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Drought: “a force for truth”

Analysis of drought risk management is the 

starting point for a comprehensive institutional 

analysis

Stress from drought highlights:

Strengths and weaknesses that are usually 

hidden

Political priorities and underlying cultural 

values revealed by difficult choices

Societies will manage climate change in the 

same way they will manage droughts (for 

better or for worse)

Daniel Connell, Australian National University, 2010



So just what is the cost of drought?



Billion Dollar Disasters

NCDC, 1980-2008

Disaster Events Damage$

Hurricanes 27 367

Tornadoes 16 34

Droughts 14 180

Floods 13 70

Fires 9 21

Winter-related 11 39

Total 90 711



What we’ve learned: 
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Why Track Drought Impacts?

Establish an impacts baseline for monitoring

Climate change

To know where to direct relief

To reduce vulnerability in advance of the 

next drought

“Ground truth” indices

No single method exists for collecting and/or 

quantifying drought losses

Very little in the way of environmental or 

qualitative collection



Vulnerability: Not all impacts are 

created equal



Some DIR Factoids

Established 

in 2005

DIR DB now 

contains 

>13,500 

impacts

1,534 impacts 

added in 

2010



What’s in the Current DIR?

NOAA

1% Gov’t

4.6%

Public

4.2%

Media

89%

Other

1.2%

Utilizing CustomScoop



DIR Categorical Breakdown



Tracking impacts vs. the U.S. Drought Monitor







Drought Impact Reporter, October 5, 2009







The Drought Impact Reporter v2
http://droughtreporter.unl.edu

Sponsor: USDA-Risk Management Agency and National 

Oceanic and Atmospheric  Administration’s Transition of 

Research Applications to Climate Services Program (TRACS)



What We’ve Learned: 

Refine Categories

PlannedCurrent



Lessons learned: 

Need “government layers”









Other Impacts Research and Efforts:

CoCoRaHS

States: AZ, HI, CA, TX, reporting 

impacts – how connected to policy 

process is it?

Case studies: North Carolina 

landscapers

Transferability to North America?

GEO/GEOSS system of systems/tying 

together virtual networks of global 

drought impact reporting….



Promoting the “drought impact 

reporting” idea to their volunteers…

* 14,000+  volunteers 

covering all 50 states!!

* CoCoRaHS “Message 

of the Day”

* Monthly e-mail 

reminders

* Guide to reporting 

drought impacts

* Banners on the Web

Courtesy: Henry Reges, Colorado State University

http://www.cocorahs.org/Maps/ViewMap.aspx?state=usa




www.westgov.org

Some Key Recommendations:

Through a strengthening of 

NIDIS……

* Full funding for basic data 

collection

– Socio-economic data to 

better understand and 

quantify the impacts of 

drought and to inform cost-

effective preparedness and 

response strategies

– Ecosystem data to better 

understand the impacts of 

drought to aquatic, riparian 

and groundwater dependent 

ecosystems and species 

and the loss of ecosystem 

services

WGA/WSWC 2011



Challenges

Systematic impact assessments are needed

Convince decision-makers that their 

mitigation/adaptation actions will reduce 

future drought impacts

Quantify impacts and benefits

Incorporate into drought planning/mitigation

• Proactive vs. Reactive

Continual education and awareness

It is also hard for mitigation measures to 

compete for funding with the many urgent 

and immediate emergency funding needs 

facing governments



Summary

Drought is not just a physical event

Vulnerability matters

Impacts (establish a baseline)

Promote and Encourage Citizen Science



MIND THE IMPACTS

http://aliansary.com/blog/?attachment_id=566


Please visit the NDMC website for more 

information: http://www.drought.unl.edu

Contact me at:

Mark Svoboda

402-472-8238

msvoboda2@unl.edu

Thanks! 


