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Agroclimate Impact Monitoring Background 

The Agroclimate Impact Monitoring (AIM) network, formerly the On-Farm Surface Water 

Supply and Forage Conditions Monitoring activity, helps Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 

(AAFC) assess the impacts of weather on agricultural operations across Western Canada. 

The goal of the monitoring is to integrate knowledge from a volunteer network of local 

producers and industry representatives, the expertise of regional Agri-Environmental 

Services Branch (AESB) staff, and the interpretive and analytical capacity of the National 

Agroclimate Information Service (NAIS) to provide a monthly assessment of the 

agroclimate impacts affecting the agricultural industry.  

The information gathered helps NAIS communicate current conditions and emerging risks to 

the agriculture sector, the federal government, and many provincial and local government 

agencies. Information from the network ultimately helps decision-makers understand 

agroclimate issues facing the industry, assisting in the development of policies and 

programs. The information also feeds into operational monthly and seasonal reports which 

are commonly utilized to assist in assessments for Livestock Tax Deferral, the Canadian and 

North American Drought Monitors, and Business Risk Management programs including 

Agri-Recovery.  

Future Developments 
In an effort to simplify and streamline data collection, NAIS is developing an online data 

entry system called the Agroclimate Impact Reporter (AIR). AIR is scheduled to be released 

in the late spring of 2012. The network upon which AIR is based, is being increased in 

density and expanded. In 2012, the AIR tool will enhance the collection and reporting of 

weather impact information in the Prairies, and expand it to British Columbia.  

 

Therefore, the network needs additional volunteers to provide firsthand and ongoing input 

on weather conditions impacting their agricultural operations. Information is gathered from 

participants through a short monthly survey from April to October. The entire survey 

consists of approximately 15 questions and takes about five minutes each month to 

complete. Information can be submitted by phone, fax, email or online. 

 

To join the Agroclimate Impact Monitoring Network, please contact: 

 

For more information on the monitoring activity, please contact: 

 

Trevor Hadwen at Trevor.Hadwen@agr.gc.ca or  

Dwayne Chobanik at Dwayne.Chobanik@agr.gc.ca 

 

  

 

British Columbia: Doug Edwards 

E-mail:  Doug.Edwards@agr.gc.ca 

Phone:   (250) 554-5204 

Fax:       (250) 554-5229 

 

Alberta: Charles Sudom 

E-mail:  Charles.Sudom@agr.gc.ca 

Phone:   (403) 529-8528 

Fax:       (403) 526-0358 

Saskatchewan: Shirley Sawatzky 

E-mail:  Shirley.Sawatzky@agr.gc.ca 

Phone:   (306) 882-5679 

Fax:       (306) 882-4055 

 

Manitoba: Tim Rollheiser 

E-mail:  Tim.Rollheiser@agr.gc.ca 

Phone:   (204) 578-3639 

Fax:       (204) 726-7619 

mailto:Trevor.Hadwen@agr.gc.ca
mailto:Dwayne.Chobanik@agr.gc.ca
mailto:Doug.Edwards@agr.gc.ca
mailto:Doug.Edwards@agr.gc.ca
mailto:Doug.Edwards@agr.gc.ca
mailto:Tim.Rollheiser@agr.gc.ca
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Introduction 

 

The weather during the 2011 agricultural growing season was challenging for many producers 

throughout the Prairie region. An exceptionally wet spring, record flooding, saturated soils, significant 

dry periods, and drought impacted many farm operations. Flooding along the Souris, Qu’Appelle, 

Assiniboine, and Red River basins, and various lakes, most notably Lake Manitoba, was extreme and 

unprecedented. Many record-high water levels and flows were experienced in Saskatchewan and 

Manitoba. Statistically, the Assiniboine River flooding was classified as a “one-in-330-year” event, 

while the Lake Manitoba flooding was a “one-in-2000-year” event.   

 

Excessive spring soil moisture and substantial flooding caused seeding delays, which resulted in a 

considerable amount of agricultural area remaining unseeded. Some producers, who were able to seed 

early, could only watch as record rains saturated and then flooded their fields. More than 4.6 million 

hectares (11.4 million acres) went unseeded on the Prairies. An additional 740,000 hectares (1.8 

million acres) was seeded and subsequently flooded. This represents a total of more than 5.3 million 

hectares (13.2 million acres) of agricultural land that didn’t produce a crop due to flooding this past 

year. For some farmers in eastern Saskatchewan and western Manitoba, this was the second 

consecutive year where excess moisture prevented any seeding. The financial cost of the flood 

response and compensation to the federal and provincial governments was more than $1 billion. 

Nearly  $400 million in Agri-Recovery support was made available to Prairie producers in 2011. 

