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Hazard Impact Factsheet: Droughts

Definition
Droughts are known to creep up on people, earning it the
title a ‘creeping phenomenon’ and can be one of the worst
natural disasters. It is a slow onset disaster. However,
there is no set definition for drought due to their multi-
faceted nature and wide range of effects from region to
region. Generally droughts occur from an abnormally long
period of dry weather which causes a severe water
shortage. Humans can cause or exacerbate droughts
from over farming, over grazing, deforestation and building dams which all dry out
the land. Levels of precipitation and river flows can be used to measure droughts or
whether to prepare for one, however artificial influences can make this a difficult
disaster to measure.

What you will most likely find on arrival
As water is only second to air for breathing in human survival it means that a drought
can cause conditions to become difficult and dangerous fast. Due to the drought
conditions it is most likely there will not be enough water to support food crops or the
crops that feed livestock, therefore there will be a lack of food which can quickly lead
to famine. This means people will have lost their food source and livelihood so
malnutrition will become an issue. In addition, as water gets scarcer the quality of the
water that people are drinking or using for personal hygiene will decrease which can
cause the spread a wide variety of diseases. With the land becoming so dry that
rivers etc. can totally dry up and the area can become susceptible to wildfires
causing extensive damage. As water is such a crucial commodity and a lack of water
means a lack of food this can lead to conflict and war as people compete for the
limited commodities. All of the above effects can cause many to leave the drought-
stricken area but this can put high demand on the resources in neighbouring areas.

Impact/ Likely
Devastation

Effect for aid work

Decimation of
crops and livestock

- Will need to source food from outside of the affected area to
supply those in the affected area, but be aware of the market
and pricing out the poorest. Food
- Be aware of harvest schedules as people may be starving
as food is not ripe yet so need to be aware when the food will
be available locally so as to not undermine the farmers. Food
- Programmes to buy livestock that are ailing for a decent
price so families aren’t forced to sell at poor market rates.
Food
- Programmes to replenish livestock when appropriate

Malnutrition - Most likely to be large numbers of malnutrition especially in
the young, will need measures like therapeutic feeding and
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antibiotics to ward off opportunist illnesses. Health, Food
- May need to set up therapeutic feeding centres for affected
people to come to. Health, Food
- Be careful with quantities and types of food given as
people’s malnourished systems may not be able to cope and
it may do more harm than good. Health, Food

WASH - Provide clean water for drinking and for personal hygiene.
WASH
- Wide range of diseases can spread rapidly due to limited
access to clean water and immune systems will be lower.
WASH, Health

Migration
– people tend to
flee drought
affected areas

- Camps may need to be set up to accommodate the influx of
people. Shelter, WASH
- These additional people may put a strain on the host area
which may also be susceptible to drought
- These people may arrive with little so will need to be
provided with non-food items etc. Shelter, WASH

Additional
challenges

- If in an area with woodland etc. could be susceptible to
wildfires
- Conflicts may erupt as people try to secure commodities for
themselves
- Education will be needed on how to farm and irrigation etc.
in a way that would exacerbate the issue for future droughts.
- As with the 2004 drought in Niger the food that was left after
poor rains was then all eaten by swarms of locust, this could
be an issue and intensify a food scarcity.
- Develop alternative livelihood to develop resilience against
drought.

Famous Example
East Africa Drought 2011
Large areas of Somalia, Ethiopia, Djibouti and Kenya were
classified as a crisis or emergency by the UN. The previous
two rainy season had yielded poor rains leading to severe
drought across the region with over 13 million people in
need of assistance. Crops began to fail and livestock died
due to the drought while food prices rose substantially
above what many moderately poor households could afford. Acute malnutrition
became a severe issue in parts of Somalia and Ethiopia especially among the
young, one third of all children in the Juba region of Somalia were considered
acutely malnourished. The Somali people had suffered years of conflict and the
drought pushed them to breaking, leading to unprecedented numbers fleeing into

neighbouring countries. Around 15,000
Somalis had fled their country each month
to arrive mainly in Ethiopia and Kenya who
were also struggling with their own drought
conditions. In addition, requests for funds
were largely ignored at first and by June
2011 appeals for Somalia and Kenya were


