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Abstract: Since maize, peanut, and cotton are economically valuable crops in the southeast United
States, their yield amount changes in a future climate are attention-grabbing statistics demanded by
associated stakeholders and policymakers. The Crop System Modeling—Decision Support System
for Agrotechnology Transfer (CSM-DSSAT) models of maize, peanut, and cotton are, respectively,
driven by the North American Regional Climate Change Assessment Program (NARCCAP) Phase 11
regional climate models to estimate current (1971-2000) and future (2041-2070) crop yield amounts.
In particular, the future weather/climate data are based on the Special Report on Emission Scenarios
(SRES) A2 emissions scenario. The NARCCAP realizations show on average that there will be large
temperature increases (~2.7 °C) and minor rainfall decreases (~—0.10 mm/day) with pattern shifts
in the southeast United States. With these future climate projections, the overall future crop yield
amounts appear to be reduced under rainfed conditions. A better estimate of future crop yield
amounts might be achievable by utilizing the so-called weighted ensemble method. It is proposed
that the reduced crop yield amounts in the future could be mitigated by altering the currently adopted
local planting dates without any irrigation support.

Keywords: NARCCAP; MME; DSSAT; crop model; climate change adaptation; planting date

1. Introduction

In order to assess the impacts of weather/climate on agricultural production in the southeast
United States, the North American Regional Climate Change Assessment Program (NARCCAP) Phase
I multi-model regional climate models were employed as a driver in the state-of-art Crop System
Modeling—Decision Support System for Agrotechnology Transfer (CSM-DSSAT) crop models to
estimate three crop (maize, peanut, and cotton) yields for the period of 1981-2003 in our previous
study [1]. It was shown that downscaling is an inevitable step before using any coarse-scale climate
model forecasts in dynamical crop models and crop yield amount estimations could be improved by
using weighted multi-model ensemble methods. While the benefit of downscaling was intensively
examined, future crop yield projections were not covered in Shin et al. [1].

Hence, the authors are mainly considering in the current study how climate change is expected to
affect agriculture in the southeast United States. Agriculture is a major industry in the southeast United
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States and it is a large contributor to total annual United States agricultural production. The estimated
total value of cotton, maize, and peanut for Alabama, Georgia, and Florida in 2019 was $2.55 billion
US dollars [2]. In general, crop yield amount increases as temperature increases, but just until some
threshold temperature is reached. Asan example, peanut yield has been proven to be negatively affected
by temperature increases above a threshold value at an ambient carbon dioxide level. From 32/22
(maximum/minimum temperatures) to 36/26, 40/30, and 44/34 °C, crop yields progressively decrease
by 14%, 59%, and 90% [3]. Individual farmers and consumers should be aware that crop productions
might be affected by projected climate changes. A significant increase in temperatures and shifts in
rainfall patterns could be detrimental to crop yields [4-7] in the southeast United States [8].

Since downscaling is necessary to adjust coarse resolution output of climate reanalysis or model
simulations to account for unresolved processes at crop scales, which can have significant influence
on yield simulations of dynamic crop models, the NARCCAP Phase Il regional climate multi-model
dataset [9,10] is utilized to drive the DSSAT crop models for 30 year-long current and future climate
simulations/projections. The NARCCAP is a large collaborative effort to downscale the World Climate
Research Programme Phase 3 of the Coupled Model Intercomparison Project (WCRP CMIP3) [11]
climate models using six participating regional climate models. Although a more recent downscaling
effort has been introduced using the CMIP5, such as NA-CORDEX (North America—Coordinated
Regional Downscaling Experiment) [12], it is not used in the current study for consistency with our
previous study [1]. While there is not a clear consensus about climate change uncertainties, it is
nonetheless worthwhile to investigate possible climate change scenarios on agricultural production.
Since maize, peanut, and cotton are economically valuable crops in the southeast United States, there
is a high demand for any information on how their yield amount might change in a future climate [13].

The main objectives of this paper are (a) to project the potential effects of climate change on crops
cultivated in the southeast United States, (b) to achieve a more reliable crop yield projection compared
to the commonly-used regular ensemble mean projection, and (c) to explore the suitability of adaptation
planning to cope with the projected effects of climate change. This study is conducted to help guide us
in analyzing possible adaptation strategies to sustain agricultural production in the southeast United
States. Although there are a few publications using point-based crop models to test the effect of shifting
planting dates as a measure to cope with climate change effects [14-17], virtually no studies have been
made using a regional climate model.

