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“A State of Perpetual Drought…” 

El Niño Ratchets Up Quickly, and Drought Returns in Force Along with Brutal Heat 
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Above:  What a difference a month made. Left:  Lush, thick green grasses and brush at the start of June 2026.  Right:  

Rapidly dried short grasses due to the combination of heat, wind, and no rainfall between mid-June and mid-July.  Photos 

taken within a mile of each other in north Brownsville, TX. 

 

Season in a Nutshell 
Summer 2026 across the Lower Rio Grande Valley and Deep South Texas ranchlands saw a continuation of   
wetter than average conditions through mid-June, which, which, when added onto the wetness of April and 
May, returned soil moisture values to or above average and completed the necessary relief to grasses, brush, 
and crops.  Unfortunately, the goodness was very short lived:  The combination of a rapid-onset El Niño with 
the persistently negative Pacific Decadal Oscillation (in its seventh year of such condition) “flipped the switch” 
on June 17th, from wet to rain-free for most, as well as hot, breezy to windy, and mainly sunny. June 17th was a 
true harbinger, as heat index, or “feels-like” temperature, shot up to 120 in nearly all of the region, including 
the typically lower-afternoon-humidity Deep South Texas Brush Country (Zapata, Jim Hogg, northern Starr, 
and Brooks).   
 
By the first week of August, Severe (level 2 of 4) Drought developed in southwest Cameron County and 
extreme southeast Hidalgo – locations which were on the wetter side just six weeks earlier. The same rapid-
onset El Niño brought very pronounced wind shear and dry air to the Atlantic Ocean/Caribbean Sea’s “Main 
Development Region”, killing off any threat of a long-track and intense hurricane for the western Caribbean 
and most of the Gulf.  By the end of August, Severe Drought continued to expand across the region, with 
Moderate (Level 1 of 4) Drought in most other areas. The combination of limited rainfall, searing heat, and 

https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/access/monitoring/pdo/


frequently gusty winds were the drivers.  Three wildfires spread rapidly in the worsening heat and drought 
which were prominent over locations with heavy fuel loads, courtesy of well above average rainfall in April-
June, especially in ranchlands.  After a modest, near average start to temperatures in early June, El Niño’s 
rapid strengthening brought the expected brutal heat to the region; 2026 would rival 2023 and 2019 as one of 
the hottest summers (June-August) on record, dating back 100 years or more in several locations.  For the 
season, Brownsville (since 1878) reached 100°F 18 times (second highest on record); Harlingen (cooperative, 
since 1912) reached 15 times (a little above the long-term average), and McAllen reached 67 times (among the 
top five most since 1941). 
 
While a number of dryland crops, and cattle ranches, were stressed by mid to late August as dryness, searing 
heat, low humidity, and gusty winds dominated, one crop – cotton (below) did quite nicely.  The late spring 
and early summer rains aided the necessary growth spurts, with the dry and hot July into August a near-
perfect situation for full bolls to form across tended fields in the Lower Valley.   
 

 
Above:  Photo of cotton harvesting underway in Cameron County, between Brownsville and San Benito, in late August.  

 



 

 
 

Figures 1a and b.  U.S. Drought Monitor maps for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranchlands for June 9 (top, Figure 1a) 

and August 25 (bottom, Figure 1b) 2026.  The summer began moist and green, with no areas in any dryness or drought category.  

However, by September 1 (not shown), the majority of the region was in Moderate to Severe Drought once again.   

 



 
Figure 2.  Summer (June-August) rainfall, including annotated observations from CoCoRaHS, NWS Automated Surface Observing 

Systems (ASOS), and Texas Mesonet stations, shown.   



 
 

 
Figure 3.  Summer (June-August) percent of average rainfall, for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranch country. A wet 

June gave way to a dry July and August, with only local heavy rainfall events making a dent. The heavy bands on June 15 th/early June 

16th in western Hidalgo/eastern Starr and parts of Zapata and Jim Hogg, as well as a stripe near Weslaco and another along the 

southeast Kenedy County/northeast Willacy County coast, were a distant memory by August 31st.  A pocket of very heavy rain on 

August 2 was sufficient to bring summer percentages to over 200% in southwest Brooks. Otherwise, the dry “tilt” in July and August 

turned modest wetness into moderate (50% of average) dryness.   

