
Essential Essential 
Elements of Elements of 

National Drought National Drought 
Policy:Policy:

Moving Towards Moving Towards 
Creating National Creating National 

Drought Policy Drought Policy 
GuidelinesGuidelines

Donald A. Wilhite, Donald A. Wilhite, 
DirectorDirector

School of Natural School of Natural 
ResourcesResources



Types of Policy Responses
• Post-impact government interventions—relief 

measures (emergency assistance)
• Pre-impact government programs—mitigation 

measures to reduce vulnerability and 
impacts, including insurance programs
– Are insurance programs financially viable and do 

they promote risk-based management?
• Preparedness plans and policies, 

organizational frameworks and operational 
arrangements
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Compendium Development—
comprehensive in scope

• Policy options should be provided for each of the 
principal elements of drought preparedness and 
policy.
– Policy and governance
– Risk and early warning
– Mitigation and preparedness
– Awareness and education

• Policy options should also be provided in the area of 
emergency response.
– Emergency response is a necessary element of 

the policy process but . . . . .
• emergency response measures should not be 

counter to the goals of national drought policy.



Drought Planning can take many 
forms/approaches

• Multiple levels of government—local to 
national
– Participatory process (stakeholders)
– Overlapping jurisdictional authorities
– Developed vs. Implemented plans

• River basins vs. political jurisdictions
• National Drought Policy

– Plans cascade from national level and are 
based on national drought policy guidelines



What is ‘Drought Planning’?

• actions taken by individual citizens, 
industry, government, and others before 

drought occurs to reduce or mitigate 
impacts and conflicts arising from 
drought.  It can take two forms:  

• Response planning 

• Mitigation planning



10-Step Planning Process

Step 1

Step 2

Step 3

Step 4

Step 5

Appoint a drought task force or commission

State purpose and objectives of the drought plan

Seek stakeholder participation and resolve conflict

Inventory resources and identify groups at risk

Develop organizational framework and prepare the 
drought plan



Step 6

Step 7

Step 8

Step 9

Step 10

10-Step Planning Process
(continued)

Identify research needs and fill institutional gaps

Integrate science and policy

Publicize the drought plan, build public awareness

Develop education programs

Evaluate, test and revise drought plan
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• To identify those sectors, population 
groups, or regions most at risk from 
drought, most probable impacts, and 
mitigation actions that will reduce 
impacts to future events.

Risk Assessment:  Purpose

Who and what is at risk and why.

Vulnerability Profile



1. Identify impacts of recent/historical droughts
2. Identify drought impact trends
3. Prioritize impacts
4. Identify mitigation actions that could reduce 

impacts (short vs. long term)
5. Identify triggers to phase in and phase out 

actions during drought onset or termination
6. Identify agencies and organizations to 

develop and implement actions

Risk Assessment Methodology:
Developing a Vulnerability Profile

Steps:



Checklist of Historical, Current, 
and Potential Drought Impacts

H=Historical C=Current P=Potential

Costs and losses to agricultural producers
Annual and perennial crop losses
Damage to crop quality
Income loss for farmers due to reduced crop yields
Reduced productivity of cropland
Insect infestation
Plant disease
Wildlife damage to crops
Increased irrigation costs
Cost of new or supplemental water resources

H      C P
Economic



Checklist of Historical, Current, 
and Potential Drought Impacts

H=Historical C=Current P=Potential

Hydrological effects
Lower water levels in reservoirs, lakes and ponds
Reduced flow from springs
Reduced streamflow
Loss of wetlands
Estuarine impacts
Increased ground water depletion, land subsidence, 

reduced recharge
Water quality effects

H      C P
Environmental



Checklist of Historical, Current, 
and Potential Drought Impacts

H=Historical C=Current P=Potential

Health
Mental and physical stress
Health-related low-flow problems
Reductions in nutrition
Loss of human life
Public safety from forest and range fires
Increased respiratory ailments
Increased disease caused by wildlife concentrations

H      C P
Social Impacts



Impacts Actions AgenciesTriggers



Texas Drought Preparedness Plan



Colorado Drought Plan 
Implementation Cycle



WHAT IS 
“DROUGHT POLICYDROUGHT POLICY”?



A drought policy should be broadly 
stated and . . .

• Establish a clear set of principles or 
operating guidelines to govern drought 
management.

• Be consistent and equitable for all 
regions, population groups, and 
economic/social sectors.

• Be consistent with the goals of 
sustainable development.

• Reflect regional differences in drought 
characteristics, vulnerability and impacts.



A drought policy should 
...(continued)

• Promote the principles of risk management by 
encouraging development of 
– Reliable forecasts;
– Early warning and delivery systems;
– Preparedness plans at all levels of government, 

within river basins, and the private sector;
– Mitigation policies and plans that reduce drought 

impacts and the need for government intervention;
– Coordinated emergency response that ensures 

targeted and timely relief during drought 
emergencies.



Drought Policy Objectives

• To encourage vulnerable economic 
sectors and population groups to 
adopt self-reliant measures that 
promote risk management.

• To promote sustainable use of the 
agricultural and natural resource 
base.

• To facilitate early recovery from 
drought through actions consistent 
with national drought policy 
objectives.



Australia’s National Drought Policy
• 1992 Policy

• Underlying principles of risk management and 
self reliance

• Exceptional circumstances provisions
• Politicized the process.

• Main components 
• Interest subsidies
• Income smoothing
• Welfare payments

• Policy before Science
• Australia vs. US approach



Guiding Principles for Drought 
Risk Reduction

• Political commitment, strong institutions, 
and appropriate governance are essential for 
integrating drought risk issues into a 
sustainable development and disaster risk 
reduction process.

• A bottom-up approach with community 
participation, both in decision making and 
implementation, is essential to move from 
policies to practices.

• Capacity building and knowledge 
development are often required to help build 
political commitment, competent institutions, 
and an informed constituency.



Guiding Principles for Drought 
Risk Reduction

• Drought policies should establish a clear 
set of principles or operating guidelines to 
govern the management of drought and its 
impacts and development of a preparedness 
plan with a strategy to achieve objectives.

• Drought policies and plans should 
emphasize mitigation and preparedness
rather than relying solely on drought relief.



Guiding Principles for Drought 
Risk Reduction

• Drought monitoring, risk assessment, and 
the identification of appropriate risk
reduction measures are principle 
components of a drought policy and plan.

• Policy mechanisms to ensure that drought 
risk reduction strategies are carried out
should be developed and enforced.

• Sound development of long-term 
investment in mitigation and preparedness 
measures is essential to reduce the effects of 
drought.



Global/Regional Drought 
Preparedness Network

NEMEDCA 
Network 

w/ICARDA, FAO 
and CIHEAMNorth American 

Network w/US, 
Canada, Mexico

Sub-Saharan Africa 
Network w/UNDP DDC, 

ISDR and others

Asian Network 
w/ ESCAP, ISDR, 
WMO and others

Drought 
Management 
Center for SE 

Europe

. . . a network of regional networks!



Summary
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