 

As the summer progressed, flooding and excess moisture continued to cause problems for many 

producers. Damages from the unprecedented flooding resulted in significant changes from normal 

farm operations. Impassable roads and washed-out bridges meant producers had to find alternate 

routes to access fields to care for their livestock. Producers struggled to find dry land to graze and 

many were forced to relocate livestock due to flooded pastures. Flooded hay lands resulted in feed 

supply concerns.   

 

While the southern Prairies experienced floods and excess moisture throughout the spring, the 

northern Prairies dealt with dry conditions and drought. As the summer progressed, conditions 

reversed and the northern Prairies received significant precipitation while the southern areas, 

especially Manitoba, went through long dry periods. Even with the flooding and excess moisture, 

southeast Manitoba was eventually classified as an area of drought. With the reversal of weather came 

a reversal of fortunes as yields turned from average to above average in both quantity and quality, 

where crops were seeded and not subsequently washed out.   

 

This report details the variable climate conditions and agroclimate impacts encountered by Prairie 

agricultural producers throughout the 2011 growing season and provides a forecast for early 2012.    
 

Conditions Leading into the 2011 Growing Season 

Conditions in 2010 set the stage for the record moisture conditions and impacts experienced in 2011. 

During the 2010 growing season, much of the Prairies, with the exception of the Peace River Region 

of Alberta and British Columbia, experienced high to record levels of rainfall. Additional moisture 

received through late fall compounded existing problems causing increased soil saturation and 

standing water on fields and in ditches as winter set in. At freeze-up, soil moisture levels were the 

second highest on record in Manitoba since 1948, with 2009 being the highest. Spring flooding 

concerns were on the minds of officials early in the fall, and the forecast of a strong La Niña, a 

weather pattern that typically results in above-normal precipitation and below-normal temperatures for 

the Prairie region, gave officials more reason to be concerned and to prepare for the high probability of 

spring flooding.   

 

2011 Agroclimate Conditions 
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More than twice the normal amount of snow fell over central Alberta, central and southeastern 

Saskatchewan, and southwestern Manitoba. At the midpoint of the winter, snowfall totals were at a 15-

year high for a good portion of the Prairie region. The greater than normal snowpack, in addition to the 

saturated soils, increased the concern for significant flooding. Risks were greatest in southeast 

Saskatchewan and southern Manitoba as well as some localized regions in southern Alberta.   

 

In contrast, the Peace River region of Alberta and British Columbia continued to suffer significant 

precipitation shortages, ongoing since the 2008 growing season. Throughout the summer of 2010, this 

region received approximately 150 mm (5.90 inches) of rainfall, just over half the normal precipitation 

for that period. Extremely dry fall conditions, combined with multiple years of drought, and water and 

feed shortages caused significant concern for drought heading into the spring of 2011.    
  

Spring 2011 

With the onset of spring, producers, home owners, and all levels of government prepared for the 

inevitable flooding; however the flooding was even greater than predicted. Initial flooding was 

moderated by cool temperatures and a slow melt. As temperatures warmed, significant flooding 

rapidly resulted from the melt of above-normal snow packs sitting on soils still saturated from the 

previous year. By the first week of April, the Red River peaked in Winnipeg with water levels the 

third highest in the last 150 years; the Assiniboine River crested days later. By mid-April, runoff 

advanced and caused significant flooding along the Red, Assiniboine, and Souris rivers, as well as 

many lakes and smaller tributaries. Manitoba declared a high flood risk for six river systems, including 

the two that pass through Winnipeg.  

 

Near the end of April, a spring storm brought heavy snow which significantly added to the already wet 

conditions throughout southeast Saskatchewan and western Manitoba. Strong northerly winds gusting 

near 90 km/h (56 miles) and falling snow produced blizzard conditions which resulted in 30 cm (11.8 

inches) of additional snowpack. This storm followed heavy rains days earlier that produced greater 

than 40 mm (1.6 inches) of precipitation for much of the region. The cumulative effects of both 

weather events resulted in many calf and cattle losses due to hypothermia, disorientation, and 

trampling. The additional moisture also increased flooding and the number of impassable or 

completely washed out roads. Road closures meant significant detours to gain access to fields or 

pasture land. This caused additional problems for producers who needed to move equipment and 

livestock. With forage and pasture growth delayed, several reports indicated that producers had 

incurred additional feeding costs for their cattle due to insufficient grass growth.  

 

By early May, unprecedented flooding had occurred throughout much of southern Manitoba and 

southwestern Saskatchewan. On May 9, the Manitoba government declared a province-wide state of 

emergency and issued evacuation notices for several municipalities along the Assiniboine River. In 

Brandon, the Assiniboine River reached its highest level since 1923 and kept rising, with levels seven 

metres (23 feet) higher and twenty to thirty times wider than normal. Flooding near Brandon lasted 

nearly 120 days and was the largest on record. The flooding event impacted thousands of residents, 

with nearly 2,000 members of the Canadian Forces assisting in the flood response efforts.   