 



 

Figure 4.  Summer (June-September) temperature rankings.  Despite a wet June, temperatures still ranked among the hottest on 

record; without sufficient rainfall but plenty of heat in July and August. The entire summer ranked among the top-five hottest on 

record, for the second time since 2023. The searing heat ensured that calendar year 2026 would end up among the top ten warmest on 

record for yet another year since 2009/2011.. 

  



 

Figure 5.  June rainfall for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranch country. Data include annotated observations from 

CoCoRaHS, NWS Automated Surface Observing Systems (ASOS), and Texas Mesonet stations.    



 

Figure 6.  June percentage of rainfall for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranch country. Most areas ended up above to 

much above average, with “winners” including Zapata and northern Jim Hogg, a stripe from eastern Starr through southwest Brooks, 

Weslaco to Progreso, and along the Kenedy County coast.    

 

 



 

Figure 7.  June rankings of average temperatures for selected Lower Rio Grande Valley cities. Top five-to-ten warmth that dominated 

the first five months of the year persisted through June, even as early-month rainfall helped keep values in check. 

June started with a general continuation of occasional wet periods interspersed with average to slightly below 

average temperatures, as a series of weak upper-level disturbances moved across the region and state from 

both east and west, providing pockets of mainly sea-breezed induced rainfall – but also at least one Sierra-

Madre induced event (June 4-5) that produced decent rainfall along the Rio Grande Plains, which also helped 

to enhance the sea breeze and create a hyper-local flash flood in west Brownsville on the 5th, where just under 

4” (3.61” at a CoCoRaHS location) fell in a little more than an hour during the late afternoon.  The upper-level 

disturbances would dissipate and be replaced with a weak upper-level high pressure ridge mainly from the 8th 

through the 14th, before the ridge flattened once again as a large-scale upper-level low pressure system 

formed across the upper Midwest/Great Lakes region and nosed southwest into central and north Texas.   

That system allowed a notable (for mid-June) cold front to slide into south Texas, which kicked off widespread 

heavy rainfall from the middle Rio Grande through south and central Texas on the 14th into early on the 15th. 

From the morning of the 15th, when a pronounced, thin feeder band of tropical moisture slammed Weslaco 

with rainfall up to 8”, including pockets of 7” in two hours that created a local high-impact flash flood – to the 

evening and overnight of the 15th into the 16th, the highest area-wide rainfall of the summer fell [possible 

graphic from GIS script]. Minor flooding likely occurred over portions of the upper Valley and Brush Country, 

https://www.krgv.com/videos/disaster-declaration-signed-in-weslaco-amid-flood-watch/


where pockets of estimated 5 to 7+ inches fell during the period - but the main outcome of the rain was to 

continue to build soil moisture levels across more of the region.  

The remnant upper level low across the Texas coast would help develop a hybrid-type surface low  northeast 

of the region;  the leftover upper level energy fused with low level inflow would eventually be sufficient to 

spin up short-lived Tropical Storm Arthur (June 17-18) along the southeast Texas coast; the heaviest rainfall 

would ultimately fall in the open northwest Gulf waters and extend into southern Louisiana and Mississippi, 

well northeast of the center.  

On the backside of Arthur, a two-day period of searing heat left the highest area-wide heat index in modern 

memory during the mid-afternoon of the 18th (Figure 8 or 9) – a harbinger of the then-expected hot and 

generally dry summer to come.  Following the searing heat, a final early-summer upper level disturbance 

provided one final shot of rain to the region on the 19th and 20th before seasonable heat and dry weather 

closed out the month.  

Rainfall for nearly all areas was above average, with departures of 200-400% across parts of Jim Hogg and 

Zapata, and a stripe along the Hidalgo/Starr line extending into southwestern Brooks County. Despite the 

rains, monthly temperatures remained on the warm side compared to the periods of record, with nearly all 

available locations ending up among the top 10 hottest on record for June. 

 



Figure 8: Observed apparent temperature (heat index, or “feels-like” temperature) at 3 PM June 18th, across the Rio Grande 

Valley/Deep South Texas region.  Values above 115°F were observed in all locations except the immediate coast, for more than six 

hours in most locations – a modern-day record for such swelter in the RGV/Deep S. Texas region. 

