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WHAT 

Drought is an insidious hazard of na-
ture. It is often referred to as a 
"creeping phenomenon" and its im-
pacts vary from region to region. 

WHEN 

Drought can be short or span years. 
There have been at least three major 
U.S. droughts in the last 100 years. Two 
of these, the 1930s Dust Bowl drought 
and the 1950s drought, each lasted 5-7 
seven years and covered large areas of 
the country with devastating results. 

WHERE 

Drought can occur in all climate 
zones.  

IMPACT 

Although hurricanes and tornadoes 
are more dramatic, droughts are 
among the most costly weather 
related events and the most far 
reaching. 

Drought affects all parts of our envi-
ronment and our communities. The 
many different drought impacts are 
often grouped into three categories:  

• “Economic,” ; 

• “Environmental,” and  

• “Social” Impacts.  

All of these impacts must be consid-
ered in planning for and responding 
to drought conditions. 

Economic impacts are those impacts 
of drought that cost people (or busi-
nesses) money. 

Drought also affects the environment 
in many different ways. Plants and 
animals depend on water, just like 
people. When a drought occurs, their 
food supply can shrink and their habi-
tat can be damaged. Sometimes the 
damage is only temporary and their 
habitat and food supply return to 
normal when the drought is over. But 
sometimes drought's impact on the 
environment can last a long time, 
maybe forever.  

Social impacts of drought are ways 
that drought affects people’s health 
and safety. Social impacts include 
public safety, health, conflicts be-
tween people when there isn't 
enough water to go around, and 
changes in lifestyle. 

KNOW YOUR RISK 
 

 

D rought is a protracted period of deficient precipitation resulting in extensive damage to crops, re-

sulting in loss of yield.  Drought is defined as less rainfall than is expected over an extended period of 

time, usually several months or longer. Or, more formally, it is a deficiency of rainfall over a period of 

time, resulting in a water shortage for some activity, group, or environmental sector. 
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KNOW YOUR RISK 

 Regions most affected by 1934 Drought, aka the Dust Bowl 

National Climatic Data Center, NOAA 

Please note that Dust Bowl map is used only as an example. State and national drought monitor maps are released on a weekly basis, as 
drought conditions are often ever changing. 
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PROTECTING YOURSELF BEFORE A                        
DROUGHT EVENT 
 

P rotecting yourself today means having sources for information, prepar-
ing your home or workplace, developing an emergency communications 
plan, and  knowing what to do during a drought event. Taking                

action today can reduce damage during an actual event. 

The following section highlights various preparedness initiatives and actives 
that you and your family can practice now to prepare for a future drought 
event. 
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GENERAL GUIDELINES 

The guidelines listed below are basic ways for you to start preparing yourself and your family now, before an event occurs.                  

Preparing saves lives in the future. 

BE INFORMED 

  
Monitor the U.S. Drought Monitor to keep up - to - date on current drought conditions and trends. 

 

Sign up to receive local emergency alerts and register your work and personal contact information with any 

work sponsored alert system. You can signup to receive emergency alerts on the City of Shawnee website at 

www.shawneeok.org.  

 Be aware of your environment and any possible dangers. 

MAKE A PLAN 

 Make a plan with your family, and ensure everyone knows what they would do in a drought event. 

 Understand the plans for individuals with disabilities or other access and functional needs 
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KNOW THE TERMS 

Know the terms used to describe changing weather conditions and what actions to take. These terms can be used to determine the 

timeline and severity of drought conditions . 

 

DROUGHT WATCH - A drought watch is intended to alert government agencies, public water suppliers, water 

users and the public regarding the onset of conditions indicating the potential for future drought-related 

problems. The focus during this stage is on increased monitoring, awareness and preparation for response if 

conditions become worse. A request for voluntary water conservation is made. The objective of voluntary 

water conservation measures during a drought watch is to reduce water uses by 5% in the affected areas. 

Because of varying conditions, individual water suppliers or municipalities may be asking for more stringent 

conservation actions. 

 

 

 

 

 

DROUGHT WARNING - A drought warning implements coordinated response to imminent drought conditions 

and potential water supply shortages and initiates concerted voluntary conservation measures to avoid or 

reduce shortages, relieve stressed sources and forestall the need to impose mandatory water use                              

restrictions. Development of alternate sources is initiated where and as appropriate. The objective of                     

voluntary water conservation measures during a drought warning is to reduce overall water uses by 10-15% 

in the affected areas. Because of varying conditions, individual water suppliers or municipalities may be                 

asking for more stringent conservation actions. 

