
Join our water-saving campaign at everyone-drop-20.co.u
k

3

What is a drought?
A drought is an extended period of weather where less than a third of the usual precipitation falls.

In the UK an absolute drought is currently defined as a period of at least 15 consecutive days or 
more where there is less than 0.2mm of rainfall.

In the longer term, drought in the UK can also be defined as a 50% rainfall deficit over three 
months, or a 15% shortfall over two years.

Are there di!erent types of drought?
How can a relatively 
dry winter cause a 
drought?
A hydrological drought 
can occur after a relatively 
dry winter, when the water 
in the soil, reservoirs 
and water table has not 
been recharged enough 
to counteract the warm 

summer weather. These sorts of conditions can continue for several 
years, even with above average rainfall at times, because the 
rainfall slowly percolates through the rocks into the groundwater.

How can there be water in  
the soil, but plants can’t  
make use of it?
An agricultural drought is when 
water is in the soil but little is getting 
to plants, either because it is frozen 
(which can happen in severely cold 
winters in the UK) or because of very 
high temperatures - which means 
that plants are losing water through 
evapotranspiration faster than they 
are taking water in through their roots. 
This happens on hot days in the UK, 
when plants wilt, as their stores of 
water run out.

Evapotranspiration =
transpiration + evaporation
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Why was the drought 
of 1976 so di"cult for 
everyone?
The drought of 1976 was a 
meteorological drought, 
when little or no rain fell over 
a relatively short period. 
A dry winter in 1975 was 
followed by one of the hottest and driest summers since records 
began. The drought became a serious problem in late spring. In 
some places, less than half the average rainfall was measured 
from October 1975 to August 1976 – like a semi-arid climate. A 
high-pressure system over the UK prevented rainfall and the 
summer was exceptionally hot. From 23 June, the temperatures 
were over 32°C for two consecutive weeks around the UK, 
peaking at 35.6°C on 28 June in Southampton (the highest ever 
June temperature since records began).
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