
APPENDIX M.   
DROUGHT CLASSIFICATION SYSTEM 

Drought intensity categories are based on six key indicators and numerous supplementary 
indicators. The accompanying drought severity classification table shows the ranges for each 
indicator for each dryness level. Because the ranges of the various indicators often do not 
coincide, the final drought category is based on what the majority of the indicators show. The 
analysts producing the map also weight the indices according to how well they perform in 
various parts of the country and at different times of the year.  

Also, additional indicators are often needed in the West, where winter snowfall has a strong 
bearing on water supplies.  

D0-D4: The Drought Monitor summary map identifies general drought areas, labeling droughts 
by intensity, with D1 being the least intense and D4 being the most intense. Drought watch areas 
(D0) are either drying out and possibly heading for drought, or are recovering from drought but 
not yet back to normal - suffering long-term impacts such as low reservoir levels. 

Table M.1 Drought Severity Classifications 

Category Description  Possible Impacts 
Palmer 
Drought 

Index 

CPC Soil 
Moisture Model 

(Percentiles) 

D0 Abnormally 
Dry 

Going into drought: short-term 
dryness slowing planting, growth of 
crops or pastures; fire risk above 
average. Coming out of drought: 
some lingering water deficits; 
pastures or crops not fully recovered. 

-1.0 to -1.9 21-30 

D1 Moderate 
Drought 

Some damage to crops, pastures; fire 
risk high; streams, reservoirs, or wells 
low, some water shortages 
developing or imminent, voluntary 
water use restrictions requested. 

-2.0 to -2.9 11-20 

D2 Severe 
Drought 

Crop or pasture losses likely; fire risk 
very high; water shortages common; 
water restrictions imposed. 

-3.0 to -3.9 D2 

D3 Extreme 
Drought 

Major crop/pasture losses; extreme 
fire danger; widespread water 
shortages or restrictions. 

-4.0 to -4.9 D3 

D4 Exceptional 
Drought 

Exceptional and widespread 
crop/pasture losses; exceptional fire 
risk; shortages of water in reservoirs, 
streams, and wells, creating water 
emergencies. 

-5.0 or less  

Additional indices used, mainly during the growing season, include the USDA/NASS Topsoil Moisture, Crop Moisture Index (CMI), 
and Keetch Byram Drought Index (KBDI). Indices used primarily during the snow season and in the West include the River Basin 
Snow Water Content, River Basin Average Precipitation, and the Surface Water Supply Index (SWSI).  
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