Drought
Quick facts

D

rought is generally defined as an extended period - a season, a year,
or several years - of deficient precipitation compared to the statistical
multi-year average for a region that results in water shortage for some
activity, group, or environmental sector (NDMC, 2008). However, dozens of
more specific drought definitions are used around the world according to the
lack of rain over various time periods, or measured impacts such as reservoir
levels or crop losses. (UNISDR)
Drought can be defined according to meteorological, agricultural,
hydrological, and socio-economic criteria.
Meteorological, when precipitation departs from the long-term normal;
Agricultural,
when there is insufficient soil moisture to meet the needs
of a particular crop at a particular time. Agricultural
drought is typically evident after meteorological drought
but before a hydrological drought;
Hydrological,
when deficiencies occur in surface
and subsurface water supplies;
Socio-economic, when human activities are affected
by reduced precipitation and related
water availability. This form of drought
associates human activities with
elements of meteorological, agricultural,
and hydrological drought.

 Since 1900 more than 11 million people have
died as a consequence of drought and more
than 2 billion have been affected by drought,
more than any other physical hazard.
 Droughts are the primary cause of most ill
health and death because they deny access to
adequate water supplies and often trigger or
exacerbate malnutrition and famine.
 Droughts’ duration and their intensity have
generally increased. While regional droughts
have occurred in the past, the widespread
spatial extent of current droughts is broadly
consistent with expected changes in the
hydrologic cycle under warming.
 Current IPCC projections of rising
temperatures and sea levels, and increased
intensity of droughts and storms suggest
that substantial population displacements
will take place within the next 30-50 years,
particularly in coastal zones.

Increasing world wide drought from 1940 on..

Drought has become more
frequent and intense worldwide
 The Horn of Africa has been affected by droughts almost
every year for the past 12 years. Recent years include the
most dreadful droughts in the Horn, and severe droughts
in 2009 and 2011 in Kenya. Available crop data for 2009
indicate that Kenya’s agriculture was the most severely
affected, with wheat yields dropping by 45 percent
compared to 2010’s good crop season.
 Australia suffered multi-year droughts between 2002 and
2010. Based on FAO statistics, total Australia wheat yield
in 2006 dropped by 46 percent (below 1960-2010 yield
trend level).
 The 2010 drought in Russia was very long, intensive,
spread over a sizeable area and caused serious damage
to the environment, economy and human health. The 2010
drought was the worst in the last 38 years in Russia.
 The 2011 US drought covered southern states; Texas,
Oklahoma and New Mexico were most adversely affected.
Drought also affected parts of Arizona, Kansas, Arkansas,
Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, Alabama, South and North
Carolina.
 The extreme US great grain belt drought of 2012 is
forecast to persist into spring of 2013. Drought in large
parts of the United States also pushed up world food
prices, exerting pressure on the cost of living and affecting
food security. The estimates are that US retail food prices
will increase between 3 and 4 % in 2013.
 In 2012, a devastating drought in southwestern China’s
Yunnan province entered its third year. The drought has
already affected more than 6.3 million people; 2.4 million
experience difficulty in seeking access to drinking water.

(IPCC, 2007) Palmer Drought Severity Index (PDSI).

For most areas, drier (red and yellow) conditions have progressively
increased over the century with a huge jump from 1880 to 1985.
Droughts are more common for much of the world.

Southwestern China’s agricultural industries have also been
critically affected, having lost approximately 2 billion Yuan (317
million USD). Although farmers have switched to more resistant
crops, this has still not alleviated many of the problems created
by the drought. Families in some regions have been reduced to
transporting water from more than 10 km away. China has long
been affected by desertification in the northern and western
regions, but the drought in Yunnan marks a new high in China’s
difficulties with the climate and environment.