 

Water levels on various lakes in the region also saw significant flooding including the Qu’Appelle 

Lakes, Shoal Lakes and most notably Lake Manitoba. Reservoirs were also at capacity throughout the 

region. To reduce flood severity downstream on the Assiniboine River, water was diverted to Lake 

Manitoba through the Portage Diversion Channel at rates significantly higher than the designed 

capacity of the channel. As a result, Lake Manitoba peaked higher than the flooding in 1955. 

Significant flooding to agricultural land and surrounding communities occurred. There were reports of 

major damage to property and infrastructure, including fences, roads, bridges and damage to farmland. 

By May 14, the Province of Manitoba initiated a controlled emergency release of water at the Hoop 

and Holler Bend, east of Portage la Prairie, to reduce the likelihood of catastrophic dike failure 
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downstream. A small amount of agricultural land was flooded as a result; however far less than 

originally predicted and considerably less than if the dike had failed.  

 

As a result of flooding throughout Manitoba, the province also issued a livestock emergency. 

Producers in the rural municipalities of Alonsa, Lakeview, Westbourne, Portage La Prairie, 

Woodlands, St. Laurent, Coldwell, Eriksdale, Siglunes and the Lake Manitoba region were ordered to 

evacuate livestock from the flood zone.  For Manitoba, the impact of these flooding events included 

more than 7,000 residents displaced from their homes, with 2,700 still evacuated at the end of the year. 

Flooding affected nearly 1.2 million hectares (3 million acres) of farmland, resulting in the relocation 

of thousands of cattle. Local states of emergency were declared for 70 Manitoba communities, with 

flood waters forcing closures of 850 roads, including portions of the Trans-Canada Highway.  

 

Excessively wet conditions continued into June. Nearly 30 per cent of the entire agricultural area on 

the Prairies was experiencing extreme to record-breaking precipitation between April 1 and June 13 

(Map 1). Wet conditions delayed forage and pasture growth, and seeding delays were estimated 

between one and four weeks. More than 5.3 million hectares (13.2 million acres) went unseeded or 

was seeded and subsequently flooded across the Prairies. The majority of this total, 3.4 million 

hectares (8.3 million acres) was reported in Saskatchewan. A record 1.3 million hectares (3.1 million 

acres) of farmland went unseeded in Manitoba; the previous record of 570,000 hectares (1.4 million 

acres) occurred in 2005. In addition, 202,000 hectares (500,000 acres) of Manitoba cropland was 

subsequently flooded following spring seeding. 

In response to the unprecedented flooding, a number of federal/provincial Agri-Recovery programs 

were put in place to help address the impact. These were established in each of the three Prairie 

provinces and assisted producers with the added costs incurred from excess moisture and flooding of 

crop land in 2011. Of the more than $400 million available, the largest share ($240 million) went to 

Saskatchewan producers. 

Figure 1: Spring Precipitation 2011 
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While producers struggled with excess moisture and flooding in the southern Prairies, the northern and 

central agricultural regions of Alberta and Saskatchewan began to worry about the lack of 

precipitation and poor soil moisture. On May 13, a large wildfire occurred in northern Alberta, fuelled 

by dry conditions and aided by 100 km/h (62 mp/h) winds. The blaze raced through the town of Slave 

Lake, causing the evacuation of most of the 7,000 residents. One-third of the homes and businesses 

(about 400 structures) were incinerated. Outside of town, flames consumed 220km2 (85 miles2) of 

timber and range land. 

 

Dry conditions continued throughout the northern agricultural regions of the Prairies until mid-June, 

with large portions receiving rainfall in the lowest 10th percentile. However, conditions in the north 

changed the week of June 14, as a series of storms brought between 80 to 150 mm (3.15 to 5.90 

inches) of precipitation to the region (Map 2). The rainfall helped to reverse the previously dry 

conditions and brought precipitation levels back to near normal for the growing season.  

On June 17, 2011, a significant rainfall event in southeast Saskatchewan, centered on Weyburn, 

dropped approximately 200 mm (7.87 inches) of precipitation, with some localized reports of nearly 

275 mm (11.8 inches). This intense storm event and the subsequent overland flooding caused many 

communities to declare a state of emergency. This was the second significant flood event for the 

region in 2011 and had devastating impacts that were felt downstream along the Souris River into 

North Dakota and Manitoba. The high water levels forced officials to release water from the Rafferty, 

Boundary, and Alameda Dams to ease the water pressure and to try to keep the reservoirs at a safe 

level. The extraordinary water releases resulted in significant flooding of agricultural land and 

negatively impacted a number of small communities including parts of Estevan and the village of 

Roche Percee. The ensuing flooding forced 800 people from their homes in Estevan and nearly 4,000 

in total downstream. In Minot, 12,000 people were evacuated from their homes as flood waters 

reached record levels, with some places reporting several metres higher than previous records. 

