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Drought is one of the most damaging natural 
hazards. Various studies rank it first among all 
natural hazards by seriousness of impacts such 

as the loss of life and livelihoods, economic 
losses and the adverse social and ecosystem 

effects



BACKGROUND

• Drought is a normal part of climate, but advanced  planning is rare—crisis management—
ineffective, poorly coordinated, expensive 

• Adaptation, but little emphasis on mitigation measures aimed at risk/vulnerability 
reduction

• Drought relief doesn’t promote self-reliance,  promotes greater reliance on government 
and donors, increases vulnerability

• Eligibility for drought relief—adopters of appropriate management practices ineligible

• Shifting the paradigm to risk management, redirects resources to preparedness and 
mitigation measures aimed at risk reduction.

Source: Wilhite (2016)



HOW LARGE IS THE PROBLEM OF DROUGHT?  
VERY LARGE!

Carrao  et al. 2016

Hazard Map Risk map 
Risk= Hazard x Exposure x vulnerability



If you do what 
you’ve always 

done, you’ll get 
what you’ve 
always got.

We need to 
adopt a new 
paradigm for 

drought 
management!

Source: Wilhite (2016)

UNCCD SUPPORTS COUNTRIES BY ADVOCATING FOR A PARADIGM 
SHIFT: “REACTIVE” TO “PROACTIVE”: BREAKING THE HYDRO-ILLOGICAL 
CYCLE



Source: Wilhite (2016)
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Crisis Management
• Expensive

– Costs + costs of inaction
– Repeats past mistakes

• Post-impact
– Drought relief/emergency assistance

• Rewards poor resource 
management

• Focuses on the symptoms of 
vulnerability, i.e., impacts

• Increases vulnerability, reliance on 
assistance from government & 
donors

• Investment
– Short-term—EWS, building networks, 

collaborations, institutional capacity
– Long-term—structural adjustments, policy 

shifts
• Pre-impact: Risk assessments, mitigation
• Identifies and addresses the root causes 

of vulnerability
• Promotes improved stewardship of 

natural resources
• Reduces vulnerability, builds self-reliance, 

reduces need for gov’t. & donor 
interventions

• Assists w/climate change adaptation

Risk Management



THREE KEY PILLARS OF DROUGHT POLICY & PREPAREDNESS

Source: WMO/GWP IDMP (2016)



UNCCD 2018-2030 STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE ON 
DROUGHT

Implement drought monitoring and early
warning systems

Key Pillar #1



IMPLEMENT DROUGHT MONITORING & EARLY WARNING 
SYSTEMS

Drought early warning systems typically aim to;

• Track

• Assess

• Deliver 

Relevant information concerning climatic, hydrologic and water supply 
conditions and trends. 

Ideally, they have both a monitoring (including impacts) component and a 
forecasting component. 

The objective is to provide timely information in advance of, or during, the early onset of 
drought to prompt action (via threshold triggers) within a drought risk management plan 
as a means of reducing potential impacts. A diligent, integrated, approach is vital for 
monitoring such a slow-onset hazard. 



COMMUNICATE AND RESPOND TO DROUGHT 
• Effective  monitoring and early warning systems require timely, reliable and simple 

communication of drought risk

• The main aim is to identify when to act to reduce the chance of losing human lives and 
mitigate social, environmental and economic impact. 

• The communication needs to be simple so that the risks are understood by all. 

• Several novel and innovative information can be used for rapid, widespread and simple 
communication of drought risk (IPCC 2012). 

• Mobile phone and internet communication technology can be used to spread drought 
risk alerts to all decision-making authorities and virtually all impacted people. 

Communicate and respond to drought warnings 



Assess drought vulnerability 
and risk

Key Pillar #2



Risk

Risk or Likelihood
of drought impact

Sensitivity Coping CapacityRisk is sector specific!

Hazard

Probability of 
a drought 

event with a 
certain 

severity.

Exposure

Amount of 
population, 

livelihoods, assets, 
resources, services 
potentially affected.

Vulnerability

Susceptibility to 
suffer adverse 

effects

D R O U G H T  R I S K  C O N C E P T



Proxy Indicators at Country Level

• Agriculture (% of GDP), 2018; World Bank
• Poverty headcount ratio at $1.90 a day (PPP) (% of total population), 

2018; World Bank

• GDP per capita (current US$), 2018; World Bank
• Energy Consumption per Capita (kg of oil equivalent/capita), 2018; 

World Bank

• Rural population (% of total population), 2018; World Bank
• Refugee population (% of total population), 2018; World Bank

• Improved water source (% of rural population), 2018; World Bank
• Life expectancy at birth (years), 2018; World Bank
• Population ages 15-64 (% of total population), 2018; World Bank
• Literacy rate (% of people aged 15 and above), 2018; World Bank
• Government Effectiveness, 2013; WGI
• Disaster Prevention & Preparedness (US$/Year/capita), 2014; OECD

Proxy Indicators at Subnational Level

• Agricultural irrigated land (% of total agricultural land), 2014, 10km; FAO
• Percent of retained renewable water, 2010, catchment; FAO
• Global map of Accessibility (travel time to major cities), 2015, 10km; JRC

Social Factor: 
Level of well-being of individuals and 
communities

Economic Factor: 
Economic status of individuals,
communities and nations

Infrastructural Factor: 
Infrastructures needed to support the 
production of goods and sustainability of 
livelihoods

Source: Carrão et al., 2016, Glob. Env. Change 39, 108–124, Naumann et al., 2014, HESS 18, 1591-1604

VULNERABILITY INDICATORS



DROUGHT VULNERABILITY ASSESSMENTS 

Completing an assessment is important for 
several reasons;

Identifies the 
communities and sectors 

that are at risk from a 
drought. Drought  plans, 

policies and risk 
mitigation measures can 

then be effectively 
designed, tailored and 

prioritized toward those 
at greatest risk.  