WARNING 

! 
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 BEFORE AN EVENT: PLAN AND PREPARE 

Strategies for drought preparedness focus mainly on water conservation. Make these practices a part of your daily life and help 
preserve this essential resource.  
 

The following water conservation guidelines are intended for use prior to a drought: 

INDOORS: GENERAL 

 

Never pour water down the drain when there may be another use for it. For example, use it to water your indoor 

plants or garden. 

 
Repair dripping faucets by replacing washers. One drop per second wastes 2,700 gallons of water per year. 

 
Check all plumbing for leaks and have any leaks repaired by a plumber. 

 
Retrofit all household faucets by installing aerators with flow restrictors. 

 
Install an instant hot water heater on your sink. 

 
Insulate your water pipes to reduce heat loss and prevent them from breaking. 

 

Install a water-softening system only when the minerals in the water would damage your pipes. Turn the softener off 

while on vacation. 

 
Choose appliances that are more energy and water efficient. 

INDOORS: BATHROOM 

 

Consider purchasing a low-volume toilet that uses less than half the water of older models. Note: In many areas, low

-volume units are required by law. 

 

Install a toilet displacement device to cut down on the amount of water needed to flush. Place a one-gallon plastic 

jug of water into the tank to displace toilet flow (do not use a brick, it may dissolve and loose pieces may cause   

damage to the internal parts). Be sure installation does not interfere with the operating parts. 

 

 

Replace your showerhead with an ultra-low-flow version. 
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  INDOORS: KITCHEN 

 

Start a compost pile as an alternate method of disposing of food waste or simply dispose of food in the garbage. 

(Kitchen sink disposals require a lot of water to operate properly). 

OUTDOORS: GENERAL 

 

Check your well pump periodically. If the automatic pump turns on and off while water is not being used, you have a 

leak. 

 

Plant native and/or drought-tolerant grasses, ground covers, shrubs, and trees. Once established, plants adapted to 

your local climate do not need water as frequently and usually will survive a dry period without watering. Small 

plants require less water to become established. Group plants together based on similar water needs. 

 

Install irrigation devices that are the most water efficient for each use, such as micro and drip irrigation, and soaker 

hoses. 

 

Use mulch to retain moisture in the soil. Mulch also helps control weeds that compete with landscape plants for            

water. 

 
Avoid purchasing recreational water toys that require a constant stream of water. 

 
Avoid installing ornamental water features (such as fountains) unless they use re-circulated water. 

 
Consider rainwater harvesting where practical. 

 
Contact your local water provider for information and assistance. 

OUTDOORS: GENERAL 

 
Position sprinklers so water lands on the lawn and shrubs and not on paved areas. 

 

Repair sprinklers that spray a fine mist. Most misting issues result from a pressure problem, properly regulating    

pressure in an irrigation system will prevent misting. 

 

 

Check sprinkler systems and timing devices regularly to be sure they operate properly. 
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  OUTDOORS: LAWN CARE (continued) 

 

Raise the lawn mower blade to at least three inches or to its highest level. A higher cut encourages grass roots to 

grow deeper, shades the root system, and holds soil moisture. 

 
Plant drought-resistant lawn seed. Reduce or eliminate lawn areas that are not used frequently. 

 

Avoid over-fertilizing your lawn. Applying fertilizer increases the need for water. Apply fertilizers that contain                  

slow-release, water-insoluble forms of nitrogen. 

 
Choose a water-efficient irrigation system such as drip irrigation for your trees, shrubs, and flowers. 

 
Turn irrigation down in fall and off in winter. Water manually in winter only if needed. 

 

Put a layer of mulch around trees and plants to reduce evaporation and keep the soil cool. Organic mulch also                   

improves the soil and prevents weeds. 

 

Invest in a weather-based irrigation controller—or a smart controller. These devices will automatically adjust the 

watering time and frequency based on soil moisture, rain, wind, and evaporation and transpiration rates. Check with 

your local water agency to see if there is a rebate available for the purchase of a smart controller. 

OUTDOORS: POOL 

 
Install a new water-saving pool filter. A single back flushing with a traditional filter uses 180 to 250 gallons of water. 

 

 

Cover pools and spas to reduce evaporation of water. 
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DEVELOP A FAMILY                                                             
COMMUNICATIONS PLAN 

 Creating your Family Emergency Communication Plan 

starts with one simple question: “What if?”  

“What if something happens and I’m not with my family?” 

“Will I be able to reach them?” “How will I know they are 

safe?” “How can I let them know I’m OK?” During a                 

disaster, you will need to send and receive information 

from your family.  