Figure 2: Late Spring Storms 
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Downstream of Minot, several Manitoba communities along the Souris River, including Melita, 

Souris, and Wawanesa were forced to raise their dikes even higher to prevent further flooding. During 

the second week of July, more than 150 days into the flood season, the Souris finally crested at twice 

the rate experienced when it first peaked in late April.  

 

Summer 2011  

Producers continued to deal with the impacts of excess moisture and flooding throughout the growing 

season.  Flooded hay fields, poor feed supplies, impassable roads and property damage all resulted in a 

frustrating year for producers in the flood ravaged regions.  By the middle of the summer, more than 

twenty-five per cent of the Prairie agricultural land base had received extremely high precipitation 

since April 1. This area contained 13,700 farms and more than 2.3 million cattle. Water levels 

continued to be extremely high on lakes and rivers throughout Manitoba and eastern Saskatchewan.   

 

In contrast to the extremely wet spring, southern Manitoba received well-below normal precipitation 

throughout much of the summer, which turned the attention away from flooding and more toward a 

concern for drought. The abnormally dry conditions throughout the southeastern portion of the 

province in late June progressed into record-dry conditions in July (Map 3). 

According to Environment Canada, July 2011 was the driest July on record in Winnipeg since 1872. 

This was consistent across a large portion of southern Manitoba. Winnipeg, which would normally 

receive approximately 70 mm (2.75 inches) of rain in July, received only 10 mm (0.40 inches). 

Although flooding impacts were still apparent in late July throughout portions of Manitoba and 

Saskatchewan, evacuation notices were lifted along the Souris River. Water levels declined along the 

Souris and Assiniboine rivers. This allowed the Shellmouth Dam to return to a normal operating range 

and the gates to close at the Portage Diversion. However, high water advisories remained in place for 

the majority of the lakes and rivers in Manitoba.  

 

Figure 3: Summer Precipitation 2011 
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 Fall 2011   

Fall precipitation typically recharges soil moisture and is often a good indicator of soil moisture 

conditions the following spring, given an average winter. For the majority of the northern agricultural 

area and southwest Saskatchewan, fall precipitation was below to well below-normal (Map 4), and 

temperatures were significantly above-normal throughout September and October. A number of all-time 

monthly high temperature records were set when a heat wave passed through the Prairies in early 

October. Warmer than normal temperatures continued until mid-month, then temperatures started to 

cool. The warm dry fall provided little soil recharge in the regions that were dry through the latter part of 

the summer. Some areas that had previously reported flooding now faced significant moisture deficits 

due to low levels of precipitation. Unless there is significant late winter and early spring precipitation, 

large regions of central and northern Alberta, western Saskatchewan and central Manitoba could enter 

the 2012 growing season with poor soil moisture.  

The warm, dry fall period accelerated the development of late-seeded crops and provided excellent 

harvest conditions. The fall heat resulted in ideal harvest conditions for many producers, especially 

following the late start caused by the moisture-heavy spring. In contrast to the yield expectations early in 

the season, the majority of Alberta, Saskatchewan and the eastern edge of Manitoba all saw average to 

above-average hay yields (Map 5). Although west-central Saskatchewan (Swift Current, Rosetown and 

Outlook) was dry throughout much of the summer and fall, it reported the best crop yield in a number of 

years, reporting greater than 150 per cent of normal. This was mainly due to moisture reserves from 

spring and summer of 2010 and above-normal winter snowpack. In contrast, below-average to average 

hay yields were reported for much of Manitoba due to flooding and drought. The Westlake region was 

the most impacted, with the first cut of hay not coming off of the fields until early August, three weeks 

later than normal. 

 

Figure 4: Fall Precipitation  
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The lack of soil moisture heading into the winter was a concern for both cattle producers and those 

seeding winter wheat. The driest region was central Alberta, where less than 25 mm (1 inch) of 

precipitation was received from September to the end of October. This same region received very little 

precipitation throughout August, resulting in very dry soils at the time of freeze-up. This also raised 

concern that the region may slip back into drought in the spring of 2012 if above-normal snowfall or 

significant spring precipitation is not received. Central regions of Manitoba were also very dry 

throughout the late summer and fall period, with large portions of this region reporting a precipitation 

shortfall of more than 70 mm (2.76 inches).  

 

In contrast, southeast Saskatchewan, particularly the Souris Basin, went into the winter with saturated 

soils and standing water in many places. After an extremely wet spring, both in terms of snow melt and 

rain that followed, soil moisture stayed relatively high throughout the summer. Although fall 

precipitation was near-normal in much of southeast Saskatchewan, standing water and saturated soils 

were prevalent at freeze up. The Saskatchewan Watershed Authority continued to release above-normal 

amounts of water from area reservoirs to draw down water levels for additional spring snowmelt storage 

capacity.  

