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Introduction

Purpose
Wisconsin is subject to droughts, which can cause severe, even catastrophic, damage. A 
prolonged or extreme drought can impact:

Wisconsin’s economy by reducing industrial, commercial, and agricultural 
productivity.

Quality of life by the direct effects of reduction of available water resources and 
by the indirect effects of loss of jobs, livestock, and crops.

This annex:

Outlines state agency roles and responsibilities related to drought response

Proposes state agency actions that can minimize environmental damage, 
economic losses, domestic hardships, and other drought related impacts on the 
state.

Describes the method state agencies use to coordinate with one another during 
drought responses

Scope
A drought can be described as a prolonged period of abnormally dry weather where diminished 
precipitation causes serious hydrologic imbalance. Drought severity depends on the degree and 



duration of precipitation deficiency and the size of the affected area. A drought is a progressive 
and potentially unrecognized incident until it has reached a moderate to severe level. This 
annex:

Identifies indices of drought conditions and classifies drought levels.

Defines trigger points for activating this annex based upon the severity of drought 
conditions impacting the state of Wisconsin.

There are four main types of droughts:

Agricultural Drought

Results in serious soil moisture deficiency.

May reduce water availability and quality of agricultural products and 
goods.

Potential to contribute to insect outbreaks.

Increases wildfire potential and further agricultural damages

Hydrological

Results in abnormally low flows in streams and lower water levels in lakes 
and wetlands.

May influence landscape-level ecosystem transitions (conversion of 
woodland to more open grassland, for example)

Warmer temperatures which often accompany drought conditions increase 
aquatic algal growth and impact water quality (decreasing dissolved oxygen 
which can lead to fish kills).

Meteorological

Recognized when accumulated precipitation is well below what is 
considered normal for the region or season

Socioeconomic

Results in shortage of water supply and decreased water quality that would 
affect human health and safety

Impacts to water-based transportation such as shipping of goods and 
products leading to supply-chain interruptions and higher costs for 
shipping.

Increases to wildfire potential endangering communities, structures, 
landscapes (such as agricultural production), and more.



Planning Assumptions
A drought can occur at any location and may be difficult to recognize in its early stages.

Effective drought response depends on early drought recognition through observation 
and reporting of local conditions across the state. 

State-level response to a drought incident will be consistent with the National Incident 
Management System (NIMS) and the Wisconsin Emergency Response Plan (WERP).

Drought conditions cause many adverse effects on the state including, but not limited to:

Agriculture, agriculture-based business, recreation, and the tourist industry

Upward pressure on retail food prices due to shortages of crops, dairy 
products, meat, and other foodstuffs

Agricultural crop loss, lack of grazing opportunities, etc.

Increased possibility of rapidly spreading wildland fires due to reduced soil and 
vegetation moisture levels

Water shortages that may result in voluntary or mandatory limitations on water 
use

Reduced availability of drinking water

Reductions in river, lake, and stream levels and flows causing harm to water-
dependent natural resources and public interests/uses.

Increased probability of hot weather

Situation Overview

Historical Analysis
The following graphs depict statewide average annual precipitation (Figure 2-1) and 
monthly drought severity (Figure 2-2) from 1895 to 2023. Green areas on the graph 
identify times with above average precipitation and lower drought severity and red areas 
identify times with below average precipitation and higher drought severity.



 

  



The following graph (Figure 2-3) depicts the drought severity coverage index for 
Wisconsin between the 2000 and 2024.  



Source: Wisconsin State Climatology Office

U.S. Drought Monitor Classification Scheme
The U.S. Drought Monitor is produced through a partnership between the National Drought 
Mitigation Center at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, the United States Department of 
Agriculture, and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.  The Drought Monitor 
map, which contains five categories based upon physical indicators and judgement from local 
experts, is released weekly and shows the location and intensity of the drought across the 
nation. Wisconsin utilizes the Drought Monitor Classification system to identify the potential 
need for various response measures. The U.S. Drought Monitor uses the following Drought 
Severity Classification:

:

Category D0

Description: Abnormally Dry

Possible Impacts:

Going into a drought

Short-term dryness slowing planting, growth of crops or pastures

Coming out of a drought

Some lingering water deficits

Pastures or crops not fully recovered

Category D1

Description: Moderate Drought



Possible Impacts:

Some damage to crops, pastures

Streams, reservoirs, or wells low, some water shortages developing or 
imminent

Voluntary water use restrictions requested

Category D2

Description: Severe Drought

Possible Impacts:

Crop or pasture losses likely

Water shortages common

Water restrictions imposed

Category D3

Description: Extreme Drought

Possible Impacts:

Major crop or pasture losses

Widespread water shortages or restrictions

Category D4

Description: Exceptional Drought

Possible Impacts:

Exceptional and widespread crop or pasture losses

Shortages of water in reservoirs, streams, and wells creating water 
emergencies

Additional Drought Severity Classification information is included in 
Attachment 1.

Concept of Operations
State-level response to a drought incident will be consistent with the National Incident 
Management System (NIMS) and the Wisconsin Emergency Response Plan (WERP).

Mobilization Triggers
This non-inclusive list demonstrates some of the triggers for activating this annex:



The governor, individually or in consultation with the adjutant general and WEM 
Administrator, determines that conditions in the state warrant activation.

WEM, in consultation with the National Weather Service or State Climatology Office, 
determines that more than 50% of the state is in Category D1 (Moderate Drought) 
condition.

WEM, in consultation with the National Weather Service or State Climatology Office, 
determines that more than 25% of the state is in a Category D2 (Severe Drought), or any 
portion of the state is in Category D3 (Extreme Drought), or Category D4 (Exceptional 
Drought) condition.

