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Pakowki Lake in southeastern Alberta, Canada, a lake that is usually dry but fills up with water when there is a lot of 

rain. Image Copyright © Michael Collier

Drought is a water shortage caused by abnormally dry weather. Drought is relative to normal conditions, so weather conditions 

that create severe drought in a state like Georgia may be normal for an arid state such as Arizona. All regions of the United States 

have some drought risk. The impact of a drought depends not only on the severity of dry weather but also on local water use and 

supply. To identify and forecast drought, scientists and managers must monitor not only precipitation but also water demand and 

available water resources. These resources may be found in reservoirs, in rivers, in the soil, and underground as groundwater.

Extreme drought is part of natural climatic cycles around the world. Historic records and prehistoric reconstructions extending 

back 1000 years document that extreme droughts have occurred repeatedly in North America, sometimes for longer periods than 

even the most severe droughts of the 20th century.  Research on climate variability is addressing how drought may impact the 

United States in the future. 
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Why does drought matter?
Drought has many direct and indirect impacts on the economy, the environment, and public health. Drought has an enormous 

impact on the United States. Since 1980, drought has caused more than $225 billion in damages to the national economy.  Social 

impacts of drought can include health problems, loss of human life, and disruption to livelihoods and recreation.
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How does geoscience help inform decisions about drought?
Geoscientists use software models and paleoclimate data to study past droughts and predict how drought may impact the United 

States in the future. Geoscientists also use hydrology and hydrogeology to study water use and the availability of surface- and 

groundwater to predict how short-term rainfall or snowpack shortages will affect water supplies.
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Learn More

Introductory Resources
Drought Basics (Webpage), National Drought Mitigation Center

This webpage includes a drought glossary, definition of drought and types of drought, and explanation of drought 

forecasting, climatology, and historical climate studies. Includes a  Also provides a history of the Dust Bowl in the United 

States.

Resources for Educators
Education Resources Network, AGI's Center for Geoscience & Society

Search for drought resources in: Curricula & Instruction, Teaching Media, Outreach Programs

 

NGSS Performance Expectations, Next Generation Science Standards

K-ESS2-1, 2-ESS2-3, 3-ESS2-1, 3-ESS2-2, 5-ESS2-2, MS-ESS2-4, MS-ESS2-5, MS-ESS2-6, HS-ESS2-2, HS-ESS2-4, 

HS-ESS2-6, MS-LS1-5, HS-LS4-5

 

NGSS Disciplinary Core Ideas, Next Generation Science Standards

ESS2.C, ESS2.D, LS1.B, LS4.C

Frequently Asked Questions
Where can I find up-to-date information about drought conditions in my region? 

National Integrated Drought Information System

Can droughts be predicted?

American Geosciences Institute

What is the evidence that our present-day climate is changing?

American Geosciences Institute

Why doesn't a drought go away when it rains?

U.S. Geological Survey

Do you have a question that's not listed here?  Search all FAQs

Maps & Visualizations

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R43407.pdf
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https://www.americangeosciences.org/center-for-geo/ern/ern-database/search-curricula?combine=&field_tags_tid=drought
https://www.americangeosciences.org/center-for-geo/ern/ern-database/search-teaching-media?combine=&field_tags_tid=drought
https://www.americangeosciences.org/center-for-geo/ern/ern-database/search-outreach-programs?combine=&field_tags_tid=drought
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/k-ess2-1-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/2-ess2-3-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/3-ess2-1-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/3-ess2-2-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/5-ess2-2-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/ms-ess2-4-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/ms-ess2-5-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/ms-ess2-6-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/hs-ess2-2-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/hs-ess2-4-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/hs-ess2-6-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/ms-ls1-5-molecules-organisms-structures-and-processes
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/hs-ls4-5-biological-evolution-unity-and-diversity
https://www.nextgenscience.org/sites/default/files/resource/files/AppendixE-ProgressionswithinNGSS-061617.pdf
https://www.americangeosciences.org/critical-issues/faq/find-information-about-drought-conditions
https://www.americangeosciences.org/critical-issues/faq/can-droughts-be-predicted
https://www.americangeosciences.org/critical-issues/faq/what-is-evidence-that-climate-changing
https://www.americangeosciences.org/critical-issues/faq/why-doesnt-drought-go-away-when-it-rains
https://www.americangeosciences.org/critical-issues/search-faqs
https://www.americangeosciences.org/critical-issues/search-maps-visualizations?combine=drought


Interactive maps of global climate information

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration

NOAA View is a data exploration tool produced by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) and 

developed by the NOAA Environmental Visualization Laboratory. It contains an enormous amount of information relevant to 

global geoscience issues in interactive map form. Over 100...

Search all Maps & Visualizations  > 
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