 

At the end of October, heading into freeze-up there were many negative impacts that producers were 

dealing with as a result of the flooding, drought or excess moisture which occurred during the 2011 

growing season (Map 6). Areas that were impacted experienced significant reductions in feed, straw, and 

pasture area as described below. Many producers were forced to relocate livestock or reduce their herds. 

However, producers were generally optimistic that forage production should be average for the 2012 

growing season, if near-normal precipitation is received throughout the winter months (Map 7). Based 

on water supply reports at the end of October, the large majority of producers anticipate no water supply 

shortages (Map 8).  

 

 

Figure 5: 2011 Hay Yields 

Hay Yields: 

Percent of Cattle 

Within Each Category 

3.1%0.2%1.4%

44.0%

51.1%



 2011 Seasonal Review  |  Prairie Agroclimate Conditions  

8 

 Figure 6: Forage Production Affected by Flood and/or Drought 

Forage Production Affected 

by Flood and/or Drought:

Percent of Cattle

Within Each Category

19.9%3.8%
18.3%

58.1%

Figure 7: Forage Production Outlook for Spring 2012 

Forage Production Outlook 2012:

Percent of Cattle

Within Each Category

10.3% 5.4%

84.3%
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Rural municipalities in the heavily impacted regions of Saskatchewan and Manitoba reported that 

approximately 30 per cent of pasture land was under water, and in many cases, sloughs tripled in size 

reducing the available pasture and arable land. This created feed shortages for portions of flooded 

regions in Manitoba (Map 9). Due to the excess moisture and consecutive years of flooding over the 

previous four years, many producers in the Westlake and Interlake regions were finding it difficult to 

access feed (Map 10). Many areas which normally rely heavily on green feed and slough hay to 

supplement feed for livestock were unable to do so this year. It was reported that calves were 

approximately 22.5 to 34.0 kg (50 to 75 lbs) lighter than normal, and producers were renting pasture 

more than two hours away or hauling hay more than 60 km (37.3 miles) due to impassable roads and 

lack of feed availability. 

 

Many producers throughout the southern Prairies expected straw or bedding shortages for livestock 

heading into the winter (Map 11). Portions of southeast Saskatchewan and the Manitoba Interlake and 

Westlake regions had already experienced straw shortages due to continued excessive moisture and 

significant unseeded acres. As a result, many animals had to be relocated to dry pasture or accessible 

feed. The highest rate of relocation occurred in the south western Interlake and Westlake regions of 

Manitoba (Map 12). Minor amounts of cattle were also relocated in northern Alberta due to flood, 

drought or a combination of both.   

 

This growing season also marked some recovery in the Peace River region. After experiencing more 

than three consecutive years of drought, and below-average precipitation, moisture levels this year were 

generally sufficient enough to allow for average hay growth and average to above-average pasture and 

forage growth. However, by the end of the growing season, the region once again regressed into a 

moderate drought condition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rural municipalities in the heavily impacted regions of Saskatchewan and Manitoba reported that 

approximately 30 per cent of pasture land was under water, and in many cases, sloughs tripled in size 

reducing the available pasture and arable land. This created feed shortages for portions of flooded 

regions in Manitoba (Map 9). Due to the excess moisture and consecutive years of flooding over the 

previous four years, many in the Westlake and Interlake regions are finding it difficult to access feed 

(Map 10). Many areas which normally rely heavily on green feed and slough hay to supplement feed for 

livestock were unable to do so this year. It has been reported that calves were approximately 22.5 to 34.0 

kg (50 to 75 lbs) lighter than normal, and producers were renting pasture more than two hours away or 

hauling hay more than 60 km (37.3 miles) due to impassable roads. 

 

Many producers throughout the southern Prairies expect straw or bedding shortages for livestock 

heading into the winter (Map 11). Portions of southeast Saskatchewan and the Manitoba Interlake and 

Westlake regions have already experienced straw shortages due to continued excessive moisture and 

significant unseeded acres. As a result, many animals had to be relocated to dry pasture or accessible 

feed. The highest rate of relocation occurred in the south western Interlake and Westlake regions of 

Figure 8: On-Farm Surface Water Supply Levels Prior to Winter   
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Figure 9: Forage Supply Levels Prior to Winter   
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Figure 10: Winter Feed Availability 
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Figure 11: Bedding/Straw Supply 
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Figure 12: Degree of Cattle Relocation  
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During December 2011, below-average sea surface temperatures associated with La Niña conditions 

continued across the eastern and central equatorial Pacific Ocean.  The majority of global climate 

models predicted a weak to moderate strength La Niña to continue and to possibly strengthen through 

the winter.  Although 2012 will be a second straight year of La Niña, conditions are expected to be 

weaker and have less impact than last year.   
 

