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What is a drought? 

A drought is defined as "a period of abnormally dry weather sufficiently prolonged for 
the lack of water to cause serious hydrologic imbalance in the affected area." -Glossary 
of Meteorology (1959). 

In easier to understand terms, a drought is a period of unusually persistent dry weather 
that persists long enough to cause serious problems such as crop damage and/or water 
supply shortages. The severity of the drought depends upon the degree of moisture 
deficiency, the duration, and the size of the affected area. 

There are actually four different ways that drought can be defined. 

Meteorological-a measure of departure of precipitation from normal. Due to 
climatic differences, what might be considered a drought in one location of the 
country may not be a drought in another location. 

Agricultural-refers to a situation where the amount of moisture in the soil no 
longer meets the needs of a particular crop. 

Hydrological-occurs when surface and subsurface water supplies are below 
normal. 

Socioeconomic-refers to the situation that occurs when physical water shortages 
begin to affect people. 

From :   http://www.wrh.noaa.gov/fgz/science/drought.php?wfo=fgz 

Droughts in Massachusetts 

Multi-year Droughts Using streamflow analysis the USGS has identified 6 multi-year droughts 
that have affected Massachusetts.  Recurrence intervals for some of these droughts 
were computed. These droughts affected different areas of the State differently and thus 
the recurrence intervals vary depending on location. The higher the recurrence interval 
the more severe the drought. 

1879 to 1883  Probably a small recurrence interval. Very little information on effects. 

1908 to 1912  Similar to the previous period and again very little information on effects. 

1929 to 1932  Recurrence interval varies from 10 to greater than 50 years. Recurrence 
interval was generally higher in central and western MA. New or emergency water 
supplies were developed in 6 central and western MA communities. The following 
year10 additional communities, including 3 in eastern MA sought additional supplies. 

http://www.wrh.noaa.gov/fgz/science/drought.php?wfo=fgz
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1939 to 1944  Recurrence interval was less than 25 years in the Connecticut River 
Valley area, greater than 25 years for the rest of the State, and 45 to 50 years for the 
eastern part of the State. There is little information available about the effects of this 
drought. 

1961 to 1969   Recurrence intervals computed for this drought were greater than 25 
years everywhere in the State. This drought is considered the most severe in recent 
history in the Northeastern United States. In 1965 emergency supplies were being 
used by 23 communities, water supply emergencies declared for 37 communities, 3 
water districts declared water-use restrictions, and about 30 communities  adopted 
voluntary  water-use restrictions. Ten communities were in critical condition with less 
than a 90-day supply remaining.  Southern MA was declared critical for agriculture. 
Quabbin Reservoir reached 45 percent capacity in 1967. Beginning in 1961 there were 
periods when the forests of the State were closed due to the extreme fire danger. 
Several newspaper articles that are attached are attached describe conditions that 
were experienced in all areas of the State. 

1980 to 1983 Recurrence intervals were generally less than 25 years except in 
Southeast MA where they were greater than 25 years. This drought was probably the 
lease severe of that last 4 listed droughts. 

Other periods of Drought: Other periods of months or a year have been considered 
periods of drought . These periods have usually consisted of a series of months, 
usually in the late spring and summer, with long periods of much below average 
rainfall. For example, in 1957 rainfall was only 33.2 inches, 10.51 inches below 
normal, and as a result many of the State’s public water systems were forced to curtail 
the use of water during the summer and fall of that year. This prompted the legislature 
to pass an act relative to providing adequate water supply to cities during a drought or 
other emergency. Of note here is that the years preceding and following 1957 had 
much above normal rainfall.  Looking at the observed rainfall record for MA, which 
goes back to about 1820, suggests that under present day water withdrawals that 
there would probably be many years of water-supply problems similar to those 
experienced in 1957. 

Much of the information presented here comes from: 

1. Wandle, S. William Jr., 1990, National Water Summary 1988-89-Floods and 
Droughts: Massachusetts, USGS Water Supply Paper 2375. 

2. Copland, Robert C, 1966, This drought we’re in; Boston, MA, Northeastern 
University Alumnus / Summer 1966, v. 29, no.2, p. 5-11. 
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