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20th Century America

Mid 1980s

to

mid 1990s
Prolonged drought lasting up to

seven years hit California and the

Pacific Northwest. T
he Midwest

and parts o
f the Southeast

experienced drought emergencies

in 1988.

1976
to

1977

Lack of winter snowfall resulted
in extreme drought conditions in
the Pacific Northwest and
California. This drought was
short lived. Nevertheless it placed
great stress on water supplies.

Late
1990s

Hawaii faced several years ofdrought, and the southeastern andmid-Atlantic states felt the impactsof one of the worst droughts in 100years, which extended through partsof the Northeast.

Because of the extremely diverse climates,
topographies, watersheds, water sources, and
water uses within this country, we find it imprac-
tical to define specific drought thresholds that
could act as triggers for drought actions for
various parts of the country. However, we recog-
nize that a suite of objective triggers similar to
those used by the Australian Drought Policy
Review Task Force has the advantage of taking
much of the politics out of drought-response
decisions. As in Australia, these should be both
supply-type triggers, reflecting moisture deficien-
cies caused by acts of nature (lack of rain, exces-
sive temperatures), as well as demand-type
triggers reflecting drought impacts.

National drought policy
must be flexible enough
to include a variety of

drought situations. It must
also be specific enough to
distinguish between those

situations that are true
drought emergencies and

those that are normal
cyclical conditions.

Examples of current supply-type triggers used in
general to define drought or trigger actions
related to potential drought include: precipita-
tion less than 60% of normal for the season or
present water year (used by the National
Weather Service’s Western Region); precipitation
less than 85% of normal over the past six
months (used by the National Weather Service’s
Eastern Region); the Palmer Drought Index -2.0
or less; and consolidated drought indices at the
20th percentile or less (used by the Drought
Monitor). For federal action, more rigid triggers
such as 5th percentile drought might be appro-
priate, reflecting truly unusual circumstances.

Examples of demand (impact) based triggers
include water supply less than 60% of normal
(used by the National Weather Service’s Western
Region) and various crop loss thresholds used by
the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

“Stored Water” and
“Natural Water” Droughts

We note that the United States experiences two
types of drought. “Stored water” droughts occur
when large stores of water in man-made reser-
voirs, natural lakes, and groundwater aquifers are
depleted by very long, unusually low periods of
precipitation. “Natural water” droughts happen