La Niña conditions occur with the appearance of cooler 

than normal waters in the eastern and central Pacific 

Ocean. These cold episodes are characterized by lower 

than normal pressure over Indonesia and northern 

Australia and higher than normal pressure over the eastern 

tropical Pacific. During La Niña winters in Canada, the 

weather typically consists of alternating bouts of freezing 

and thawing. Overall, in western and central Canada, La 

Niña winters tend to be cooler than normal with snowfall 

amounts above-normal from the interior of B.C. to the St. 

Lawrence Valley (Map 13).  
 

According to the seasonal forecast released from Environment Canada January 1, 2012, there is a 

likelihood of above-normal precipitation over much of the agricultural landscapes of Western Canada 

for January, February and March (Map 14). Three areas with the highest probabilities of receiving above

-normal precipitation include southeastern British 

Columbia, the Cypress Hills region of Alberta and 

Saskatchewan, and the Interlake region of Manitoba. 

This could compound problems for the  Interlake 

region which has already experienced flooding in 

both 2010 and 2011.  
 

While the 2011-12 winter began with well above-

normal temperatures, seasonal forecasts released by 

Environment Canada on January 1, 2012 showed a 

high probability of normal temperatures over much 

of the Prairie region (Map 15). Cooler than normal 

temperatures are forecast for much of British 

Columbia and the northern Prairies, including the 

Peace River region. However, if the Arctic oscillation 

remains strong, warmer than normal conditions may 

continue, keeping the cold Arctic temperatures north 

of the agricultural region.  
 

It should be noted that seasonal forecasts are not an 

exact science and need to be viewed with caution, 

especially when the indicators are not significantly 

strong. However, Environment Canada is showing a 

high confidence in the seasonal temperature forecasts. 

Figure 13: La Niña Precipitation Normals 

Figure 14: Precipitation Outlook 

Figure 15: Temperature Outlook 

Winter Outlook 2011-12 
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Although the forecasts are for above-normal precipitation for most of the Prairie region this winter, the 

situation is much drier than last winter. Therefore, the expected spring conditions are likely to be much 

different as well.  Soil moisture in most regions going into the winter of 2011-12 was much less than in 

2010. A warm dry fall not only helped tremendously with the late harvest, but it also resulted in 

significant drying.  Southeast Saskatchewan is the one region that still had significant excess moisture 

and flooding going into the winter.   
 

Spring 2012   

If the winter forecasts are accurate, and the Prairie region does receive above-average snowfall, 

significant flooding is certainly possible, especially for the Souris River basin in southeast Saskatchewan 

and southwest Manitoba.  Soils in these regions were saturated or near saturated at freeze-up and spring 

runoff would not be able to be absorbed. 

  

Through the end of January, the majority of the Prairie region has experienced a milder than expected 

winter, with low precipitation (Map 16) and warm temperatures. A large portion received well-below 

average precipitation since November 1. Although flooding is certainly still a potential risk, concern 

over the lack of snow cover and the potential implications of low runoff and poor soil moisture recharge 

in the spring is growing.  Southern Manitoba, northwest Saskatchewan and central Alberta all started the 

winter with poor to very poor soil moisture.  Two months into winter, the conditions and optimism have 

not improved, as extremely low precipitation has been received in these regions thus far.   
  

The conditions throughout February, March and April will determine the likelihood of spring flooding or 

potential for drought. Snowfall over the winter, spring rains, and spring temperatures will be key 

conditions to watch. The potential for flooding should be reduced with the combination of a slow melt 

with cool daytime and low overnight temperatures. 

Figure 16: Winter Precipitation 2011-12 
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The following summaries and statements on agricultural impacts were gathered up to October 

31, 2011, from interviews with approximately 350 producers and industry representatives across 

the Prairies. 

Peace River Region of British Columbia and Alberta 

 Good re-growth of forage and a warm and dry fall allowed for excellent fall grazing.   

 With average to above-average hay yields, no forage shortages are expected for most of the 

region.  

 Due to abnormally dry conditions for most of August through October, good winter and spring 

precipitation will be required to expect normal or better forage production for next spring.   

 Dugouts and surface water supplies are full or near capacity. 

 In the extreme northern portion of the region, dugouts and surface water supplies are below 

normal, and some shortages possible; but not a major issue yet. Forage and pasture conditions are 

below average, so most cattle are now on winter feed. Hay production was below normal, so some 

potential shortages are possible. Some importing of hay might be required.  
 

Northern Alberta  

 Experienced a wide variety of weather conditions this year ranging from cool wet weather, to a 

late frost and finally drier conditions this fall. 

 Going into fall there is ample growth on pastures and water supplies seem adequate. 

