
Drought—Frequently Asked Questions 

1. What is drought? 
Drought can best be thought of as a condition of water shortage for a particular user in a particular 
location. Hydrologic conditions constituting a drought for water users in one location may not constitute 
a drought for water users in a different part of California or for users with a different water supply. 
Individual water suppliers may use criteria such as rainfall/runoff, amount of water in storage, or 
expected supply from a water wholesaler to define their water supply conditions. 

2. What effect does drought conditions have on national forests in California?  
Drought affects all parts of our environment and our communities. California is experiencing the driest 
year on record following two previous drought years. The early May U.S. Drought Monitor showed that 
approximately 96% of the state is experiencing drought conditions with 77% of the state in extreme or 
exceptional drought Because of these conditions, these areas including the national forest are facing a 
severe and earlier-than-normal fire season. Dead/dying standing trees can pose wildfire threat with 
potential to damage Forest Service infrastructure and private property. Public safety is also a major 
concern as dead trees can snap and fall unpredictably. Other impacts to forestlands include:  

• Reduced tree growth 
• Losses or destruction of fish and wildlife habitat 
• Lack of food and drinking water for wild animals 
• Increase in disease in wild animals, because of reduced food and water supplies 
• Migration of wildlife 
• Increased stress on endangered species or even extinction 
• Lower water levels in reservoirs, lakes, and ponds 
• Fewer recreational activities 

3. How will this affect the average citizen’s enjoyment of recreation activities on the national forests? 
Drought has direct and indirect impacts on the tourism/recreation sector spanning all seasons. The most 
obvious are reductions in water- or snow-dependent activities, such as boating, rafting, canoeing, 
fishing, snowmobiling, or skiing, resulting from lower water levels or snowpack, as well as from 
shortened or shifted seasons. Water restrictions can also pose challenges to water-reliant recreation. 
Wildlife viewing or hunting can also be affected through changes in animal and bird migratory patterns. 
As a result we could be seeing decreased tourist dollars for the local economy. 

4. How will this affect ranchers and other grazing permittees activities on national forests? 
This will undoubtedly affect our rangelands and grazing permit administration this year as some grazing 
allotments may experience shortened seasons of use, reduced stocking rates, curtailment of water 
rights, or the need to rest from gazing. 

Most Forest Supervisors, District Rangers and Rangeland Specialist communicate regularly with grazing 
permittees about season weather patterns and how they may alter livestock management on grazing 
allotments  



5. How long has California been in drought conditions and why is the Forest Service putting more 
emphasis on the condition this year? 
Calendar year 2013 was the driest calendar year on record since 1895, and the state has very little, if 
any, water reserves to fall back on this year. The current situation is said to be considerably worse than 
the situation six years ago with 62 percent of the state in "extreme drought" conditions.  Forests are 
relatively resistant to short-term drought; the duration of a drought event may be more important than 
its intensity; for instance, multiple consecutive years of drought (2-5 years) are more likely to cause high 
tree mortality than one very dry year. 

6. How often does California experience significant droughts? 
Measurements of California water conditions cover only a small slice of the past. Widespread collection 
of rainfall and stream flow information began around the turn of the 20th century. During our period of 
recorded hydrology, the most significant statewide droughts occurred during 1928-34, 1976-77, 1987-
92, and 2007-09. The last significant regional drought occurred in parts of Southern California in 1999-
2002. Historical data combined with estimates created from indirect indicators such as tree rings 
suggest that the 1928-34 event may have been the driest period in the Sacramento River watershed 
since about the mid-1550s. 

7. Who monitors drought conditions in California? 
One source is the U.S. Drought Monitor, a unique, blending numeric measure of drought and experts' 
best judgment into a single map every week. The Monitor is produced by a rotating group of authors 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, and the 
National Drought Mitigation Center. It incorporates review from a group of 250 climatologists, extension 
agents, and others across the nation. Each week the author revises the previous map based on rain, 
snow and other events, observers' reports of how drought is affecting crops, wildlife and other 
indicators. Authors balance conflicting data and reports to come up with a new map every Wednesday 
afternoon. Visit http://www.drought.gov/drought/area/ca   for the current drought conditions in 
California. 

8. What can individuals do to conserve water? 
There are a number of ways each of us can do our part to conserve water.  We can 

• Monitor  how much water we use 
• Talk to family members about their water use and ways to reduce it. 
• Fix leaks, dripping taps and don’t leave taps running. Reuse water wherever possible. 
• When it is safe to do so--water used to rinse vegetables could be used to water plants. 
• Capture rainwater for garden and other outside uses and make space for rainwater. 
• Contact your water company, or the Environment Agency for more water saving tips. 

9. How does the Forest Service plan to conserve water? 
As a conservation-oriented Agency, the Forest Service has a responsibility to serve as a model for the 
wise use of limited resources such as water.  Some of our water conservation strategies include water 
audits, water efficient plumbing fixtures, education, leak detection and repair, and metering can greatly 
increase water use efficiency and reduce losses.  Facility-specific water-efficiency projects, coupled with 
Agency-wide water reduction targets and goals mandated by Law and Executive Orders, provide the 
impetus to continuously reduce our water consumption.  

http://www.drought.gov/drought/area/ca


10. Governor Brown has declared a drought State of Emergency for California is encouraging citizens to 
conserve water use, why then is the Forest Service continuing to wash fire vehicles? 
The Forest is taking several steps to conserve water; however, due to the concerns of transferring 
invasive plant species across forestlands, firefighting vehicles and other equipment continue to be 
washed. The cost of eradicating or spraying established infestations exceeds the cost of prevention 
more than tenfold.  Washing equipment that moves between work areas helps reduce the spread of 
invasive plants and prevent diseases from infecting another area or destructive insects from inhabiting a 
new area. 

11. What is the Forest Service doing to manage the national forest during these drought conditions? 
The National and Regional Offices have been monitoring drought conditions for the last several seasons 
and are aware that some units have already implemented drought measures in recent dry years. The 
Region’s “Drought Management Response” team is currently developing tools for managing drought 
conditions, specific actions and recommendations will share this information with employees for 
implementation on the ground. Communications for the Region’s drought activities will be shared with 
the public as significant actions occur. 

We will continue to work with various land management areas to develop useful tools for managing drought 
conditions across the region. 
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