The paper is organized as follows: the observed weather/climate and the NARCCAP data are
described in Section 2. The details of the utilized crop models are presented in Section 3. Section 4
shows current and future crop yield simulations/projections, in addition to the assessment of a
weighted ensemble method, and an adaptive practice for crop production in the southeast United
States. The discussion and conclusions follow in Sections 5 and 6, respectively.

2. Weather/Climate Data

2.1. Observed Data

The study area consists of three states (Alabama, Georgia, and Florida) in the southeast United
States. Currently, this region has some of the warmest conditions in the United States. The annual
rainfall amounts range from 1100 to 1400 mm, with the highest amounts occurring along the Gulf
of Mexico and south Florida. The Cooperative Observer Network (COOP) based observed daily
weather records (maximum and minimum temperatures, and precipitation) for the period of 1971-2000
are provided by the Florida Climate Center. The provided data are on a regularly gridded mesh
(~20 x 20 km, roughly resolving the county scale). Since no incoming solar radiation data are recorded
in the COOP data set, the method of Bristow and Campbell [18] is used to estimate the solar
radiation. A total of 1171 weather grid points are available in our study domain. These observed
weather records are the reference inputs used in the maize, peanut, and cotton models to simulate
observed-weather-driven crop yield amounts.
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2.2. NARCCAP Phase I1

The NARCCAP Phase II dataset is selected because its regional climate models (RCMs) are temporally
and spatially appropriate scales to drive dynamical crop models as shown in our previous study [1].
It engages six RCMs driven by four CMIP3 models forced with the Special Report on Emission Scenarios
(SRES) A2 scenario. In its experimental design, each RCM is coupled to one of two selections of CMIP3
models, which are atmosphere-ocean global climate models (AOGCMs). The RCMs are run at a 50 km
horizontal resolution. In this study, the Phase II dataset is collected and statistically further downscaled
to our weather grid points over the southeast United States for use in crop model simulations. Table 1
provides information on the NARCCAP Phase I RCM and AOGCM combination data set used in
this study. Ten combinations of the NARCCAP multi-models are used among the total 12 available
combinations. This is due to the late release of two combinations (EH and MH).

Table 1. The NARCCAP Phase II models. Models utilized in this paper are shaded with abbreviation.

Driving AOGCM
RCM CCSM CGCM3 GFDL HadCM3
CRCM CC C3
ECP2 EG EH
HRM3 HG HH
MM5I MC MH
RCM3 R3 RG
WRFG WC W3

where, RCM: Regional Climate Model; AOGCM: Atmosphere-Ocean Global Climate Model; CRCM: Canadian RCM [19];
ECP2: Scripps Experimental Climate Prediction Center (ECPC) Regional Spectral Model [20]; HRM3: Met Office Hadley
Centre’s RCM version 3 [21]; MMBSI: Fifth-generation Pennsylvania State University—-National Center for Atmospheric
Research (NCAR) Mesoscale Model [22]; RCM3: Regional Climate Model version 3 [23]; WRFG: Weather Research
and Forecasting model [24]; CCSM: NCAR Community Climate Model version 3 [25]; CGCM3: Canadian Global
Climate Model version 3 [26]; GFDL: Geophysical Fluid Dynamics Laboratory Climate Model version 2.1 [27]; HadCM3:
United Kingdom (UK) Hadley Centre Climate Model version 3 [28,29].

3. Crop Model

Crop models have been widely used to project potential impacts of climate change on agriculture
and to search for adaptation options by stakeholders and policy makers. White et al. [30] reviewed a
total of 221 research papers in their study. The main topic of all reviewed papers was about the use of
crop simulation models to examine various aspects of agriculture being affected by climate change.
The review of prior work is beyond the scope of this paper.

