
DRAFT 

7thdraft06_12_2012  Page 1 of 15 

Report to the Connecticut Water Planning Council 
on the Connecticut Drought Preparedness and Response Plan 

May 2012 
 
 

 

Executive Summary 

 

In 2010, the Water Planning Council Advisory Group (WPCAG) formed a drought plan 

workgroup to review the Connecticut Drought Preparedness and Response Plan (the State 

Drought Plan) and make recommendations for its improvement.  As a result of the review, the 

workgroup and WPCAG  strongly recommend that the State Drought Plan be updated.  This will 

be a large undertaking, with many issues and stakeholders.   Consequently, it is important that 

this process begin now and that deficiencies in the State Drought Plan be prioritized for attention.  

We have learned much since the plan was adopted in August 2003 and experience has highlighted 

inadequacies in the existing plan.   Furthermore, the Governor’s Climate Change Subcommittee 

on Adaptation has noted that the state must prepare for weather pattern changes and extremes in 

temperatures including more frequent droughts.  Updating the State Drought Plan is in keeping 

with the recommendations of that committee.  

 

An updated State Drought Plan should address the issues discussed in this report and at a 

minimum reflect the following recommendations: 

 

1. Improve the criteria for drought declarations to allow the process to be more responsive 

to the most critical factors and to regional variations.  Provide for response to 

regional/local drought events. 
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2.  Incorporate private wells into the State Drought Plan including provisions for 

evaluating their hydrologic conditions (water availability).  The Model Water Supply 

Ordinance should also be updated to include private wells. 

3. Better define the roles of state agencies, municipalities, and water utilities in the State 

Drought Plan and develop mechanisms to foster better coordination including key 

contacts for each municipality.  Develop a process for how each entity will be involved 

in each stage of a drought event.  Improve communication processes during each 

drought phase including process for press releases.  Regularly update contact list 

including municipal and water utility contacts. 

4. Better define the roles of the various agencies in the implementation and enforcement of 

water use restrictions and clarify the legal authority to enforce.  As part of the ongoing 

preparedness planning process, encourage the adoption of the Model Water Supply 

Ordinance by municipalities as part of their overall Emergency Preparedness Plans.  

Identify barriers to adoption of the model ordinance and develop a plan to overcome 

such barriers. 

5. Add the State Drought Plan to the DESPP Natural Disaster Plan.  Develop a 

preparedness mitigation plan and a pre-drought advisory protocol for action.  Identify 

data needs, a plan for collecting data, and funding for drought preparedness planning 

and data collections.  Better define pre-drought conditions and response and consider 

adding a 5th drought stage comparable to the previous “Alert” state in water supply 

plans.  Develop a checklist for the drought event from preparedness actions to 

deactivation.   

6. Reconcile, as appropriate, procedures and actions for a drought event in the State 

Drought Plan and the Water Utility Supply Plans. 

7. Recommendation 7:  Develop an educational component to the State Drought Plan that 

includes a) outreach both during a drought event and during non-event times, and b) 
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differentiation between basic water conservation and demand management during 

drought events.  Part of the planning process should include adoption of water rates 

that do not act as disincentives to proper drought response. 

8. Fire safety needs to be integrated into the State Drought Plan including concerns with 

fire ponds and dry hydrants.  It also needs to address wildfire issues. 

9. The State Drought Plan needs to identify and develop a strategy for working with water 

dependent industries during all phases of a drought event.  The preparedness phase 

should require water dependent businesses to have a drought management plan. 

10. The new stream flow regulations need to be reviewed and integrated into the State 

Drought Plan as appropriate.  

 
 
Given the complexities posed by a comprehensive updating of the State Drought Plan, the 

drought plan workgroup recommends that any such undertaking focus initially on the first four 

recommendations.  While all ten recommendations are believed to have merit, addressing these 

priority shortcomings will position the state to best respond to future drought events in the near 

term.   The workgroup prioritized the recommendations into 3 groups:  1) Items 1-4 should be 

given highest priority, 2) Items 5-7 would come next, and 3) Items 8-10 would be worked on last.  
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Introduction 

“Drought is more than a physical phenomenon or natural event.  Its impact results from the 
relationship between a natural event and demands on the water supply, and it is often 
exacerbated by human activities.” 
 

Droughts typically are not thought of as emergencies because they develop gradually; they can be 

insidious because often the effects are not recognized until there is a significant problem. There is 

also a certain bias against recognition, as it is often felt a return to more normal precipitation 

patterns will occur. 

 

The effects of drought can be devastating on the economy, agriculture, the environment, and the 

social fabric of a community. Although drought is defined as a water deficit, droughts can be very 

complex, the water deficit can vary in different locations and can affect different components of 

the hydrologic cycle; for example, you can have a deficit in deep groundwater storage at the same 

time as a short-term surplus of soil water in the root zone and (or) overflowing reservoirs. 