Communication networks, such as mobile phones and 

computers, could be unreliable during disasters, and elec-

tricity could be disrupted. Planning in advance will help 

ensure that all the members of your household—including 

children and people with disabilities and others with           

access and functional needs, as well as outside                              

caregivers—know how to reach each other and where to 

meet up in an emergency. To learn more about creating a 

Family Communications Plan, obtain a copy of the City of                    

Shawnee / Pottawatomie County Department of                        

Emergency Management’s guidebook-Creating a Family                          

Communications Plan. 

MONITOR DROUGHT CONDITIONS 

The U.S. Drought Monitor is a map released every Thursday, 

showing parts of the U.S. that are in drought. The map uses five 

classifications: abnormally dry (D0), showing areas that may be 

going into or are coming out of drought, and four levels of 

drought: moderate (D1), severe (D2), extreme (D3) and                    

exceptional (D4). 

Additional information about the U.S. Drought Monitor can be 

found later in this guide. 

SIGN UP FOR LOCAL ALERTS 

Public safety officials use timely and reliable systems to 

alert you and your family in the event of natural or                    

man-made disasters.  

There is a multitude of wireless emergency alert apps for 

your phone, with most being free.  

You can learn more about emergency alerts by                          

downloading the City of Shawnee / Pottawatomie County                                  

Department of Emergency Management’s guide to                     

Understanding Emergency Alerts located under the                

hazards tab on the City of Shawnee - Emergency                        

Management website. 
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WATER - Ensure you have at least 1 gallon of water per person per day for at least 3 days. (Store a longer than 3

- day supply of water, if possible). An average person needs to drink about 3/4 of a gallon of fluid daily. Individual 

needs vary depending on age, gender, health, level of activity, food choices, and climate. You may also need 

stored water for food preparation. 

 

FOOD - Store at least a 3-day supply of non-perishable food for members of your household, including pets. 

Consider special dietary needs (e.g., infant formula). Include a non - electric can opener for canned food. 

 

FLASHLIGHT, RADIO, and CELL PHONE CHARGER - You will need to be able to charge these items                

without electricity. Your flashlight and radio should be either hand-cranked or battery-powered, and stored with 

extra batteries. Your cell phone charger should be hand-crank, solar, or able to be charged from a car outlet. 

 

MEDICAL - Include first aid kit, prescription and non-prescription/over-the-counter medications, and medical 

supplies. 

 

SANITATION - Pack supplies for sanitation, such as hand sanitizer, towelettes, paper products, diapers, and 

plastic bags, for use when water resources are limited. 

 

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY - Include battery backup power for power - dependent mobility devices, oxygen, 

and other assistive technology needs. 

 

EXTRA CLOTHING, BLANKETS, and SLEEPING BAGS - Dress in layers to keep warm if you lose power. 

Ensure you have enough clothing, hats, mittens, and blankets or sleeping bags for everyone in the house. 

 

WOOD - Store a supply of dry, seasoned wood if you have a working fireplace or wood -burning stove with a 

safe flue or vent. 

ASSEMBLING AN EMERGENCY SUPPLIES KIT 

You may be without power and air conditioning / heat for several days. 

Have a family discussion; think through what three days without                  

power, water, or air conditioning would feel like. Gather the basic                 

supplies your family would need if grocery stores and other services are 

unavailable; if power, water, and gas is interrupted; or if you                   

cannot leave your home. Be sure to review your emergency supplies eve-

ry fall. Basic emergency supplies should include the following, most of 

which you probably already have in your home.  

NOTE* It is important to consider the unique needs of your family,     
including access and functional needs, and the needs of children and 
pets. You may need to include: extra water; special food, such as infant 
formula or pet food; and supplies or equipment, such as diapers, glasses, 
or  medical equipment. 

The following are items to store in your Emergency Supplies 
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UNDERSTANDING DROUGHT 

The U.S. Drought Monitor is produced in partnership between the National Drought Mitigation Center at the University of                

Nebraska-Lincoln, the United States Department of Agriculture, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. The 

U.S. Drought Monitor (USDM) is a weekly product that provides a general summary of current drought conditions. Multiple 

drought indicators, including various indices, outlooks, field reports, and news accounts are reviewed and synthesized. In                  

addition, numerous experts from agencies and offices across the country are consulted. 

 
The U.S. Seasonal Drought Outlook shows predicted trends for areas currently in drought, as well as areas where new droughts 

may develop. The NOAA Climate Prediction Center issues this monthly product in conjunction with their long-lead temperature 

and precipitation outlooks on the first and third Thursday of each month and when weather events warrant an interim update. 