The current study utilizes the CSM-DSSAT model [31,32] to simulate crop yield amounts in current
(1971-2000) and future (2041-2070) climates in the southeast United States. The experimental periods
are selected due to the NARCCAP data availability. The CSM-DSSAT integrates the effects of crop
genotype, soil profiles, weather data, and management options into a crop model. Maize, peanut,
and cotton are selected due to their economic value in this region. While the CERES-Maize is utilized
for corn, the CROPGRO is selected for peanut and cotton within the DSSAT crop model. The crop
model uses maximum and minimum temperature, rainfall, and incoming solar radiation from growing
season-long daily weather data. It simulates plant growth and development processes on a daily basis
in a specific location, from planting date to maturity date. As a result, the impact of weather, soils,
and management decisions on crop yield can be well estimated.

The geospatial simulation platform (GEM) [33] is employed to perform the crop simulations for
all grid point locations of the study region. This study uses hypothetical crop coverage on the regularly
gridded mesh and adopts representative crop management practices that reflect current and planned
agricultural land use by farmers. Physical and chemical data for the dominant soil are obtained from
the United States Department of Agriculture-Natural Resources Conservation Service soil surveys of
the three states and corresponding counties [34]. The soil data are reanalyzed following the procedure
shown in Romero et al. [35] and soil profile description is created for a grid with a resolution of 20 km
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% 20 km. Physical and chemical properties included are soil texture, bulk density, soil depth, soil color,
organic carbon, organic nitrogen, pH, and cation exchange capacity. During the reanalysis procedure,
the hydraulic coefficients (saturation, field capacity, and wilting point) are estimated. Additional data
associated with the soil profile description and required for the crop model are added. They are runoff
curve number, soil fertility factor, root growth factor, and carbon/nitrogen ratio. Identical initial soil
moisture conditions (set at 75%) are assumed in all simulations; however, all simulations are started
2 months prior to the planting date to let the soil modules of the crop model stabilize soil moisture at
the time of seedling emergence according to the environmental conditions. Following two previous
associated studies [35,36], the soil fertility factor is set to 0.90 for all soil profiles. The root growth factor
is set as 1.00 for the top soil (0.15 m) and it is never allowed to fall below 0.1 all the way to the bottom of
the soil profile. Residues in the soil profile are set to 1000 kg ha™! at 1% of nitrogen. No fertilization is
applied. Plant density is set to 20.8 seeds m? with row spacing set to 0.91 m. The planting date for each
year is 1 April for maize and cotton, and 25 April for peanut. These dates correspond to the middle
of the range of planting dates reported by USDA-NASS [37]. Therefore, the weather/climate input is
the only parameter that can change crop yields in a given year at a given location in our experiments.
The authors assumed in this study that all crops could potentially be sowed and grown at our defined
1171 grid point locations. However, crop models do not grow crops in urban areas.

4. Results

4.1. Crop Yield Amounts in Current Climate

The observed weather/climate records are first used to drive the DSSAT maize, peanut, and cotton
crop models. Figure 1a shows 30-yr averaged (1971-2000) maize yields under rainfed conditions.
The area averaged maize yield dry matter is 7801 kg ha~!. Crop yield amounts are relatively low
in southern Georgia. This might be due to the soil types around this area. This area corresponds to
the Coastal Plain in Georgia, where soils are not very fertile because of their high content of sand
and highly meteorized clay minerals, as well as for their poor drainage conditions. No yields are
found around the metropolitan areas (e.g., around Atlanta). Although these hypothetical crop yield
distributions cannot be verified with any existing observed crop yield data (see Section 5), the authors
assume, in this study, that these observed-weather-driven crop yields can be used as good proxies for
the observed counterparts. The authors want only weather/climate to be a driving factor, not other
things that might affect crop production in the real world.

The corresponding ten NARCCAP Phase II regional-model-driven maize dry matter yields under
rainfed conditions are shown in Figure 1b—k. There is a large yield variability among the individual
models. The model performance of ten individual members is presented in terms of area-averaged
yield amount, spatial root mean square error (RMSE), and spatial correlation coefficient (SCORR).
Although the models C3 (RMSE = 1032 kg ha~!, SCORR = 0.92) and HH (RMSE = 1273 kg ha™!,
SCORR = 0.93) have relatively higher skill scores for maize, other model members show comparable
skill levels as well. These model performance statistics for the current climate can be used to judge the
individual model reliability for future climate. The good spatial correlation statistics verify that the
dynamical downscaling can capture fine-scale spatial features of weather/climate patterns, which is
essential information for the crop yield simulations [1].