Therefore, there are a number of different types of droughts—meteorological, hydrological, 

agricultural, water supply—and many factors have to be considered when determining if drought 

conditions exist. An understanding of the type of drought that may be occurring is also important 

when response measures are implemented. 

Connecticut experiences periodic droughts, the most significant of which was a multi-year 

drought in the mid-1960s.  In 2001 - 2002, the eastern United States, including Connecticut, 

experienced a drought, which was the first state-wide drought in 15 years.  In response to this 

drought, the State’s Interagency Drought Work Group—comprised of representatives from the 

Connecticut Departments of Agriculture (DoAg),  Emergency Services and Public Protection 

(DESPP), Energy and Environmental Protection (DEEP), Public Health (DPH), the Office of 

Policy and Management (OPM) and the Public Utilities Regulatory Authority (PURA), with 

technical assistance from the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS)—prepared the Connecticut 
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Drought Preparedness and Response Plan (the State Drought Plan).  The Drought Work Group 

felt it was important to have a plan that identified different stages of a drought so that 

communities, water users, and the State could implement restrictions incrementally and thus help 

ameliorate the ultimate severity of the drought if it became prolonged. The State Drought Plan 

recommends “a framework for an integrated approach to the assessment of drought conditions, 

and to set forth drought action levels and the appropriate responses that should occur as drought 

conditions worsen.”1   This plan was accepted by the Water Planning Council (WPC) on August 

4, 2003. 

The 2003 State Drought Plan was a good first step in formalizing procedures needed for state and 

local officials to respond to a drought.  It contains specific information relating to drought stages 

and response, and details what state agencies need to do at each of those stages.  Early on, the 

Water Planning Council Advisory Group (WPCAG) recognized that the State Drought Plan has 

numerous shortcomings that need to be addressed.  This led to the establishment of a WPCAG 

drought plan workgroup.   

The WPCAG drought plan workgroup began meeting in January 2010 and held a series of 

meetings over the course of the year.  Materials reviewed included the Connecticut Drought 

Preparedness and Response Plan (August 2003), the State of Connecticut Model Water Use 

Restriction Ordinance, and the Pomperaug Water Allocation Planning Study (July 2009).   

Additionally, members of the group provided information at the meeting including examples of 

drought actions taken by the Town of Greenwich, and a summary report on the Feasibility of 

Reporting Groundwater Level Data to DPH prepared by Aquarion and South Central CT 

Regional Water Authority.  Interestingly, two water supply incidents occurred during the summer 

of 2010: 1) a peak demand water supply emergency was called by several water companies in 

early July; and 2) a statewide Drought Advisory was called by the Interagency Drought Work 
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Group in August.   This situation provided the workgroup the unique opportunity to discuss its 

findings in the context of real world experience.  It also revealed problems with plan 

implementation.  Specifically, the plan does not address the following: 

 

1. Roles of various agencies including  municipalities and water companies 

2. Drought awareness and procedures for pre-drought phase 

3. Regional variances in drought conditions 

4. Communications – both internal (between fed/state/local government and water co.) and 

external (to general public). 

5. Guidelines to deal with different drought levels between water suppliers and regional 

conditions. 

 

The original goal of the workgroup was to identify specific changes that needed to be made to the 

State Drought Plan and make recommendations that the full WPCAG would be able to present to 

the WPC.  It also reviewed the model water supply ordinance and the lack of response in 

implementing this at the municipal level.   It became clear during the first several meetings that 

the needed changes were not simply a matter of procedural issues, but that some major policy 

issues also needed to be addressed.    The workgroup has now identified the following concerns 

and, with the concurrence of the WPCAG and the WPC, recommends that the WPC charge the 

WPCAG with completing a comprehensive revision of the plan that addresses the issues raised by 

the workgroup as detailed in the following section. 
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State Drought Plan Review and Recommendations 

 

As discussed earlier, the 2003 State Drought Plan provides a good foundation for the Interagency 

Drought Work Group to follow.  It presents useful information on what defines a drought and 

explains the various stages of drought.  It also details response once a drought is declared.  The 

Plan, however, has numerous shortcomings, particularly related to the plan implementation and 

communications.  The following items of concern were identified with the current plan: 

 

1. Drought Criteria and Regional Conditions 

 

Recommendation 1:  Improve the criteria for drought declarations to allow the process 

to be more responsive to the most critical factors and to regional variations.  Provide for 

response to regional/local drought events. 

 

Issue: The State Drought Plan does not utilize all existing data necessary to make decisions 

on drought stages and evaluate their availability.  It does not address the risk of each criterion 

in determining if a drought emergency exists.  Additionally, more monitoring/data sources 

are needed to assess the water supplies of the state.  Water supply and drought conditions 

often vary greatly across the state.  The State Drought Plan needs to recognize these regional 

differences.   There is a need to be able to call a drought event at a local or regional level.   

