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The vision for the IRI is that of a lively innovative science institution working to accelerate the
abilities of societies worldwide to deal with climate fluctuations, especially those that cause
devastating impacts on humans and the environment, and thereby reaping the benefit of decades
of research on the El Niño Southern Oscillation phenomenon and other variations. IRI experts
routinely provide guidance and leadership in training, regional climate outlook forums and
numerous other outreach activities around the world to explore how specific regions or sectors
might better understand and utilize climate prediction information.

Research on the severity of the drought in Central and Southwest Asia and possible mechanisms for
it began at IRI in spring 2000. This Special Report is the product of collaboration between climate
modeling, monitoring and impacts experts at the IRI. The target audience for this report includes
national, regional and international policymakers, humanitarian relief agencies, members of the
research community as well as others with a general interest in Central and Southwest Asia and the
causes and consequences of the persistent drought in the region.

Antonio Divino Moura Palisades, New York
Director General November 2001
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A persistent multi-year drought in Central and Southwest Asia has affected close to 60 million
people as of November 2001. Chronic political instability in many parts of this region and the
recent military action in Afghanistan have further complicated the situation. This report provides a
climatic perspective on the severity and spatial extent of the ongoing drought and its social and
economic impacts. The target audience for this report includes national, regional and international
policymakers, humanitarian relief agencies, members of the research community as well as others
with a general interest in Central and Southwest Asia and the causes and consequences of the
persistent drought in the region. The report discusses underlying climatic mechanisms that might
explain the causes for the persistent drought, and presents seasonal climate forecasts and their
implications for the region.

The principal conclusions of this report are as follows:

· Central and Southwest Asia represents the largest region of persistent drought over the past
three years anywhere in the world.

· From a regional perspective, the ongoing drought is the most severe in the past several
decades. Significant shortfalls in precipitation have led to widespread social and economic impacts,
particularly in Iran, Afghanistan, Western Pakistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.
Agriculture, animal husbandry, water resources, and public health have been particularly stressed
throughout the region.

· Preliminary analysis suggests that the drought is related to large-scale variations in the
climate across the Indian and Pacific Oceans, including the recent “La Niña” in the eastern Pacific.  

· Current seasonal climate forecasting skill in Central and Southwest Asia is modest. IRI
seasonal forecasts for the period November 2001-April 2002 are consequently for climatology or
equal likelihood of above-, near-, or below-normal precipitation in the region. While not indicative
of any pronounced trends, a climatology forecast is less dire than one indicating enhanced
probabilities for below normal precipitation. IRI forecasts are produced monthly and are available
at:  http://iri.columbia.edu/climate/forecast/net_asmt/.
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As of November 2001 Central and Southwest
Asia has been affected by a persistent multi-year
drought. From a global perspective this drought
represents the largest region of persistent
precipitation deficits over the past three years
(Figure 1). Up to 60 million people have been
affected throughout the region, with Iran,
Afghanistan, Western Pakistan, Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan experiencing the
most severe impacts (Figure 2). The effects of the
drought are further exacerbated by political
instability and economic isolation. Afghanistan
is particularly vulnerable, having witnessed over
two decades of civil strife that has been further
complicated in recent weeks by the US-led
military action against the Taliban.

The severity and persistence of the drought has
led to a wide range of impacts across the region.
In many areas there is widespread scarcity of
potable water as well as depleted supplies for
irrigation and sanitation. Agricultural production
has been severely impacted, and there has been
a significant reduction in livestock populations
that are key to subsistence livelihoods. There has
also been a rise in respiratory and sanitation-
related diseases. Large population movements
due to the combination of drought and civil
instability have aggravated all these problems.
The following summary of impacts in Iran,
Afghanistan, Pakistan and Tajikistan is based on
reports from national agencies and several
international humanitarian and relief

1. OVERVIEW AND SOCIETAL IMPACTS OF THE DROUGHT

Figure 1. Prolonged Drought: A global perspective of the number of consecutive years (ending in 2001) with
precipitation deficits in the lowest fifth of the historical record.
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