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Drought Monitoring 

4-h-1025-W
 

How do drought conditions affect people and the environment? 

Drought can have devastating effects on an 
area’s environment, economy, and people. 
Droughts are often accompanied by 

unusually hot temperatures that can be stressful and 
a health concern for people, particularly the elderly 
and very young. Droughts affect plant growth — 
crops, gardens, and trees. They also reduce water 
levels in streams, lakes, ponds, and groundwater. The 
environmental and economic impact of a drought can 
last for years. 

Drought occurs when there is not enough rainfall to 
sustain normal conditions. Normal conditions are 
based on 30-year averages for the area. Climate data 
is calculated and updated at the end of each decade 
at weather stations across the country. Weather 
conditions in 2015 would be compared to the average 
rainfall from 1980–2010 to determine if drought 
conditions exist in a particular area. If the rainfall 
is significantly lower than the average, the area is 
considered drought-stricken.  

Droughts are big news and often talked about 
when a community is living through one. But at 
other times we tend to forget the stress of not 
having our usual precipitation, particularly in the 
Midwest, which is fortunate to generally have reliable 
precipitation. Other areas of the United States and 
the world are not so fortunate, and drought can be 
a constant threat. So while you may not currently 
be experiencing drought conditions, it is likely that 
drought is a major concern somewhere in the world 

as you read this. In this activity, you will investigate a 
recent U.S. drought and its impact. 

objective: Research the agricultural, 
environmental, economic, and social effects of 
drought on an area. 

Weather tote: 
l	 Internet access for data using the NOAA drought 

monitor, www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/drought 
webpage 

l	 Graph paper or computer software to make graphs 

l	 Access to news reports concerning drought effects 
on a region or state 

1	 Use the NOAA drought monitor data, 
www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/drought, 
to find a recent drought episode in a 
region or state. 

• Collect temperature and precipitation 
data each week for two months. 
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Chat 
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2	 Use line and/or bar graphs to make a climograph 
showing the temperature and precipitation data 
you collected (see Figure 1). 

•	 Show the dates of data collection on the x-axis. 

•	 Show the temperature and precipitation data on 
two y-axes as seen for Indianapolis, IN in the 
figure. 

3	 Research the effects of that drought on that region 
through news reports. 

•	 Include how the drought influenced agriculture, 
the environment, local economics, and social 
activities. 

•	 Keep a list of all resources that you use. 

4	 Create a report or display showing the drought 
data and your research results on the effects. 

5	 Discuss the Chat questions with a parent, friend, 
or adult helper. 

Share What happeneD: What location
 
and year did you study?
 

apply: How might climate change affect drought 
monitoring? 

generalize to your life: How could an increase 
in the incidence of droughts affect your landscaping 
plans for the first home you purchase? 

fly higher 
Use the NOAA drought website, www.ncdc.noaa.gov/ 
sotc/drought, to study previous droughts, wildfires, 
tornadoes, hurricanes, snow, and ice in the U.S. or 
globally. 

cliMograph for inDianapoliS, inDiana [FIGURE 1] 

Purdue ExtEnsion  2 

http:www.ncdc.noaa.gov


 

    

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4-h-1025-W
 

palMer z inDex Short-terM conDitionS [FIGURE 2] 

Palmer Drought InDex Key 

extreme drought, -2.75 and below 

severe drought, -2 to -2.74 

moderate drought, -1.25 to -1.99

 mid-range, -1.24 to +0.99 

moderately moist, 1 to 2.49 

very moist, 2.5 to 3.49 

extremely moist, 3.5 and above 

NOAA - Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration/Department of Commerce. 

noteS 
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