The performance metrics (RSME and SCORR) for peanut and cotton, in addition to maize, are
summarized in Table 2. While the C3 performs better than other members for maize in terms of RMSE,
the HH performs better for peanut and cotton. The HG (HH) shows the best score for peanut (maize and
cotton) in terms of SCORR. If only these metrics are considered, it can be concluded that the performance
of the HRM3 models driven by GFDL and/or HadCM3 are more reliable than other models in the current
(1971-2000) NARCCAP runs. However, more trustworthy skill levels can be assessed by considering
other factors in addition (e.g., crop types, high moment metrics, and/or climate models).
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Figure 1. Simulated (a) observed-weather-driven and (b-k) ten NARCCAP regional-model-driven
maize dry matter yields (30-yr average, 1971-2000) under rainfed conditions. Unit is of kg ha=!. In each
panel, the first value is area averaged yield amount, the second one RMSE, and the third one spatial
correlation with the observed-weather-driven yield.
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Table 2. Spatial RMSE and SCORR (spatial correlation) for 30-yr average (1971-2000) crop yield under
rainfed conditions. Gray cells denote the best statistics among the analyzed group.

RMSE SCORR
Crop . .
Maize Peanut Cotton Maize Peanut Cotton
Model
C3 1032 1138 903 0.92 0.79 0.64
CcC 3073 2434 2010 0.80 0.57 0.37
EG 1680 880 1057 0.82 0.79 0.78
HG 1075 974 739 0.92 0.88 0.79
HH 1273 649 423 0.93 0.82 0.80
MC 1487 1251 901 0.85 0.61 047
R3 1859 939 1027 0.82 0.76 0.72
RG 2641 728 599 0.83 0.82 0.72
W3 2333 1685 1553 0.93 0.84 0.71
WC 3977 2120 1826 0.84 0.70 0.64

4.2. Future Climate Projection

The NARCCAP Phase II data provide future model climates, in addition to current model climates.
Hence, it is straightforward to compute future climate change compared to the current climate. Figure 2
shows the ten-member ensemble average projected maximum and minimum temperatures and rainfall
differences between future (2041-2070) and current (1971-2000) NARCCAP runs. While the area-averaged
maximum (minimum) temperature difference is 2.96 °C (2.42 °C), the area-averaged rainfall difference is
—0.10 mm/day. Since the NARCCAP future runs are based on the SRES A2 emissions scenario, this large
temperature increase is an expected outcome. An overall reduction of rainfall amount and shift of the
rainfall pattern are projected in the southeast United States. Climate differences of all ten member models
are summarized in Table 3. It is clearly shown that there are differences in the projected climate change
range: maximum temperature (1.56 to 3.92 °C), minimum temperature (1.71 to 3.37 °C), and rainfall
(=0.50 to 0.55 mm/day). In particular, the projected rainfall variability is relatively large among the used
models. Three (EG, HG, and HH) out of the ten models project rainfall increase especially around southern
Georgia and northern Florida.

3N 34N

33N 3N
3N 3N
3IN 3N

30N 30N

2N 29N

—0.10 mm/day

28N

2N 2N

26N 26N

W BBW  B7W  BOW 85  8dw BN BN  &Tw 80w BIW  BBW  BIW BEW 85V B4W BV  BIW  BIN  BOW BV BEW  B7W BEW  85W  &4W BN BW  BIW  BOW

Figure 2. Projected (a) maximum temperature, (b) minimum temperature, and (c) precipitation
differences between future (year 2041-2070) and current (year 1971-2000) NARCCAP runs. All ten
employed models are simply averaged. Area averaged values are shown.
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Table 3. Projected area-average maximum temperature, minimum temperature, and rainfall differences
between future (2041-2070) and current (1971-2000) NARCCAP runs.