Drought Taskforce
Purpose: The Drought Taskforce is a group of state agency representatives who meet to 
assess the severity of a drought, coordinate response activities, and share information to 
enable effective response to drought conditions. 

Activation

Activation of the Drought Taskforce may occur in response to, or in anticipation of, 
drought conditions that may necessitate state support or assistance.

Notification

WEM will establish a virtual or in-person meeting of the Drought Taskforce by inviting 
staff from each agency listed below to participate.  If the situation warrants, WEM may 
also send a RAVE alert to the agencies listed below requesting their participation in the 
meeting.

Composition

The taskforce is anticipated to include, but is not limited to, representatives from:

The Governor’s Office
WI DHS
DNR
DATCP
WisDOT
DMA
WEM

PSC
DOA
Wisconsin State Climatology 
Office
National Weather Service
Other organizations may be 
invited as necessary

Task Force Structure:

The Department of Military Affairs serves as the lead coordinating agency for 
the Drought Task Force.  DMA will establish a meeting schedule, invite 
participants, collect information and produce a situation report, which is sent to 
state leadership to keep them apprised of the situation.   



Roles and Responsibilities

Meets on a regular basis during periods of drought.

Submits weekly reports to the governor for their situational awareness and 
action during periods of drought.

Provide input regarding state drought response measures included in this 
incident annex

Serves as the technical advisory body for state and local decision makers

Develops, with the advice of focus area subgroups, short- and long-term 
drought response recommendations for protection of the public

May provide, with the advice of focus area subgroups, specific information on:

Drought trends

Establishing water use priorities

Recommendations to local water utilities for creating or updating water 
shortage plans

Water availability including observed and expected precipitation, stream 
flow, reservoirs, and groundwater levels

Dry or impacted wells and other groundwater supply sources

Recommendations relating to proposed state actions

Potential impacts on Wisconsin’s agriculture, economy, and environment

Impacts to and regulatory sideboards for navigable waterways including 
Great Lakes ports and the Mississippi River

Improvements to the capability to provide accurate and timely assessments 
of water availability or agricultural deficiencies

Recommendations to the governor and other partners concerning state 
level responses

Focus area subgroups

In addition to the Drought Taskforce, additional subgroups, when created, provide input 
on various focus areas including, but not limited to:

Agriculture
Wildfire
Natural resource and public interest impacts (such as fish and wildlife, aquatic habitat, 
recreational uses, navigational impacts, etc.) and regulatory framework. 
Recreation and tourism
Public water supplies



Economic impacts

Annex Activities
The WERP Basic Plan defines standardized tasks that constitute the response responsibilities of 
any agency that serves a role in emergency management. This section defines activities unique 
to this annex, intended for use in conjunction with the common tasks outlined in the WERP Basic 
Plan.

As drought conditions worsen, decisions on reducing water consumption and water use 
restrictions may become necessary.

Numerous factors influence these decisions including location and other factors 
specific to the incident at hand.

The following prioritized, non-inclusive list of water uses/consumption is for 
guidance purposes only:

Human health

Firefighting

Livestock watering

Crop irrigation

Industrial and commercial process uses

Hydroelectric production

Recreational uses (i.e., water parks, golf course irrigation)

Quality of life use (landscape watering, car washing)

Other measures to mitigate drought conditions may include adjustments to commercial, 
industrial, and municipal effluent discharged into lakes, rivers, and streams.

The following tables outline agency responsibilities at the various drought classification 
levels. 
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Agency Responsibilities

Lead Coordinating Agency – Department of Military Affairs



Wisconsin Governmental Support Agencies
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 Coordinate with the NWS to observe, monitor, and report drought conditions 
through an in-state observer network to the US Drought Monitor authors. Timing 
shall be as such to actively participate in the weekly development of the USDM 
map during the comment period prior to the release of the USDM each Thursday



Federal Agencies

Supporting Documents

Attachments
U.S. Drought Monitor Drought Severity Classification

Other Resources
Farmer to Farmer (http://farmertofarmer.uwex.edu). An animal feed clearinghouse 
created by the University of Wisconsin Extension. Farmer to Farmer assists livestock 
owners who may need access to additional sources of feed for their herds in times of 
drought.

Hay Hauling Assistance (https://farmrescue.org/apply/hay-hauling-assistance.html)

US Drought Monitor (http://droughtmonitor.unl.edu)

Public Service Commission website,  
https://psc.wi.gov/Pages/ForUtilities/Water/ConservationandEfficiencyInitiative.aspx.

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources website, http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/WaterUse/.

Wisconsin Climatology Office website, 

Drought Observation Reporting Tool 
(https://droughtimpacts.unl.edu/Tools/ConditionMonitoringObservations.aspx)

Condition Monitoring Observer Reports (for those interested in reporting drought 
conditions)



 

 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Intentionally left blank 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Table 1 Depicts the U.S. Drought Monitor’s Drought Classification Index. Each category is based on a 
percentile of precipitation method of classifying droughts.  For instance: 

A D-4 Exceptional drought corresponds to the lowest 2 precipitation values.  This is the most severe 
drought, with the worst conditions on record. It would only be expected to occur once or twice within a 
100-year period.  

A D3 Extreme drought occupies percentile positions 2.01-5.00, has conditions amongst the worst on 
record, and would be expected to occur once every 20 to 50 years.  

A D2 Severe drought occupies percentile positions 5.01 to 10.00 and would be expected to occur once 
every 10 to 20 years.  

A D1 Moderate Drought occupies percentile positions 10.01 to 20.00 and is expected to occur once every 
5 to 10 years.   

Abnormally Dry (D0) conditions ocupy percentile positions 20.01 to 30.00 and are expected to occur once 
every 3 to 5 years.  D0 is not considered drought.  

 



 

 

 