Identifying vulnerable 
communities and sectors 

is a pre-cursor to 
developing drought 

preparedness, 
monitoring, early 
warning response 

systems. 

Is an important learning 
and knowledge gathering 
exercise by improving the 
understanding of human 

and natural processes 
that add to drought 

vulnerability and 
community resilience. 

Can provide important 
insights into societal 

groups typically 
marginalized such as 
women, children, the 
elderly and sick, the 

landless, farmers, 
pastoralists, and 
marginalized and 

indigenous communities. 



Implement measures to limit
impacts of drought and better response

to drought

Key Pillar #3



DEFINITIONS 

The disaster risk reduction community 
defines disaster mitigation as structural 
(e.g. engineered and constructed 
infrastructure, technologies) and non-
structural (e.g. policies and awareness 
raising) measures undertaken to limit the 
adverse impact of natural hazards. 

Disaster response is defined as the 
efforts to preserve life and meet the 
basic subsistence needs of those people 
affected by the disaster, such as the 
provision of assistance or intervention 
during or immediately after a disaster9 



REDUCE EXPOSURE AND INCREASE RESILIENCE TO DROUGHT 

These aims to reduce the 
potential for;

loss of people
Livelihoods

ecosystem services and resources
infrastructure and economic

social or cultural assets in places that could 
be adversely affected by drought.

Increasing resilience to drought aims to 
strengthen the ability of communities, 

ecosystems and economies to anticipate, 
absorb, accommodate, or recover from 
the effects of drought in a timely and 

efficient manner. The two (exposure and 
resilience) are inextricably linked 

because options that oftentimes reduce 
exposure also increase resilience



TRANSFER AND SHARE DROUGHT RISKS 

Sharing the risks aims to transfer 
risks from those most vulnerable to a 
wider part of the community which 
traditionally may not directly be 
impacted by drought but which 
receives benefit when drought 
impacts are mitigated or non-

existent

The goal is to design and implement 
intelligent, risk reducing financial 

strategies that finance relief, 
reconstruction and livelihood 

recovery to impacted areas. It’s 
important these types of tools 

mobilise financial resources and 
involve the private sector (Tadesse 

2016)



Source: Wilhite (2016)

THE UNCCD DROUGHT INITIATIVE

• National drought preparedness plans
• Regional efforts to reduce drought vulnerability and risk, and
• Toolbox to boost the resilience of people and ecosystems to drought.

vEstablished Partners: FAO, WMO, GWP, Uni Of Nebraska, European Joint Research 
Center and UNEP

vOther Partners: IWMI, DIE, UNU, UN-SPIDER, IUCN



The UNCCD Drought Initiative

Region Countries # 

Africa Algeria, Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Central African 
Republic, Cote d’Ivoire, Egypt, Eritrea, Eswatini, Ethiopia, Gabon, Ghana, 
Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco, 
Namibia, Somalia, Tanzania, Tunisia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, 
South Africa, Sudan, The Gambia, Togo, Zambia, Zimbabwe. 

35 

Asia Cambodia, India, Iraq, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Marshall Islands, Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, Syria, Tajikistan, The Philippines, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
Vietnam. 

15 

LAC Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El 
Salvador, Grenada, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Panama, Paraguay, 
Perú, Venezuela. 

15 

CEE Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, 
Russia, Serbia, Ukraine. 

8 

Total 
 

73 

 

• The toolbox is launched at COP 14
• 73 countries are participating. 60+ completed their national drought plans (May 2020)



Step by step process

1

Step 1
•Appoint a 
National Drought 
Plan Task Force

2

Step 2
•Define the 
goals/objectives 
of the Drought 
Plan

3

Step 3
• Seek Stakeholder 
participation

4

Step 4
•Inventory / 
Situational 
Analysis

5

Step 5
• Prepare/write 
national drought 
plan

6

Step 6
• Identify unmet 
needs and fill 
institutional gaps

7

Step 7
•Communicate / 
Educate

8

Step 8
•Evaluate the plan



Gender Perspective

• Step 1: Aim for balanced represntation of 
men and women at all level

• Step 2: Ensure equality between men and 
women of differing ages

• Step 3: wide range of stakeholders 
incudingl women

• Step 4: ensure sex-disaggregated data is 
collected for inventory data and financial

• Step 5 & 6: building policies should require 
mainstreaming gender considerations

• Step 7:Engage consult local women groups 
to ensure tailored for everyone

• Step 8: Develop gender sensitive indicators 
to monitor progress and evaluate policy 



Structure of a 
National 

Drought Plan: 
Example



Source: Wilhite (2016)

THE UNCCD-LED DROUGHT TOOLBOX



BACKGROUNDTAKEAWAY MESSAGES

• Existing perspectives still focused on crisis/reactive approach. Political will and leadership needed.
• Inadequate understanding  of the benefits of action vs. cost of inaction
• Lack of  inter-sectoral coordination hindering progress. Leveraging drought as `connector‘.
• Engagement with stakeholders, research community & media and extension/outreach
• Global cooperation & collaboration on drought needed
• The need to view drought also as ‘an opportunity‘ (positive narrative)
• Insufficient data is another major challenge
• Lack of a proper communication of drought EWS. Early warning without early action has no effect.
• Mainstreaming gender in the Drought planning process is essential
• The need to harness the benefits of modern technology (AI, Mobile & remote sensing) for drought 

resilience.
• The significant role of policy, financing & decision-making has to be emphasized.
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