Tmax (°C) Tmin (°C) Rain (mm/day)

Model

C3 3.00 2.58 -0.15
CC 3.61 2.86 -0.21
EG 1.56 2.06 0.55
HG 3.62 3.37 0.16
HH 2.61 243 0.44
MC 2.86 2.26 —-0.50
R3 3.09 2.28 -0.10
RG 3.24 2.55 —-0.52
W3 2.11 1.71 -0.31
WC 3.92 2.12 —-0.38

4.3. Crop Yield Amounts in Future Climate

Positive and negative impacts of climate change in crop production are projected to occur at
different areas of the study region. Due to a projected temperature increase, the crop growing season
length is projected to decrease in the future, by about 1 to 3 days. Water requirements are projected
to increase mostly in counties located in Georgia and less in counties in Florida, probably due to
differences in water balance components (precipitation, evapotranspiration, soil moisture, and runoff).

Figure 3 shows maize dry matter yield differences between future and current NARCCAP Phase II
models. The future maize yield amounts from all models are decreased in terms of area-averaged values
under rainfed conditions due to the increased temperature and reduced/shifted rainfall. They range
from —336 to —2050 kg ha~!. However, the maize yield amounts from some models (C3, EG, HH,
R3, and W3) are projected to increase in some localized areas possibly due to a better environmental
condition for maize production even in a warmer climate. The ten simulated NARCCAP model-driven
yield differences for peanut and cotton, in addition to maize, are summarized in Table 4. In general,
the area-averaged yield amounts in the southeast United States are expected to be reduced for all crops
and models in future climates, except for a few exceptions (EG for peanut; EG and R3 for cotton).

Table 4. Ten simulated NARCCAP regional-model-driven crop dry matter yield differences between
future (2041-2070) and current (1971-2000) runs under rainfed conditions. Unit is of kg ha~L.

Crop

Model Maize Peanut Cotton

C3 —-381 -721 -518
CcC —-1524 -315 —-356
EG -778 179 281
HG —-1905 735 —432
HH -571 —646 -290
MC -1712 —827 —685
R3 —419 —-387 65

RG —-2050 704 -144
W3 —-336 —-206 -62

WC -1217 -394 -219
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4.4. Weighted Ensemble

Many different regional climate scenarios can be realized by the NARCCAP Phase Il multi-model
dataset. A proper combination (or filtering) method can reduce the uncertainties of the climate
projections. Multi-model ensemble approaches have been widely used to obtain a superior prediction
from available weather and/or climate data [38—40]. These studies showed that a weighted ensemble
method performed better than any individual model in their framework.

In this study, two ensemble averaging methods are adopted to combine the NARCCAP Phase II
multi-model regional climate simulations/projections:

(a) Regular Ensemble (RE)

RE=Y" <(F) &
(b) Weighted Ensemble (WE)

WE = Z w;i(E;) )

where N is the number of ensemble members, F; is a forecast by model i and the weights w; are normalized
so that their sum is unity. For equally reliable models (i.e., conventional approach), w; = 1/N. The WE
differs from the RE in that different members are weighted based on prior statistics obtained during a
training period before the forecast phase.

One way of defining the weights for the different models is to relate the weights to a skill score (a;)
of interest: 4

w; = — 3

IV e ®)
where a is a scale parameter (if @ — 0, w; become the RE; if @ — oo, w; pick the best member; we used a =
0.5). For this study, the RMSEs for the NARCCAP runs in current climate (1971-2000; see Table 2) are
used for g;. If the spatial pattern is considered to be a more important outcome, then SCORR can be used
instead. For the current study, the weights are not varying in space to simplify the method. If many
(possibly more than 30 to 50) 30-year-long climate data sets are available, spatially varying weights can be
computed such as the WE method used in Shin et al. [40].

Figure 4 shows multi-model ensembles of maize yield differences between future and current
NARCCAP runs. While the RE is the simple composite of the ten members from Figure 3, the WE is
computed using Equation (2) where different weights are assigned to each model based on the performance
of NARCCAP runs in the current climate. The RE projects a reduced area-averaged maize yield amount
(1091 kg ha™!) in the future. This reduced yield amount can be improved by the WE method to achieve
a more trustworthy projection. According to our chosen WE method, the area-averaged future maize
yield amount is —1066 kg ha~!. Although the adjusted amount is relatively small (Figure 4c; 25 kg ha™1),
the WE is expected to be a better quantitative estimate of future maize yield reduction. If a longer data set
is available, we could consider having spatially varying weights and possibly produce a better future
crop yield change estimation. Similarly, multi-model ensembles of peanut and cotton yield differences
between future and current are shown in Figures 5 and 6, respectively.