 

 

 

Figure 9.  July 2026 rainfall for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranch country, annotated with data from CoCoRaHS, 

ASOS, and Texas Mesonet locations, among others.    



 

Figure 10.  July 2026 percentage of average rainfall for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranch country.    



 

Figure 11.  July rankings of average temperatures for selected Lower Rio Grande Valley cities. Top fivewarmth that dominated the 

first five months of the year persisted through July, which was nearly as hot as the near-record July of 2023, despite the month not 

having a period of extreme temperatures. 

July:  What a difference a month made!  After the first two weeks of June featured seasonable temperatures 

and locally abundant rainfall, the hotter end to June was a harbinger for what July would bring – plenty of 

heat, peaking during the last third of the month with average high temperatures ranging from the upper 90s 

mainly east of U.S.77/IH 69E (Brownsville to east of Raymondville toward Laguna Madre) to the century mark 

west of U.S.77/IH 69E, along with persistent gusty south to southeast winds and plenty of sunshine. 

Temperatures during this period ran about 3 degrees above the already-hot 1991-2020 30-year average. The 

heat would rank among the top-five all-time (Figure 11) for most available locations – despite the month not 

having a distinct extreme temperature period (for example, 5°F or more above average).   

Aside from a few pockets of locally heavy rainfall between the 8th and 12th, favoring Willacy and western 

Kenedy County, as well as another pocket in western Zapata and southern Starr on the 23rd, the region was 

largely dry – in a month that is among the driest on the calendar.  Cameron, much of Hidalgo, western Brooks, 

most of Jim Hogg, northern Starr, and northern Zapata all saw rainfall percentage of average between 10-25%, 

with several pockets of 5-10% embedded within.  The combination of heat and little to no rainfall restored 

Abnormal Dryness and even a stripe of Moderate Drought to the region, as short to medium grasses rapidly 

turned from green to “crispy” brown and some brush began to show stress by month’s end.  By the start of 

August, Severe Drought (level 2 of 4) would return to southern Cameron and far southeast Hidalgo (Figure 12), 



courtesy of high evaporation rates that left soil moisture content at only 2% of average in the 1m layer, just 

below the ground.  The rapid onset of moderate to severe drought is an example of “flash” drought from the 

combination of heat, wind, lack of rainfall, and high evaporation rates. 

 

 

Figure 12:.  U.S. Drought Monitor maps for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranchlands for July 14 (left) and August 4 

(right).  In just three weeks, drought/dryness free conditions rapidly changed to 84% of the region in some level of dryness/drought, 

with 45% in at least a Moderate (level 1) drought  

Two somewhat notable events that provided only modest impact occurred in July.  First, a flood “wave” 

generated by the back edge of torrential, and in some cases record-breaking (for mid-July amounts), rainfall 

across portions of the Hill Country, Edwards Plateau, and Winter Garden region of south-central Texas, 

created moderate flooding along the Rio Grande in and just north of Laredo on July 19th, which eventually 

flowed downstream and dissipated into the Falcon International Reservoir, providing a small but notable 

boost in water levels (from 18.5% before the wave, to 21.7% after the wave).  Second, a dissipating complex of 

thunderstorms associated with energy pushed out from Tropical Storm Bertha produced a shield of mid and 

high clouds that lowered daytime temperatures for a single day (July 23) into the upper 80s to lower 90s for 

most areas – while locations across the Rio Grande Plains/southern Starr County heated up sufficiently to 

allow scattered thunderstorms to form toward evening, which dropped 1 to 2” of rainfall.  

Unfortunately, the brief benefit of the rainfall and the flood wave was erased by heat and high evaporation, as 

levels at Falcon International Reservoir dipped back toward 20% total capacity in early August. 

Where rain was scant, evaporation was high, and wind was frequently gusty during the afternoon, rangeland 

grasses and brush that had thickened between April and June turned brittle and became ready-to-burn fuel 

for any wildfires.  On July 26th, one such wildfire developed and spread rapidly in western Brooks County.  The 

“Torch Tree” fire eventually reached 365 acres before being fully contained on the 28th.   