 Since no appreciable rainfall fell since early August, soil moisture conditions are very low.  

 For pastures to have a good start next year, a normal snow pack will be required along with spring 

Appendix A: Regional Summaries 

Figure 17: Agroclimate Impact Monitoring Regions 
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 rains to replenish the soil moisture deficits.  

 There was sufficient feed put up for the herds this year. There are no forecasted shortages for hay, 

bedding or water supplies and harvesting of annual crops is primarily complete. 
 

Central Alberta  

 September weather conditions were perfect for harvest this year. 

 Moisture provided average to above average condition, for both tame and native pastures. 

 At the End of October, soil moisture was very low and some areas were experiencing very low 

subsurface moisture. However, no water shortages are anticipated provided that there is a normal 

winter snowpack and adequate spring rains. 

 Pasture growth generally came to a standstill around the first part of September. Although some 

pastures were in good shape after cattle rotations, there were some reports that cattle had to come 

off pastures earlier than normal. 

 The region generally has an abundance of feed available and increased amounts of silage from 

later seeded crops. However, quality of first cut hay was reduced due to excess moisture early in 

the growing season. 

 There is no shortage of bedding/straw.   
 

Southern Alberta  

 From the very wet spring, a “normal” summer followed with very little rain and very hot 

temperatures which have not been seen for a few years.  

 Crop yields were average, and hay yields were generally average to above average with good 

supply across the region. Both were aided by the warm, dry summer which provided excellent 

harvest conditions.  

 Bedding/straw shortages are anticipated for the eastern portion of the region.  

 There are no water shortages anticipated throughout the region. 
  

Northwest Saskatchewan  

 Forage production was generally average to above average yields with fair to excellent quality. 

 In the northern portion, dry conditions continued into October, impacting pasture conditions and 

decreasing the forage outlook for next spring. The forage production outlook for the remainder of 

the region is average. 

 In the southwest corner along the Alberta border, moisture for hay and pasture lands is short to 

very short. Some producers are experiencing bedding shortages, and forage shortages are 

anticipated. Heading into the winter, the region requires normal winter and spring precipitation. 

 Generally, there are no water supplies issues, with the exception of the southwest. 
 

Northeast Saskatchewan  

 Wet conditions earlier this year have evolved into a dry fall. Although rainfall was enough to 

proceed with fertilization/seeding of winter wheat, soil moisture has decreased prior to winter, 

causing moisture concerns for spring forage development.  

 In general, yields were average to above average with fair to good quality. However, areas that 

were affected by excess moisture/flooding resulted in a high percentage of unseeded acres. 

 Surface water supplies are drying up, but water supplies should be sufficient for the winter, with 

the exception of a small area in the northeast corner. 

 There are some issues with straw availability, but they are very isolated.  

 Normal winter and spring precipitation is needed for the region to help recover.  
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Southwest Saskatchewan  

 Forage production was average to well above average throughout the region. The majority of the 

hay crop was taken off dry and in very good condition. Sporadic rainfall events did reduce the 

quality of a small percentage of the hay crop.   

 Conditions look favourable for an average hay crop in 2012, but snowfall and rain will be required 

as soil reserves are depleted. Both tame and native pasture is looking good prior to winter but it is 

very dry and snow melt and spring rains are required.  

 Forage shortages are not an issue, as there is a surplus of inexpensive hay available. 

 Straw is in short supply due to the fact that farmers do not roll up their straw anymore. Short straw 

cereal varieties as well as rotary combines both negatively affect straw availability. 

 Even though dry conditions exist, water shortages are not anticipated. 

 The negative effects of spring flooding have all but vanished, as the majority of the roads have 

been repaired, with the exception of a couple of soft spots, causing some concern. 
 

Southeast Saskatchewan  

 The west portion of the region reported above average forage production with good to excellent 

quality this year. Many producers expect average to above-average production for next spring 

based on current conditions and normal winter/spring precipitation.   

 Producers report good tame and native pasture conditions heading into the winter.  

 Areas which experienced road damages from excess moisture have returned to normal with 

construction and repairs nearly completed for season.  

 This was a good year for forage production in the eastern portion of the region but a very poor 

year for annual crops.  Some hay lands were flooded but the increased production on non flooded 

hay lands tended to make up the shortfall.  

 Very little cropland was seeded and about half of what was seeded was flooded out. Therefore 

widespread shortages of bedding are occurring. 

 No shortages of water or feed are expected.   
 

Western Manitoba  

 Periods of excessive moisture broken up with periods of dry spells made for an interesting season.  

 Areas adjacent to Lake Dauphin, Lake Winnipegosis and Lake Manitoba were hit the hardest and 

still continue to suffer from the impacts. This includes uncertainties of what the next six months 

will look like, possible bedding and feed shortages in some areas with other areas still cleaning up 

from flooding along Lake Dauphin.  