4.5. Adaptation Practice

Adaptation strategies, such as the selection of sowing date, changing hybrids and cultivars,
adopting different fertilization, and conversion of agriculturally important non-irrigated to irrigated
areas, were recommended as options to reduce the potential negative impact of climate warming.
Adaptation is considered as a responsibility of farmers and agri-business decision-makers, and it is
often considered a government policy response in agriculture to develop a climate change policy [41].
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Figure 4. Multi-model ensembles of maize dry matter yield differences between future and current
NARCCAP runs from Figure 3; (a) the regular ensemble, (b) the weighted ensemble, and (c) their
difference. Unit is of kg ha™!. Area averaged values are shown.
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Figure 6. As in Figure 4, but for cotton.
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In the previous two subsections, it was found that the southeast United States might experience
serious crop reduction in the future (2041-2070). How can we resolve or minimize this crop reduction
problem? The increased temperature and reduced/shifted rainfall might be modulated by intensive
use of irrigation systems. However, the cost of the irrigation system cannot be ignored. What is the
most cost-effective way to minimize the crop reduction? Without irrigation support (i.e., no extra
cost), simply altering the currently adopted planting dates can relieve the crop yield reduction in the
future. The CSM-DSSAT crop models are re-implemented with six different planning dates (+14, 28,
and +42 days). For the NARCCAP C3 model, an earlier planting date (—14 day) than the baseline
planting date (1 April) can relieve the maize yield reduction problem in the southeast United States,
except for south Florida (Figure 7). If the maize is planted +48 days later, the maize yield amount can
be substantially increased in south Florida, as shown in Figure 7f. Figure 7 can provide stakeholders
very useful information for their future adaptation planning. A similar pattern of crop yield changes is
obtained from different models and crops (e.g., Figure 8 for peanut and Figure 9 for cotton). The most
important lesson we learned is that altering the planting date (well-guided by specialists) might be
the most cost-effective and easiest adaptation strategy to minimize the negative impact of upcoming
climate change on economically valuable crops in the southeast United States.
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Figure 7. Simulated NARCCAP C3 regional-model-driven future maize dry matter yield differences
between six different planning dates (+14, +28, and +42 days) and the control planting date (1 April)
under rainfed conditions. Unit is of kg ha™!. Area averaged values are shown.
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5. Discussion

In this study, the authors did not use the NASS crop yield data in order to validate our crop
model yield amounts in the current climate (1971-2000). It should be noted that the NASS provides
county-level yield estimates. However, the NASS data, depending on crop varieties, are not available
for the majority of our hypothetical 20 by 20 km grid cell locations. In addition, the NASS report
includes the technology trend that is inherent in the data per se. Evolution in genetics, agrochemicals,
machinery, etc. has made agriculture more efficient, increasing yields, which are not climate-related.
It is possible to remove the technology trend from the NASS time series; but unfortunately, there are no
standard, proven scientific methods to do that. This issue will add an unnecessary source of uncertainty
in the analysis of the present paper since removing the technology trend is too subjective. In addition,
the calibration and validation of the DSSAT crop model are out of the scope of this paper. The employed
DSSAT model has been well-calibrated and validated by other scientists around the southeast United
States [e.g., the southeastern Climate Consortium (SECC) group]. The crop models were calibrated
using field experiments in the region, carried out by a private sector company that does not allow
the disclosure of the experimental data or scientists to mention the source of the data for calibrating
the model.

It should be acknowledged that the SRES A2 scenario and CMIP3 are dated. Not only have CMIP5
RCPs (Representative Concentration Pathways) been available for some time, but CMIP6 scenarios are
forthcoming. However, the NARCCAP Phase II data were only recently available to scientific communities
and have not been employed at all to evaluate the crop yield projections in the southeast United States.
Hence, it is worthwhile to explore the value and/or usefulness of the data in crop models. It would be an
interesting endeavor to investigate how using more updated scenarios (CMIP5 or CMIP6) might change
our results relative to the output driven by CMIP3.

