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Editor's Notebook
They seem to be over now, but we shouldn't lull ourselves into thinking that the
droughts of 1988-89 were anomalies. Because weather patterns do not stick
neatly to annual averages, unusually low rainfall occurs somewhere in the country just about every year. The effect varies significantly from place to place. It
depends not only on how much rain falls, but how sensitive the vegetation is to
even small shortfalls of rain, dependence of local industries on rainfall, and the
ability of public and private institutions to cope with the resulting problems.
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Three articles in this issue address droughts and their consequences, helping to
place the 1988 drought in a larger context. Jane Porter's historical treatment of
drought in the Great Plains demonstrates the profound impact of rainfall, or the
lack of it, on the development of the American Prairie between the Mississippi
and the Rockies. Waves of settlers swept into these areas with high expectations about a new life centered on farming as they had known it in the east. But
they discovered a very different climate, with rain in short supply. After a series
of dry years, these settlers abandoned not only their dreams, but their houses,
farms, even communities. Over time, new settlers adjusted their way of life and
farming practices to better fit the regional conditions, particularly the lack of
rain. Even with such adjustments, erratic rainfall in much of the Great Plains
continues to make the region susceptible to drought.
Petrulis, Sommer, and Mines show how the impact of a severe drought can vary
dramatically from one area to another, depending principally on the type of agriculture and its importance to the local economy. Their estimates confirm the
intuitive: the more dependent an area is on agriculture, the more severely it suffers from drought. Less obvious is the fact that farm-dependent areas with better developed retail and service industries, which we would generally consider a
good thing, are hurt even more than areas with a narrow farm production economic base. These more self-contained areas suffer more because of the slowdown of purchases of goods and services by farmers when farm incomes fall.
While farm income fell in some places because of the drought, Qajewski and
Duncan found that, even in hard-hit areas, banks are in a good position to
extend credit, and borrowers have been continuing to make payments on their
outstanding loans. Drought-induced high crop prices, large stocks of crops.
Federal assistance to farmers, and cautious borrowing and lending practices (a
carryover from lessons learned during the hard times earlier in the decade), all
helped rural banks pull through the 1988 drought. The combination of prudent
decisions by both borrowers and lenders and government assistance meant our
banking system was minimally affected by the drought.
Once again, 1 want to invite researchers across the country to submit manuscripts for publication in RDP. We are interested in reporting on research on the
wide range of issues that might come under the rubric of rural studies. RDP
basically functions as a juried journal. Our editorial board of researchers from
the Agriculture and Rural Economy Division of ERS carries out a blind review of
submitted manuscripts. Manuscripts that satisfy RDP's technical standards and
are suitable for a rural development journal are accepted for publication pending
successful revision to achieve an appropriate writing style. In most cases this
means, with the help of editors and suggestions from indepth reviewers, that the
author substantially revises the manuscript. We reserve the right to reject submitted articles if we judge them not consistent with RDP's mission or standards.
Copies of our authors' guidelines are available upon request, but it is often more
productive to postpone adapting a manuscript to RDP until after it has been
accepted, and we can help with suggestions.
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"The great American desert"
said Zebulon Pike of the Great
Plains. We shouldn't wonder
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drought cycle of good years followed by bad continues to influence the area's population
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About a third of the nonmetro
population saw their income dip
below the poverty level for at
least 1 month in a recent year.
Many of these short-term poor
slip through the welfare safety
net because they belong to
groups the current system was
not designed to serve. In formulating policy, these other poor
need to be remembered too.
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The better a rural community
serves its neighboring farmers,
the more it suffers with them
from setbacks like drought. This
look at five farm regions in
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worked before. Government programs, Federal, State, and local,
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gives a boost to the local economy.
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