The general large-scale trends depicted are based on numerous indicators, including short and long-range forecasts. 
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OKLAHOMA MESONET 

The Oklahoma Mesonet is a world-class network of environmental monitoring stations. The network was designed and                      

implemented by scientists at the University of Oklahoma (OU) and at Oklahoma State University (OSU). 

The Oklahoma Mesonet was commissioned on January 1, 1994 and consists of 120 automated stations covering Oklahoma. 

There is at least one Mesonet station in each of Oklahoma's 77 counties. 

At each site, the environment is measured by a set of instruments located on or near a 10-meter-tall tower. The                       

measurements are packaged into "observations" every 5 minutes, then the observations are transmitted to a central facility 

every 5 minutes, 24 hours per day year-round. 

The Oklahoma Climatological Survey (OCS) at OU receives the observations, verifies the quality of the data and provides the 

data to Mesonet customers. It only takes 5 to 10 minutes from the time the measurements are acquired until they become 

available to the public. 

MESONET SITES ACROSS OKLAHOMA 
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BENEFITS OF THE OKLAHOMA MESONET 

When properly used, Mesonet data have the capacity to help save lives, save Oklahoma businesses and taxpayers millions of 

dollars annually, reduce energy consumption, educate the next generation of citizens and make an incalculable                        

contribution to research projects every year. The most notable professions that the Mesonet influences are weather                     

forecasting, agriculture, education, emergency management, wildland fire management, energy industry, transportation and 

scientific research. 

WEATHER FORECASTING 

The National Weather Service operates 15 Automated Surface Observing System weather stations in Oklahoma. These                           

stations usually report atmospheric measurements once every hour. However, much of Oklahoma's most destructive or least 

predictable weather occurs on a scale small enough to be missed by these federal stations. The Mesonet provides weather 

forecasters with more frequent and more localized information. Better forecasts of excessive rainfall and real-time                     

measurement of soil moisture conditions will help to improve the lead time on flood warnings issued by the National                 

Weather Service. These forecasts could allow for the pre-release of water from storage reservoirs before water levels rise 

too high. 

Information that can be obtained from the Oklahoma Mesonet is: 
 

• Local Weather 

• Radar 

• Rainfall 

• Advisories 

• Air Temperature 

• Dewpoint & Humidity 

• Ground Water 

• Sea - Level Pressure 

• Soil Moisture 

• Soil Temperature 

• Solar Radiation & Satellite 

• Station Meteograms 

• Station Plots 

• Upper Air 

• Wind 
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THE NATIONAL INTEGRATED DROUGHT INFORMATION  
SYSTEM 

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA) 
National Integrated Drought Information System (NIDIS) program 
was authorized by Congress in 2006 (Public Law 109-430) with an 
interagency mandate to coordinate and integrate drought research, 
building upon existing federal, tribal, state, and local partnerships 
in support of creating a national drought early warning information 
system.  

A Drought Early Warning System (DEWS) utilizes new and existing 
partner networks to optimize the expertise of a wide range of                
federal, tribal, state, local and academic partners in order to make 
climate and drought science readily available, easily                                     
understandable and usable for decision makers; and to improve the 
capacity of stakeholders to better monitor, forecast, plan for and 
cope with the impacts of drought. 

NIDIS’ goal is to improve the nation’s capacity to manage drought-
related risks by providing the best available information and tools 
to assess the potential impacts of drought, and to prepare for and 
mitigate the effects of drought. Toward that end, NIDIS seeks to 
create a DEWS for the nation.  

Together with federal, state, local, tribal and private sector partners, NIDIS: 

• Develops the leadership and partnerships to ensure successful implementation of an integrated national drought                         
monitoring and forecasting system at federal, state, and local levels; 

• Collects and integrates information on the key indicators of drought in order to make usable, reliable, and timely forecasts 
and assessments of drought, including assessments of its severity and impacts; 

• Fosters and supports a research environment that focuses on risk assessment, forecasting, and management; 

• Provides accurate, timely, and integrated information on drought conditions and associated risks to facilitate proactive   
decision-making; and 

• Offers a framework for increasing public awareness and education on how and why droughts occur, and how they impact 
human and natural systems. 

Information that can be obtained from the NIDIS is: 

 
• Current Conditions 

• Outlooks and Forecasts 

• Drought Impacts 

• Soil Moisture 

• Vegetative Impacts 

• Fire 

• Temperature and Precipitation 

• Agricultural Data and Monitoring 

• Water Supplies 

• Paleoclimate Data 

• Snow Drought 

• Additional Data, Software and Tools 
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TYPES OF DROUGHT 

Drought is a complex phenomenon which is difficult to monitor and define. Hurricanes, for example, have a definite beginning and 
end and can easily be seen as they develop and move. Drought, on the other hand, is the absence of water. It is a creeping phenome-
non that slowly sneaks up and impacts many sectors of the economy, and operates on many different time scales. As a result, the 
climatological community has defined four types of drought: 

METEOROLOGICAL 

DROUGHT  

A meteorological drought is based on the degree of dryness or rainfall deficit and the length of the dry 

period. 