Crop yield estimations under rainfed conditions only were considered in the present study.
In fact, the authors performed extra experiments to estimate crop yield amount using a full irrigation
assumption. That is, water is supplied to the crops whenever the crops experience water stress. In order
to present our results concisely and effectively, these results were not shown in this paper, but they could
help estimate how much water irrigation is needed in a future climate. Related in-depth studies for
hydrological practice with crop models can be found in Siad et al. [42] and Lépez-Lambrafio, et al. [43].
Furthermore, an economic analysis for the irrigation system can be performed using our results.
The net present value (NPV) and the internal rate of return (IRR) can be used to measure the returns of
the irrigation systems [44,45]. The NPV compares the discounted costs of a project with the discounted
benefits. If the NPV of a project is negative, then costs are higher than benefits; consequently, the
implementation of the project should be rejected. The IRR is the discount rate at which the NPV just
equals zero. The IRR represents the average earning power of the money generated by the project
over its lifetime. In practice, most policy and decisionmakers accept (reject) a project if the appropriate
discount rate is less (greater) than the IRR [46,47].

To evaluate the economic impact of improving the projection of future regional crop yield at a farm
level, the implementation of a Treatment Effect (TE) analysis can be used. TE is a project evaluation
technique commonly used in economics [48]. In general terms, TE is measured by the difference in the
total value of farm output (TVFO) between farmers using the improved climate-based farm management
strategies (treated), and the incomes of farmers who did not (control). A quasi-experimental design
can be used to estimate the economic impact of improving crop forecasting. Specifically, we can use
hypothetical scenarios based on optimal farm management practices. In doing so, we can measure,
at the optimum level of production, the value of improved climate information.

6. Conclusions

It is well documented that climate change and/or variability can influence agricultural yields and
incomes. In this regard, climate information and projections offer a potential to tailor agricultural
management to mitigate impacts of adverse conditions and to take advantage of favorable conditions.
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Thus, improved projections offer farmers a managerial tool to reduce the uncertainty of future events.
The yield projection technique proposed in this paper offers a marginal improvement with respect
to previous ones by reducing the deviation from the mean of yield projections. In doing so, we also
reduce farmers’ perception of production risk based on future climatic conditions by decreasing the
uncertainties of a cop model.

The NARCCAP Phase I regional climate models were mainly used in our previous study [1], where the
importance of downscaling and the usefulness of a weighted ensemble for crop yield simulations were
emphasized. However, the Phase I regional climate data do not include the future climate projections.
Hence, the NARCCAP Phase II regional multi-model weather/climate data were utilized in this study
to drive economically valuable maize, peanut, and cotton models to estimate current (1971-2000) and
future (2041-2070) crop yield amounts in the southeast United States (Alabama, Georgia, and Florida).
Ten combinations of the NARCCAP regional model data were employed to explore potential impacts
of the SRES A2 emissions scenario-based future climate on agricultural production. The CSM-DSSAT
model was utilized to simulate crop yield amounts. Maize, peanut, and cotton were selected due to
their economic value in the southeast United States. While the CERES-Maize was used for maize,
the CROPGRO was utilized for peanut and cotton within the DSSAT crop model system. The crop
model uses maximum and minimum temperature, rainfall, and incoming solar radiation from growing
season-long daily weather data.

The observed-weather-driven crop yields were first compared with ten NARCCAP
regional-model-driven yields under rainfed conditions for the current (1979-2000) climate in order
to assess the performance of the employed regional climate models in terms of RMSE and SCORR.
There was a large yield variability among the individual models. The model performance statistics for the
current climate were used to judge the individual model reliability for future climate. Since there will be
substantial temperature increases and rainfall decreases/shifts in the future according to the NARCCAP
projections, the crops could experience unfavorable environmental conditions to produce the current level
of crop yield amount. It was presented that, on average, future maize, peanut, and cotton yield amounts
were projected to be significantly decreased under rainfed conditions in our study domain. A weighted
ensemble technique was used to provide a better estimate of future crop yield amounts driven by the
NARCCAP data. In the weighted ensemble, different weights were assigned to each model based on the
performance metrics of NARCCAP runs for the current climate. The weighted ensemble could be a better
quantitative estimate of future crop yield reduction by intelligently combining the multi-model members.
In order to reduce the potential negative impact of climate change, a suitable adaptive approach, altering
the currently used planting date, was proposed to minimize the reduced crop yield problem in the future
without relying on expensive irrigation support in the southeast United States.
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