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What is the National Integrated Drought Information System 
(NIDIS)?

NIDIS is a multi-agency partnership with a mission to mitigate the impacts and costs of drought by 
improving the nation’s capacity to proactively manage drought-related risks.

• The U.S. Drought Portal: www.drought.gov

• Regional Drought Early Warning Systems

• Improving drought prediction and forecasting

• Collaborate with partners and build state & local 
drought capacity

○ Supporting drought planning and preparedness
○ Supporting drought impact assessments

How do we do this work?
NIDIS Drought Early Warning 

Systems (DEWS)

http://www.drought.gov


NIDIS Public law

“DROUGHT…causes or may cause— (i) 
substantial economic or social impacts; or 
(ii) substantial physical damage or injury to 
individuals, property, or the environment.”

Established the National Integrated Drought 
Information System

To:

“engender better informed and more timely 
decisions thereby leading to reduced 
[drought] impacts and costs”

● NIDIS is authorized to engage in 
partnerships with: 

○ Federal, 
○ State, 
○ Tribal, 
○ Local,
○ Private sector, 
○ Academic institutions, 
○ Citizen scientists

Governments 
and Agencies



The Ask of this Committee
● The drought assessment challenge is already upon us, 

given that droughts differ greatly from one to the next and 
thus our responses must differ as well.

● We would like specific guidance on how to adjust and 
improve drought assessments 

○ Outcomes from this project must be applied for the 
benefit of those most impacted by drought, such as 
farmers, ranchers, water managers, and electricity 
producers. 

● WHY: If we can get drought assessment right, then we 
can be confident that drought preparations and 
response actions will be more effective. 

● This is a complex ask -
○ Blend physical science, social science and economic 

science 
○ Provide recommendations for improving the 

mechanics of drought assessment



Thank you!

Thank you to the NASEM, 

Thank you to
the Committee

for tackling this issue. 



The Economic and Human Costs of Drought

$11.6
Billion

Average Cost Per Drought Event in the U.S.
2nd highest per event for all billion dollar disasters

$372
Billion

Total Cost of Drought from 1980-2025
3rd highest for all billion dollar disasters

101 
People

Average Fatalities from Drought and Heat 
Waves Each Year
2nd highest per year for all billion dollar disasters



Example: Great Plains—less drought can be more costly



Drought Assessment Requires Context



Establish Context Using Like Events Composed of Past Years



Context Differs Based on the Years Included



Context Differs Based on the Years Included



When Should drought in 
the paleoclimate record

be considered? 

When Should drought be 
defined using a shorter 

modern reference period, 
knowing that there have 

been extreme events in the 
past that should not be 

ignored 
(e.g., the dust bowl)? 

How should 
drought be 
assessed?

When Should drought be 
defined using all available 

data, knowing that there are 
strong trends in the data and 
the past is not representative 

of the present?
QUESTION:



When Should drought in 
the paleoclimate record

be considered? 

When Should drought be 
defined using a shorter 

modern reference period, 
knowing that there have 

been extreme events in the 
past that should not be 

ignored 
(e.g., the dust bowl)? 

When Should drought be 
defined using all available 

data, knowing that there are 
strong trends in the data and 
the past is not representative 

of the present?
QUESTION:

How should 
drought be 
assessed?



Assessing Drought—Accounting for Non-Stationarity

102 subject matter experts attended the 
workshop representing 44 institutions.



Foundation for this Study



● Evaluate data sources currently used for drought assessment. What data will be needed to address non-stationarity? What 
methodologies can be used to improve future drought assessment, taking into account non-stationarity?

● Discuss metrics and indicators used in drought assessment and identify opportunities to inform decision making, including increasing 
integration of non-stationarity and incorporating uncertainty and/or confidence.

Statement of Task

DroughtMonth Season
Year Decade

non-stationarity 
considerations

drought 
assessments

The study will:
● Discuss the drought-to-aridification continuum and differentiate among drought, multidecadal drought, and aridification. How do factors 

such as periods of record, drought type, regionality, and seasonality affect these classifications? How do current periods of record affect 
drought outlooks and predictions?

● Review existing and emerging approaches, both nationally and globally, for incorporating non-stationarity in drought 
assessment. Contrast these approaches with those of other natural hazard assessments. Are there best practices that can 
be applied to drought management? Are some approaches more appropriate for specific regions and/or time periods?

The committee will: Recommend a framework for incorporating non-stationarity considerations into drought assessment, for use across a 
range of geographic regions and of spatial and temporal scales. 



● public- and private-sector entities charged with 
assessing drought

● decision makers and policy makers who rely on 
accurate drought assessments for water and natural 
resources management and risk reduction ahead of 
and during times of low water availability

● information providers who may need to adjust 
products and tools based on recommendations. This 
would ensure that the necessary science, data, and 
metrics needed are available to inform sound 
decisions. 

● NOAA/NIDIS and other federal agencies who are 
involved in drought assessment or make decisions 
based on drought assessment 

Audience for this Work

The study will inform:
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