HYDROLOGICAL 

DROUGHT  

A hydrological drought is based on the impact of rainfall deficits on the water supply such as stream 

flow, reservoir and lake levels, and ground water table decline. 

AGRICULTURAL 

DROUGHT  
An agricultural drought refers to the impacts on agriculture by factors such as rainfall deficits, soil 

water deficits, reduced ground water, or reservoir levels needed for irrigation 

SOCIOECONOMIC 

DROUGHT  

A socioeconomic drought considers the impact of drought conditions (meteorological, agricultural, or 

hydrological drought) on supply and demand of some economic goods such as fruits, vegetables, 

grains and meat. Socioeconomic drought occurs when the demand for an economic good exceeds 

supply as a result of a weather-related deficit in water supply. 

Oklahoma Corn Field During 2011 Drought. Photo: NOAA 
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THE PALMER DROUGHT SEVERITY INDEX 

The Palmer Drought Index (PDI) and Palmer Hydrological Drought Index (PHDI) represent a way of estimating the monthly PDI 
and PHDI on an operational weekly basis. If the date of the maps is before the end of the month, then observed temperature 
and precipitation through the date of the map are combined with 1971-2000 normals of temperature and precipitation for the 
remainder of the month to create an estimate of the monthly temperature and precipitation values. These estimated monthly 
temperature and precipitation values are fed into the Palmer model to compute the monthly PDI and PHDI values for the date 
in question. 

 EXTREME 
DROUGHT 

SEVERE                 
DROUGHT 

MODERATE 
DROUGHT 

MID -                           
RANGE 

MODERATELY 
MOIST 

VERY                             
MOIST 

EXTREMELY                      
MOIST 

 
-2.75              
and          

below 

-2.00                    
to                  

-2.74 

-1.25                   
to                  

-1.99 

-1.24                  
to                  

+0.99 

+1.00                   
to                  

+2.49 

+2.50                 
to                  

+3.49 

+3.50                  
and   

above 

Palmer Z - Index                           
August, 2018 
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U.S. DROUGHT MONITOR CLASSIFICATION SCHEME: DROUGHT SEVERITY INDEX 

The accompanying drought severity classification table shows the ranges for each indicator for each dryness level. Because the 

ranges of the various indicators often don't coincide, the final drought category tends to be based on what the majority of the 

indicators show and on local observations. The analysts producing the map also weigh the indices according to how well they 

perform in various parts of the country and at different times of the year. Additional indicators are often needed in the West, 

where winter snowfall in the mountains has a strong bearing on water supplies. It is this combination of the best available data, 

local observations and experts’ best judgment that makes the U.S. Drought Monitor more versatile than other drought                      

indicators. 

17 | GUIDE TO DROUGHT PREPAREDNESS  



1 | PROTECT YOURSELF BEFORE AN EVENT 

   Ranges 

Category Description Possible Impacts Palmer 

Drought                 

Severity Index 

(PSDI) 

CPC Soil                  

Moisture 

Model 

(Percentiles) 

USGS    

Weekly                      

Streamflow 

(Percentiles) 

Standardized                    

Precipitation 

Index (SPI) 

Objective 

Drought             

Indicator 

Blends 

(Percentiles) 

DO 

Abnormally 

Dry 

Going into drought: 

• Short-term dryness slowing 

planting, growth of crops or 

pastures 

Coming out of drought: 

• Some lingering water                 

deficits 

• Pastures or crops not fully               

recovered 

-1.0 to -1.9 21 to 30 21 to 30 -0.5 to -0.7 21 to 30 

D1 

Moderate 

Drought 

• Some damage to crops,              

pastures 

• Streams, reservoirs, or wells 

low, some water shortages 

developing or imminent 

• Voluntary water-use                    

restrictions requested 

-2.0 to -2.9 11 to 20 11 to 20 -0.8 to -1.2 11 to 20 

D2 

Severe 

Drought 

• Crop or pasture losses likely 

• Water shortages common 

• Water restrictions imposed 

-3.0 to -3.9 6 to 10 6 to 10 -1.3 to -1.5 6 to 10 

D3 

Extreme 

Drought 

• Major crop/pasture losses 

• Widespread water shortages 

or restrictions  

-4.0 to -4.9 3 to 5 3 to 5 -1.6 to -1.9 3 to 5 

D4 

Exceptional 

Drought 

• Exceptional and widespread 

crop/pasture losses 

• Shortages of water in                  

reservoirs, streams, and wells 

creating water emergencies 

-5.0 or less 0 to 2 0 to 2 -2.0 or less 0 to 2 

Short-term drought indicator blends focus on 1-3 month precipitation. Long-term blends focus on 6-60 months. Additional                 