 On average, areas away from water bodies are normal going into the fall/winter. It is the localized 

areas adjacent to these lakes that need to be monitored. Depending on precipitation this winter, 

things are looking below average to average and remain very unpredictable. 
 

Eastern Manitoba  

 Extreme weather conditions have greatly impacted producers in this region as this season began 

with flooding and ended in drought.  

 Earlier in the year, areas adjacent to Lake Manitoba were essentially unfarmable.  

 Producers have been able to harvest or purchase enough forage for winter feeding.  

 Construction of the drain to help lower water levels in the region is on schedule, but the Manitoba 

Government has warned that water levels in the spring could be high due to ice build up.  

 The pastures are dry going into the fall and winter. Producers are already winter feeding in most 

areas due to the dry conditions after the second cut. Pasture re-growth did not occur which would 

have made field grazing possible. 
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  Appendix B: Interpreting NAIS Map Products  
Agroclimate Impact Monitoring Maps 

These maps are created from responses collected through the Agroclimate Impact Monitoring network. 

The statistics were generated by comparing Statistics Canada’s 2006 Census of Agricultural dataset 

with the output data of a particular question.  

  

The accuracy of the Agroclimate Impact Monitoring map products are dependent on the number of 

participating producers in a particular region, and the density of all volunteer reporters throughout the 

Prairie agricultural landscape. 

Near-Real Time Climate Maps 

Percent of Average Precipitation 

The percentage of long-term average precipitation is a good indicator for providing an accurate 

understanding of general conditions. It is widely used because it is easy to calculate and is easily 

understood by the general population. It is calculated by dividing the actual precipitation by the long 

term average or normal, typically considered to be a 30-year mean. Long-term average precipitation has 

been calculated for a 10 km2 grid over a 1971 to 2000 base period. AAFC collects precipitation data 

from various sources which report daily. These data are put through quality assurance and quality 

control to validate the data. Once the data have been validated, they are then compared to the gridded 

climate normal for the 30-year period producing the map output for various time scales. The same 

“Percentage of Average Precipitation” may have specific impacts at different locations depending upon 

the variability of rainfall year to year. There is a risk that the percent of average could be 

misunderstood, as the average is a mathematical construct and may not represent what an individual 

believes is a normal or average condition. This results when the precipitation over a given period is not 

normally distributed resulting in differences between the mean (average) and the median (the value that 

falls exactly in the middle so that 50 per cent of the cases are above and 50 per cent are below). 

 

Precipitation Compared to Historical Distribution 

Precipitation percentile or decile values provide a method to define conditions based on the frequency 

of their occurrence and avoid some of the weaknesses in using percent of average. The Precipitation 

Compared to Historical Distribution maps use deciles to report current precipitation conditions by 

relating how the current conditions compare to historical accumulated values for the selected time   

period for each selected weather station over the history of that station. A percentile is a value on a 

scale of 100 that indicates the percent of a distribution that is equal to, above or below it. Precipitation 

totals for a given period from the long-term history of a station are first ranked from lowest to highest 

to construct a cumulative frequency distribution. The distribution is then split into ten equal parts 

(deciles). The first decile is the precipitation accumulation not exceeded by the lowest 10 per cent of all 

precipitation values in that record. For example, a station with a value at the 20th percentile tells you 

that 80 per cent of recorded values for that station over the selected time period are higher than the 

current value; or one may expect to see the precipitation higher than the current accumulated amounts 

eight out of ten years, a station at the 80th percentile would see conditions wetter than the current   

conditions 20 per cent of the time or, the frequency of the event occurs eight in every ten years. A     

reasonably long precipitation record (greater than 30 years) is required for this analysis. NAIS products 

use the full extent of the climate record for each station, therefore including as many extreme events as 

possible. One of the important features of this product is that it provides an accurate statistical     

measurement of precipitation that shows the frequency of the event. The accuracy of this indicator is 

linked directly to the number of years being used in the historical record; the longer the record the   

better the indicator.  

 

These products are featured on the Drought Watch website at: 

 www.agr.gc.ca/drought 

http://www.agr.gc.ca/drought
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For More Information 
For agroclimate maps and other climate related products, please  

visit the AAFC Drought Watch website: 

http://www.agr.gc.ca/drought 

 
If you have any questions about the Agroclimate Impact  

Monitoring activity, please contact: 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
National Agroclimate Information Service 

Agri-Environment Services Branch 

Agriculture and Agri-food Canada 

Trevor Hadwen 

Agroclimate Specialist 

(306) 780-8405 

Trevor.Hadwen@agr.gc.ca 

Dwayne Chobanik 

Agroclimate Data Technician 

(306) 780-5156 

Dwayne.Chobanik@agr.gc.ca 
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