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Essay Question #3


Water is a vital resource here on our planet, and without it life would cease to exist.  The amount of precipitation which falls in an area greatly impacts the types of animal and plant life found there; when the normal precipitation varies significantly, either through wet periods or dry periods, life of all kinds is affected.  Droughts are particularly devastating and unfortunately common throughout the world.  Much more research is needed in order to understand the causes of droughts and to be able to effectively forecast them.  

Drought is a natural phenomenon that is notoriously difficult to classify and describe.  There exists no precise definition of drought.  In fact, there are over 150 definitions for ‘drought’ in the earth science fields. Roger Barry and Richard Chorley provide a good comprehensive definition: “… an absence of significant precipitation for a period which is long enough to cause moisture deficits in the soil due to evapotranspiration and decreases in stream flow, thereby disrupting normal biological and human activities.”  In order to better understand the hazard and to assess it properly, one must consider existing research into droughts.

Perhaps the most important thing to consider when assessing droughts is the fact that different places are affected very differently by the absence of precipitation for certain time periods.  For example, three weeks of no rain in Britain could qualify as a drought, while certain tropical areas can go for a few months without experiencing drought conditions.  Thus, any assessment of a drought in a region must be made in regional context.

In order to properly assess a drought’s temporal dimensions, I believe that three things must be considered. First, an accurate description of the area’s annual and monthly precipitation norms should be consulted. Many parts of the world have very distinct dry and wet seasons, and there are certain areas, such as the Sahel of west Africa, where the ‘norm’ is for precipitation patterns to be highly ‘abnormal’ and inconsistent.  Secondly, if one is to consider drought as a percentage of monthly or annual precipitation, water balance table must be studied for the area.  This takes into account the recent history of precipitation in recent months.  Third, an assessment of the length of time that biological and human activities are affected should be conducted.  Again, this should be taken in context.  All of these things are also affected temporally by large-scale mechanisms affecting droughts, such as movements of high-pressure cells, monsoonal circulations, storm tracks, and sea surface temperature patterns.

How does one define the geographic area affected by a drought?  Again, it depends on the particular area.  I think three things should be considered here.  First, one must look at the defining areas of a regions climate classification.  If part of a region lies under one classification, and another part under a different classification, then certainly a drought in one part is not necessarily a drought in the other.  Secondly, one should consider geographic zones affected by the temporal issues outlined above.  For example, if human activities are affected for 5 weeks because of drought, it should be straightforward to get a handle on the geographic extent of that effect.  Thirdly, one should consider the extent of the surrounding area that has been affected by humans (such as farming, overgrazing, or deforestation) that have been shown to affect areas’ drought susceptibility through desertification.  This is especially important in marginal climates. 


If one were to consult me for information on a region to get an idea of that region’s drought susceptibility, I would provide them with several things.  Certainly a climate history is vital, for what else would one compare anomalies to?  A general climate description is also important; it is helpful to know whether the area in question normally has inconsistent rainfall, or normally very consistent rainy seasons.  In this general description would be a discussion of the large-scale effects on that region’s climate, such as pressure, wind, temperature, and seasonal patterns.  And lastly, I would provide information on how that region has been affected by humans (i.e., is it more susceptible to desertification because of humans?)


It is more straightforward to provide such information on a region in this day and age compared to Thornthwaite’s time, due to technological advances in science.  However, there is still much to be learned about our natural environment when it comes to assessing and predicting droughts.  Human will probably always be surprised by extreme weather events no matter how well we think we understand the climates of the world.
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