indices used, mainly during the growing season, include the USDA/NASS Topsoil Moisture, Keetch-Byram Drought Index (KBDI), 

and NOAA/NESDIS satellite Vegetation Health Indices.  Indices used primarily during the snow season and in the West include 

snow water content, river basin precipitation, and the Surface Water Supply Index (SWSI). Other indicators include groundwater 
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THE IMPACTS OF DROUGHT 

Droughts may have direct consequences, such as                   
reduced crop yields, livestock losses, or pond                              
depletion. These direct impacts may then lead to sec-
ondary consequences such as physical and emotional 
stress, or financial insecurity.  Some of the more                   
common types of drought impacts are listed below. 

PASTURE 

• Reduced productivity 
of rangeland 

• Closure/limitation of  
public lands to grazing 

• Range fires 

• Increased weeds 

• Disrupted plant                        
communities 

• Decrease in desirable 
forage species 

• Wind and water                     
erosion of soils 

WATER 

• High cost/unavailability 
of water for livestock 

• Reservoir or pond lev-
els dropping 

• Reduced flow from 
springs 

 

• Water quality                       
problems (e.g., salt con-
centration,                               
increased water                   
temperature,                       
contaminants) 

HERD 

• Forced reduction of                    
foundation stock 

• Decreased livestock 
gains 

• Greater disease,                  
pestilence, health             
issues for livestock 

• High cost/unavailability 
of feed for livestock 

• High livestock mortality 
rates 

• Disruption of                         
reproduction cycles 
(breeding delays or   
unfilled pregnancies) 

• Decreased stock 
weights 

• Increased predation 

• Migration and                

concentration (loss of 

wildlife in some areas 

and too many in              

others) 

• Loss of wetlands 

• Loss of biodiversity  

SOCIAL / FAMILY 

• Mental and physical 
stress (e.g., anxiety, 
depression, loss of 
security, domestic  
violence) 

• Increased respiratory 
ailments 

• Reduction or                      
modification of         
recreational activities 

• Off-farm/ranch                          
employment required 
at higher levels 

• Family Stress 

• Loss of human life 
(e.g., from heat stress,                    
suicides) 

FINANCIAL 

• Inability to Support 
Ranch Employees 

• Inability to fulfill debt 
obligations 

• Decrease in capital 

• Increase in debt/asset 
ratio 

• Borrowing value of land 
and stock drops 

• Tax penalties from sell 
down 

• Future price/income 
risks 

• Watering and feed costs 
increase 

WILDLIFE /                       
EVNVIRONMENT 

• Reduction and degra-

dation of fish and 

wildlife habitat  
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WRITING A DROUGHT MANAGEMENT PLAN 

Many range publications recommend that managers develop drought plans. The planning steps provided here have been                     
developed by ranchers throughout the Great Plains, as well as forage, range, and agricultural economics specialists. These steps will 
help range managers develop a solid plan of action for situations (such as drought) that lead to forage shortages. 

The following guidelines are recommended for writing a drought management plan: 

FORM A                  

PLANNING                     

TEAM 

Drought plans are best developed with input from different perspectives.  The drought 

planning process should involve family members, business partners, and bankers, as well 

as advisors with knowledge of range management, business and marketing. 

SET FARM / 

RANCH VISION 

AND STRATEGIC 

OBJECTIVES 

A vision statement provides clear direction about “where the business is headed.”                   

Dealing with drought is just one management aspect of the overall ranch business.                     

Developing a ranch vision and strategic plan for the ranch makes it possible for the man-

ager to fit drought planning into this larger plan. 

In business strategic planning, you may also complete a SWOT (Strengths - Weaknesses - 

Opportunities - Threats) process.  In planning for drought, it may be helpful to complete a 

similar process to identify potential drought management strategies. 

You do not need to develop a whole ranch strategic plan on your own.  Your county           

extension or NRCS office, or private consultant, may also be able to help you think 

through your goals. 

TAKE                       

INVENTORY 

An inventory of resources helps you and all of your partners know what you have to work 

with. An inventory may include average precipitation and extremes; forage and range 

resources such as ecological site information, range condition and production, and other 

feed sources;  herd resources such as AUs throughout the year and feed needs; water 

capacity to support the grazing system; financial strengths and weaknesses; and human 

resources such as family members' interests and abilities as well as hired labor resources 

and capacity. 