DIRECT IMPACTS

INDIRECT IMPACTS

 Reduced crop, rangeland, and forest productivity

 Reduced income for farmers and agribusiness

 Reduced water levels

 Risk of foreclosures on bank loans to farmers and
businesses, who may their assets

 Increased fire hazard

 Increased prices for food and timber

 Damage to wildlife and fish habitat
 Increased livestock and wildlife mortality rates
 Increased insect infestations

 Reduced tax revenues
 Increased crime and insecurity

 Increased plant disease

 Migration

 Increased wind erosion

2012 Drought in Moldova

Drought: a slow, creeping
natural disaster
Droughts have significant economic,
environmental, and social impacts, both
direct and indirect. Many economic impacts
occur in agriculture and related sectors,
including forestry and fisheries, because
of the reliance of these sectors on surface
and subsurface water supplies. The web
of impacts may become so widespread
that it is often difficult to determine
accurate financial estimates of damages.

 Increased unemployment

In Moldova, hail storms, frosts, droughts and floods have become more
prevalent in recent years, with the most severe impacts felt by Moldova’s
rural populations, who depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. During a
severe drought in 2012, FAO supported the Ministry of Agriculture and Food
Industry on evaluating the impact of natural hazards on standing crops,
losses to main summer standing crops (maize and sunflower), and natural
resources for livestock production, such as pastures and meadows.
The findings of this comprehensive assessment were expanded to include
recommendations to reduce the impact on small farmers. The resulting
Program of Disaster Risk Reduction identifies five technical aspects as
critical bottlenecks that worsened the impact of the 2012 drought on smallscale farmers:
•
•
•
•
•

Lack of fodder conservation
Inappropriate seed varieties
Absence of climate smart agronomic techniques
Poor pasture management
Weak irrigation infrastructure for small farmers

The implementation of the Disaster Risk Reduction initiatives is the next,
crucial step to ensuring that small-scale farmers will be better prepared for
the next instance of drought, by increasing their resilience and preparedness,
improve their capacity to mitigate their impact, and improving Ministry
responses.

Vulnerability to drought and impacts on well-being
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The Great Green Wall for the
Sahara and Sahel Initiative

Monitoring Agriculture Drought
with Remote Sensing Data

This initiative is an African response to challenges
posed by drought, desertification, land degradation,
climate change, and loss of biodiversity. The initial idea
of a line of trees from east to west through the African
desert – a Great Green Wall – evolved into a series of
interventions addressing the challenges of the people
in the Sahel and the Sahara.

FAO and its Global Information and Early Warning
System, alongside the Flemish Institute for Technological
Research and the Joint Research Centre of the European
Commission are implementing a system for detection of
agricultural areas with a high likelihood of water stress
(drought) on a global scale.
Through monitoring vegetation indices across global
crop areas during the growth season, the Agriculture
Stress Index System will detect “hotspots” around the
globe where crops may be affected by drought.

The overall goal of this African Union initiative
supported by FAO is to support local communities in
the sustainable management and use of their forests,
rangelands and other natural resources. The Great
Green Wall Initiative seeks to improve the food security
of local populations, while contributing to climate
change mitigation and adaptation.

Reliable information on the condition of food crops in
regions and countries is key to mitigating the impact of
agricultural drought, particularly in regions such as the
Sahel and Eastern Africa, where droughts have such
a severe impact on food security and the livelihoods of
rural populations.

Towards more drought resilient societies
The High-level Meeting on National Drought Policy
In recent years, concern has grown worldwide that
droughts may be increasing in frequency and severity
given the changing climatic conditions. Responses to
droughts in most parts of the world are generally reactive
in terms of crisis management and are known to be
untimely, and poorly coordinated.
Nations need to move from reactive, crisis management
mode to pro-active programmes based on national
drought policies, including:
 effective monitoring and early warning systems to
deliver timely information to decision makers;
 effective impact assessment procedures;
 pro-active risk management measures;
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 preparedness plans aimed at increasing the coping
capacity, and
 effective emergency response programmes directed at
reducing the impacts of drought.
Jointly organized by the World Meteorological Organization
(WMO), the United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification (UNCCD), and the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) in collaboration
with a number of UN agencies, international and regional
organizations and key national agencies, the High-level
Meeting on National Drought Policy provides practical
insight into useful, science-based actions to address the
key drought issues being considered by governments and
the private sector to cope with drought.

www.hmndp.org

www.fao.org/nr/aboutnr/nrl

