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EXPERTS AGREE ON A UNIVERSAL DROUGHT INDEX TO COPE WITH CLIMATE RISKS

Copenhagen, Geneva, 15 December 2009 (WMO) - With climate change, the frequency and
magnitude of droughts are very likely to increase. In the “Lincoln Declaration on Drought Indices”,
fifty-four experts from all regions agreed on the use of a universal meteorological drought index for
more effective drought monitoring and climate risk management.

Drought is a protracted period of deficient precipitation with high impacts on agriculture and water resources.
The experts considered the different types of droughts: meteorological, agricultural and hydrological
droughts. Effective monitoring and early warning systems for these three types of droughts require
standardized indices.

Experts participating in the Inter-Regional Workshop on Indices and Early Warning Systems for Drought,
held at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, USA, from 8 to 11 December 2009 made a significant step
through a consensus agreement that the Standardized Precipitation Index (SPI) should be used to
characterize meteorological droughts by all National Meteorological and Hydrological Services around the
world.

The SPI is an index based on the probability of precipitation for any time scale using the long-term
precipitation record. A drought event begins any time when the SPI is continuously negative and ends when
the SPI becomes positive. Early detection of the onset of drought, and its intensity, through the use of the
SPI, will help improve crop insurance schemes for farmers and enhance their livelihoods.

The experts decided to undertake a similar, comprehensive review of agricultural and hydrological droughts
in order to develop common indices for better early warnings in the agricultural and water sectors.

The same level of drought severity can cause very different impacts in different regions due to the
underlying vulnerabilities. Therefore providers of and end-users of early warning systems need to interact
continuously. In this regard, coordination between data monitoring agencies is essential to facilitate
effective decision making. A simple, systematic analysis of drought impacts in different sectors should be
initiated in all affected countries in order to provide useful decision-making information for policy-makers.

As a next step, WMO will develop a user manual on SPI and will establish two working groups with the
objective of recommending, by the end of 2010, indices for global use to cope with agricultural and
hydrological droughts.

The Inter-Regional Workshop on Indices and Early Warning Systems for Drought was jointly sponsored by
the School of Natural Resources and the National Drought Mitigation Centre of the University of Nebraska,
World Meteorological Organization (WMO), the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA), the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), and the United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification (UNCCD).

WMO is the United Nations System’s authoritative voice on weather, climate and water.
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