IDENTIFY                

CRITICAL DATES 

AND TARGET 

CONDITIONS 

Midpoints of rapid-growth windows for dominant cool-season and dominant                         

warm-season grasses are excellent critical dates for implementing different phases of 

drought management plans. 

Many semiarid rangelands are composed of mixtures of cool and warm-season species. 

Consequently, it is often helpful to select two or more critical dates when most species of 

each growth-season category have headed to evaluate the contribution of each                       

component to total herbage production.  

Work with NRCS, Extension, or your own advisors to identify the earliest possible                    

indicators of pending forage deficits. 

1 
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MONITOR                

RESOURCES 

Monitor key resources on your critical dates, if not more frequently, so that you have the 

information you need to make decisions. Maintain precipitation and grazing records for 

every pasture each year. Monitor precipitation and forage availability on critical dates or 

more frequently. Monitor residual forage after moving animals out of pasture, and keep 

livestock grazing records throughout the season as animals are moved. Monitor livestock 

gain and body condition at critical intervals in production cycle, and monitor livestock 

markets as needed to meet ranch objectives.  Range condition, including scouting for     

indicator species and assessing hydrologic condition of rangeland, should be monitored 

annually, along with water resources and financial health. 

DEVELOP 

STRATEGIES 

FOR PREPARING 

FOR DROUGHT, 

RESPONDING 

TO DROUGHT, 

AND                    

RECOVERING 

FROM 

DROUGHT 

A drought plan will include strategies that you implement before, during, and after 

drought.  Thinking through the feasibility, impact, and cost/benefit ratio of each potential 

management option will help you identify the strategies that will work best for your               

operation. 

Your list of reasonable options for this year may look completely different from your list 

of reasonable options for next year. The length of the drought, the severity of the 

drought, market conditions, and other factors, have a great impact on what you can do 

during drought. 

As you think through management options that you might take before, during, and after 

drought, you may want to consider whether it moves you towards your goals, whether it 

is feasible in light of your farm / ranch inventory, whether others have found it made a 

real difference, and whether the benefits outweigh the costs of the actions. 

IMPLEMENT 

AND EVALUATE 

THE PLAN 

 

Once you've begun implementing your plan, don't forget to ask periodically - is your 

drought plan working for you? Is it moving you towards your goals? Are you satisfied with 

how you managed through a drought, using your plan? Would you make any changes to 

it? 

If you are doing ongoing monitoring of your finances, range, and livestock, you will have a 

much easier time answering these questions, as you will be able to see trends appearing. 

One method of tracking your progress is called the "Balanced Scorecard", described in a 

publication by Roger Gates & Barry Dunn et al. This approach provides a simple 

"scorecard" method of tracking performance and goals. 

Your drought plan is not a static document. Change it as needed to best meet your needs. 
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Diagram for Step # 6: Developing Strategies for preparing for drought, responding to drought, and recovering from drought. 

 

SEASON 

DATES STOCKING  

RATES 

GRAZING SYSTEM 

GRAZING 

STRATEGY 

 LIVESTOCK: 

• Ownership  

• Production Goals 

• Reproductive                                     

Schedule 

 PASTURES: 

• Hydrologic Condition 

• Plant Vigor 

• Species Diversity 

• Wildlife Habitat 

 MONITOR: 

• Remaining Herbage 

• Precipitation 

• Time of Grazing 

 MONITOR: 

• Gain 

• Body Condition 

• Pregnancy 

http://www.fire.ca.gov/blogs/aeu/files/2014/03/California-Drought-2014-Pictures.jpg
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MANAGING DROUGHT RISK ON THE RANCH / FARM WORKSHEET: INVENTORY OF RANCH / FARM                          

RESOURCES 

CATEGORY RANCH / FARM INVENTORY 

Range & Forage Resources  

• Range/Ecological Site  

• Range Condition  

• Forage Production Potential of each 

pasture  

• Other Feed Supplies  

 

Herd Resources  

• Number and Class of Livestock  

• AU’s throughout the year  

• Feed Needs (AUM’s)  

• Current Stocking Rate  

 

Water Resources  

• Well Capacity and Ability to Pump  

• Flow Rate 

• Water Quality 

 

Drought History  

• Historical Frequency of Drought  

• Range of Annual Precipitation Amounts  

• Average Precipitation and Timing 

 

Financial Resources  

• Cash Flow  

• Debt/Asset Ratio  

• Unit Cost of Production Participation in 

Insurance Programs  

• Marketing Alternatives  

 

Human and Personnel Resources  

• Family members’ interests and abilities  

• Hired labor resources 

 

DATE:_________________________________ INVENTORY COMPLETED BY:_________________________________________ 
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PROTECTING YOURSELF DURING A                             
DROUGHT EVENT 
 

T he following section highlights actions and initiatives that you and your 
family can take during a drought event. 
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INDOOR: BATHROOM 

 

Avoid flushing the toilet unnecessarily. Dispose of tissues, insects, and other similar waste in the trash rather than the 

toilet. 

