.  But it means that metro-Atlanta had only 90-120 days of usable drinking water left in mid-October.  The area needs rain: not just Georgia, but most of the US Southeast.  Without rain by mid-November, levels could drop another 5 feet, a new record low.
This is a once-a-century drought, reports CBS News correspondent Mark Strassmann.  Some towns are considering measures beyond lawn-watering bans, including rationing that would penalize customers that don't reduce water usage.  “We're talking about indoor water use,” said Jeff Knight, an environmental engineer for Athens, home to the University of Georgia.  The town is preparing a last-ditch rationing program as its reservoir dries up.
Many restaurants in the Southeast now serve water only at a customer's request. Georgia’s Governor called on Georgians to take shorter showers.  By the time you read this, water might be restricted for businesses.  North Carolina’s Governor asked people to stop watering lawns and washing cars.
The drought has even intensified a decades-old feud involving how the Army Corps of Engineers manages water rights.  Businesses may join Governors in legal actions to keep water in-state.  Meanwhile, the Southeast Climate Consortium warns that a La Niña weather system is forming.  It could bring drier and warmer weather for Florida and most parts of Alabama and Georgia.
Overall, an "exceptional" drought afflicts 26% of the Southeast.  This is the National Weather Service's worst drought category.  Sweltering temperatures and a drier-than-normal hurricane season contributed to the parched landscape.  The affected area covers most of Tennessee, Alabama and northern Georgia, plus parts of North and South Carolina, Kentucky and Virginia.  In September the drought spread into the Mid-Atlantic area.  Streams dried up even in Massachusetts.  By the end of the month, 43% of the lower 48 states suffered moderate to extreme drought, the National Climate Data Center said.
At the same time, the Great Lakes, which hold 20% of the world's fresh surface water, have been declining since the late 1990s.  Lakes Huron and Michigan were 2 feet below their long-term average levels, while Lake Superior was 20 inches down, Lake Ontario 7 inches, and Lake Erie a few inches.
The current drought could be a taste of our children’s future.  As the climate warms, droughts are spreading and worsening worldwide.  From 1979 to 2002, severe drought spread from 10% of Earth’s land area to 30%, sparking conflicts in places like Darfur.  However, until recently droughts afflicted the Sahel and Australia worst, while the United States was largely exempt.  See “Warming Has Already Spread Drought Widely” in BATE (submitted 4/19/07).  A 1990 study by NASA scientists projected that droughts will become devastating by mid-century.  “Once a century” droughts would become the norm across most of the Earth, including the southern United States.  See “Potential Evapotranspiration and the Likelihood of Future Droughts”  in the Journal of Geophysical Research (Vol. 95, No. D7, 20 June 1990, pages 9983-10004) by D. Rind, R. Goldberg, J. Hansen, C. Rosenzweig, and R. Ruedy.  The data through 2002 shows that severe droughts are actually spreading even faster than projected in 1990.  Droughts like the current one were projected to cover the entire Southeast (and Southwest) US in 50 years.  Thus, the current drought in the Southeast could become the norm there in 50 years, unless climate change is slowed rapidly. 
For more details, see www.cbsnews.com/stories/2007/10/16/national/main3374984.shtml?source=mostpop_story and Aiguo Dai, Kevin E. Trenberth and Taotao Qian, “A global data set of Palmer Drought Severity Index for 1870-2002: Relationship with soil moisture and effects of surface warming,” Journal of Hydrometeorology, 5:1117-1130 (2004), available at http://www.cgd.ucar.edu/cas/trenberth-publish.html.