 

Figure 13.  August 2026 rainfall for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranch country, annotated with data from 

CoCoRaHS, ASOS, and Texas Mesonet locations, among others.    



 

Figure 14.  August 2026 percentage of average rainfall for the Lower Rio Grande Valley/Deep S. Texas ranch country.  Other than a 

single-hit event on August 2 in parts of western Hidalgo, eastern Starr, and southwest Brooks, rain was virtually non-existent during a 

brutally hot month.    



 

Figure 15.  August rankings of average temperatures for selected Lower Rio Grande Valley cities. Top five warmth became top three 

warmth for most areas, with McAllen, Raymondville, and Weslaco (tie) hitting number 1 and beating out 2019 

(McAllen/Raymondville) and tying 2023 (Weslaco). 

August maintained July’s hot and largely rain-free conditions – a feature of the rapidly developing strong El 

Niño which traditionally leads to brutally hot and dry conditions through August, and often into September, 

before wetter conditions typically arrive later in autumn. The entire month of August maintained the generally 

above average heat (2 to nearly 3°F above the already-hot 1991-2020 thirty-year average), afternoon breezes, 

and persistent evaporation to worsen drought conditions in many areas as the flash drought continued to 

develop and expand. Monthly temperatures ranked at or near the hottest on record (Figure 15), with McAllen 

edging past 2019 and 2009 (still the hottest July/August on record) into the top spot. One brief exception was 

during the afternoon and early evening of August 2, when the remnants of a weak front combined with very 

hot and humid air to trigger intense, but relatively short-lived, thunderstorms from southwest Brooks through 

western Hidalgo County.  Bias-corrected radar estimates of 2 to 4” were noted in these areas, with 2” in 

McAllen and CoCoRaHS reports between 1.3” and 1.88” in the Mission/McAllen metro.  Gusty winds between 

57 and 62 mph surged across the metro, knocking down tree limbs and a few power lines/poles, and briefly 

knocking out power to more than 25,000 customers in Hidalgo County.  

Other than the noted rain event on August 2nd, few- and far-between sea breeze days created isolated, hyper-

localized downpours that did little to quell the worsening drought.  Those same drying conditions maintained 

the flash drought that began in mid to late July.  Unfortunately, brittle and high grass/brush in the ranchlands 



was tinder for a rapidly developing/spreading wildfire in southwest Kenedy on the 29th through the 31st 

(containment day); more than 2,000 acres burned for the second time since March in the county. 

Reservoir Response 

After rising a bit into early June, conservation levels at Falcon leveled off and began falling slowly into mid-July 

at Falcon International Reservoir, while values at Amistad maintained steady – though near-record low levels 

(around 18.5%) – during this period. Though the Atlantic Hurricane Season through September 1 proved 

“deader than a doornail” for tropical rainfall, a window for rain opened up between July 11 and 18 – the result 

of a weak cold front hooking up with a somewhat strong (for July) upper level disturbance that formed over 

west Texas on the 14th/15th and remained in place through the 18th . Torrential rains of more than 20” fell 

across portions of the Edwards Plateau and Winter Garden region, with other rainfall it 10-15” across the 

Pecos/Devil’s River runoff region – and some of the Mexican tributaries.  These rains helped finally move 

Amistad back above 20% capacity in late July, and a flood wave generated by the rains along the Rio Grande 

near Eagle Pass and Del Rio helped raise Falcon above 20% capacity in late July.   

For Falcon, the benefit by late July would be quickly lost – from a combination of necessary releases to help 

agricultural needs at the end of the 2026 spring/summer growing season, and very high evaporation rates – 

courtesy of near record heat, low/very low humidity, wind, and full sunshine.  Levels that rose above 21% 

conservation capacity dropped to 18.4% in early September.  Amistad, with a deeper pool and routine (small) 

releases, maintained percentages just above 24% into early September.  

 

 

Figure 16.  Amistad minus Falcon International Reservoir Percent of Conservation Capacity, 1996 through present (end of August 

2026). 



 

 

Figure 17.  June-August 2026 average steering pattern, at around 18 thousand feet above ground level, across the United States. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