 
Avoid taking baths - take short showers - turn on water only to get wet and lather and then again to rinse off. 

 
Avoid letting the water run while brushing your teeth, washing your face or shaving. 

 
Place a bucket in the shower to catch excess water for watering plants. 

INDOOR: KITCHEN 

 

Operate automatic dishwashers only when they are fully loaded. Use the "light wash" feature, if available, to use less 

water. 

 

Hand wash dishes by filling two containers—one with soapy water and the other with rinse water containing a small 

amount of chlorine bleach. 

 
Clean vegetables in a pan filled with water rather than running water from the tap. 

 
Store drinking water in the refrigerator. Do not let the tap run while you are waiting for water to cool. 

 

Avoid wasting water waiting for it to get hot. Capture it for other uses such as plant watering or heat it on the stove or 

in a microwave. 

 

Avoid rinsing dishes before placing them in the dishwasher; just remove large particles of food. (Most dishwashers can 

clean soiled dishes very well, so dishes do not have to be rinsed before washing). 

 

Avoid using running water to thaw meat or other frozen foods. Defrost food overnight in the refrigerator or use the 

defrost setting on your microwave oven. 

DURING AN EVENT: CONSERVE WATER 

Always observe state and local restrictions on water use during a drought. If restricted, for example, do not water your lawn, wash 
your car, or other non-essential uses, to help ensure there is enough water for essential uses. Contact your state or local                        
government for current   information and suggestions. 

Strategies for drought preparedness focus mainly on water conservation. Make these practices a part of your daily life and help 
preserve this essential resource. Use indoor water conservation tips during a drought. 

 

Follow these guidelines during a drought event: 

25 | GUIDE TO DROUGHT PREPAREDNESS  



2 | PROTECT YOURSELF DURING AN EVENT 

 
INDOOR: LAUNDRY 

 
Operate automatic clothes washers only when they are fully loaded or set the water level for the size of your load. 

OUTDOOR: LAWN CARE 

 
Avoid over watering your lawn and water only when needed: 

 

A heavy rain eliminates the need for watering for up to two weeks. Most of the year, lawns only need one inch of water 

per week. 

 

Check the soil moisture levels with a soil probe, spade or large screwdriver. You don't need to water if the soil is still 

moist. If your grass springs back when you step on it, it doesn't need water yet. 

 
If your lawn does require watering, do so early in the morning or later in the evening, when temperatures are cooler.  

 

Check your sprinkler system frequently and adjust sprinklers so only your lawn is watered and not the house, sidewalk, 

or street. 

 

Water in several short sessions rather than one long one, in order for your lawn to better absorb moisture and avoid 

runoff. 

 
Use a broom or blower instead of a hose to clean leaves and other debris from your driveway or sidewalk. 

 
Avoid leaving sprinklers or hoses unattended. A garden hose can pour out 600 gallons or more in only a few hours. 

 
In extreme drought, allow lawns to die in favor of preserving trees and large shrubs. 

OUTDOOR: CAR WASHING 

 
Use a commercial car wash that recycles water. 

 

 

If you wash your own car, use a shut-off nozzle that can be adjusted down to a fine spray on your hose. 
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PROTECTING YOURSELF AFTER A                                    
DROUGHT EVENT 
 

T he following section highlights steps and measures to take after a                       
drought event. 
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AFTER AN EVENT: RECOVER 

Range condition influences the rate of recovery in forage production after drought. Even with sound management, plant vigor may 
not fully recover for 5 or more years if heavy grazing occurred prior to and during drought. Animal performance may be                      
diminished, and herd size may be reduced. The financial balance sheet as well as cash flow may be impacted for five years or 
more. This understanding will form your strategies for recovery from drought. 

 
The following guidelines may help you recover from a drought event: 

 
Understand how drought has impacted your forages, livestock and finances 

 
Take inventory. 

 
Identify and evaluate strategies to help you recover from drought. 

 
Learn to monitor drought, forage resources, livestock health, and finances. 

 
Start planning to get forage resources, livestock, and finances ready for the next drought. 

 

 

Create a management plan for the next drought. 
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