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Major Droughts of 2011



Major Droughts of 2011-12: North America

Warm weather threatens to extend U.S. drought
A New Year's Eve 'heat wave' melted away welcomed winter snow, reviving fears that 

harmfully warm and dry conditions will persist into 2012. By Carey Gillam, Reuters

http://www1.ncdc.noaa.gov/pub/data/cmb/drought/nadm/nadm-201202.jpg




2011 Drought Impacts: North America

Mexico:

Worst drought in country’s 70 years of record keeping

2.2 million acres of crops withering in fields

1.7 million cattle died

2.6 million people in northern Mexico without water
Water being hauled in to 1,650 villages in northern Mexico

United States:

2011 “Drought in the South” likely to exceed $10B
Exacerbated by late summer heat wave

Texas: 4 million acres burned (record)
4,000 homes burned w/ 10 fatalities 

Hawaii had significant drought issues as well



Billion Dollar Disasters in the U.S.
(NCDC: 1980-2011)

Disaster Events Damage$ $/Event

Hurricanes 29 375 12.9

Tornadoes 30 79 2.6

Droughts 16 195 12.2

Floods 14 74 5.3

Fires 11 20 1.8

Winter-related 13 43 3.3

Total 113 786 7.0









Why Track Drought Impacts?

Establish an impacts baseline for 
monitoring now and in the future

The “face” of drought (vulnerability)
Climate change

To know where to direct relief
To reduce vulnerability in advance of 
the next drought
“Ground truth” indices and models
No single method exists for collecting 
and/or quantifying drought losses
Very little in the way of environmental
or qualitative collection



What we’ve learned: 
Defining Impacts
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–Must understand drought impacts 

– - symptoms of underlying 

vulnerabilities



Why are Drought Impacts Occurring?

–what are the underlying vulnerabilities for a 
particular place?



Drought Plan Components

Monitoring and early warning
assess, communicate, and trigger action

Foundation of a drought mitigation plan 

Vulnerability assessment
Who and what is at risk and why?

Mitigation and response actions
Actions/programs that reduce risk and 
impacts and enhance recovery

Most processes and plans in the past have 

primarily focused on monitoring and response...



Vulnerability: Not all impacts are 
created equal



(http://droughtreporter.unl.edu)



Some DIR Factoids

Established 
in 2005

DIR DB now 
contains 
>14,000 
impacts



What We’ve Learned: 
Refine Categories

New DIRv2Original





What’s in the Current DIR?

NOAA

1% Gov’t

4.6%

Public

4.2%

Media

89%

Other

1.2%

utilizing CustomScoop…







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


NIDIS: 
(TASK 1): Provide 
an effective 
drought early 
warning system 
that:

(a) collects and 

integrates information 
on the key indicators of 
drought and drought 
severity; and

(b) provides timely 
information that reflect 
state and regional 
differences in drought 
conditions 

National Integrated Drought 
Information System (NIDIS)





Other Impacts Research and Efforts:

CoCoRaHS

States: AZ, HI, CA, TX, reporting impacts
how connected to policy process is it?

how connected to drought indices/indicators?

Case studies: North Carolina landscapers

Transferability to North America? What 
about the Caribbean?

GEO/GEOSS system of systems/tying 
together virtual networks of global drought 
impact reporting…



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



Thoughts on Drought Impacts

All droughts are LOCAL
Monitoring local/basin/regional/tribal/national/global 
(bottom-up or top-down or a combination of both)

Planning local/regional/national (Vulnerability 
assessment critical)

Droughts are one of the globes leading causes of 
economic loss!

Large spatial footprint, long duration, many affected

Indirect impact: loss of life via famine

Impact collection/monitoring must be an 
integral part of any drought early warning 
information system

The Drought Impact Reporter: 
(http://droughtreporter.unl.edu)



Summary

Drought is NOT just a physical event

Like drought, impacts recognize no 
borders!

Vulnerability matters

Impacts (establish a baseline)

Much more work needed to tie impacts to 
drought indicators/indices

Promote and Encourage Citizen Science
Capitalize on social media and cellular 
technology/culture



Please visit the NDMC website for more 

information: http://drought.unl.edu

You can contact me at:

Mark Svoboda

402-472-8238

msvoboda2@unl.edu

Thanks! 