Currently (2012), the data used as drought indicators and their availability are shown in the 

following chart. 
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2. Private Wells 

 

Recommendation 2:  Incorporate private wells into the State Drought Plan including 

provisions for evaluating their hydrologic conditions (water availability).  The Model 

Water Supply Ordinance should also be updated to include private wells.  

 

Issue:  The State Drought Plan focuses exclusively on public drinking water supplies and 

does not address private wells.  DPH’s Emergency Response Plan and DEEP’s Natural 

Hazard Mitigation Plan similarly provide little or no guidance regarding private wells.  

Although primary authority for private wells lies with local health directors, the state’s 

drought planning should consider the drought concerns regarding this resource.   

 

DROUGHT INDICATORS 

Indicator 
Source 

of 
Data 

Number 
of Sites 

Distribution of Data 
Points Notes 

Precipitation NWS 7 airports  mostly in southern portion of state, updated ??? 

Monthly 
Groundwater USGS 70 Statewide 4 real-time, not well distributed; measured  the last week of the 

month 

Real-time 
Streamflow USGS 70+ Statewide  Updated every hour on the web 

Reservoir 
Levels DPH ?? 

systems relatively distributed may not be indicative of other lakes and ponds some of which are 
important for fire protection; updated ??? 

Palmer 
Drought NEASS 8 unknown New England Agricultural Statistical Service; updated 

Crop Moisture     unknown Flashy--Interagency Drought Work Group "measures" 
subcommittee (IDWG) proposed using as "supplemental data" only 

Fire Danger DEEP   could be split N-S or E-W 
calculated from meteorological (NWS) and soil-moisture data (5 
sites, only 3 in 2007) Flashy--IDWG proposed using as 
"supplemental data" only 

Comment [vdel1]: Get this info 

Comment [vdel2]:  

Comment [vdel3]: I don’t understand this 

Comment [vdel4]:  would delete this because 
there are private industrial and commercial wells that 
could be a bigger concern. 
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3. Roles of all Stakeholders – Coordination and Communication 

 

Recommendation 3:  Better define the roles of state agencies, municipalities, and water 

utilities in the State Drought Plan and develop mechanisms to foster better coordination 

including key contacts for each municipality.  Develop a process for how each entity will 

be involved in each stage of a drought event.  Improve communication processes during 

each drought phase including process for press releases.  Regularly update contact list 

including municipal and water utility contacts. 

 

 Issue: The State Drought Plan identifies some of the roles of the state agencies, water 

utilities, and municipalities but does not specify how those roles will be coordinated for 

response at the regional or local level.  The role of the municipalities and water utilities is not 

currently spelled out in the responsibilities section of the State Drought Plan.  Improved 

communication between all of the stakeholders has been identified as a major item that an 

update of the State Drought Plan should address.  It should not be assumed that the local 

contact for a drought emergency is the local health department.   There is no guidance on 

external communication to the public and the roles of the state, municipalities, and water 

companies in this effort.  This is a critical piece that begins with pre-drought and continues 

through all the phases of the drought event. 

 

4. Implementation of Water Restrictions 

 

Recommendation 4:   Better define the roles of the various agencies in the 

implementation and enforcement of water use restrictions and clarify the legal authority 

to enforce.  As part of the ongoing preparedness planning process, encourage the 

adoption of the Model Water Supply Ordinance by municipalities as part of their 

Comment [vdel5]: “pre-drought” is discussed in 
recommendation 5, so this may not be understood. 

Comment [vdel6]: Who would be doing this?  
(it’s not the Plan) 
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overall Emergency Preparedness Plans.  Identify barriers to adoption of the model 

ordinance and develop a plan to overcome such barriers. 

  

Issue:  The State Drought Plan does not define how water use restriction in the plan will be 

implemented or enforced.  It also does not clarify the legal authority of state, local and water 

authorities to enforce.  The plan does suggest that municipalities will enforce the restrictions, 

but most towns do not have a water supply ordinance.   The reasons for towns not having 

adopted the ordinance are not fully understood and it is likely a combination of several 

factors including that it may be perceived as an unfunded mandate.  Additionally, towns may 

view drought management as a water utility issue. 

 

5. Drought Preparedness and Emergency Response Planning 

 

Recommendation 5:  Add the State Drought Plan to the DESPP Natural Disaster Plan.  

Develop a preparedness mitigation plan and a pre-drought advisory protocol for action.  

Identify data needs, a plan for collecting data, and funding for drought preparedness 

planning and data collections.  Better define pre-drought conditions and response and 

consider adding a 5th drought stage comparable to the previous “Alert” state in water 

supply plans.  Develop a checklist for the drought event from preparedness actions to 

deactivation.   

 

Issue:   The State Drought Plan is not included in DESPP’ Natural Disaster Plan, which says 

little about water supply beyond classifying Minor/Significant/Major water supply 

emergencies in accordance with the following (which does not include the possibility of 

water shortages due to drought): 

a. Minor: Loss of private wells due to minor power outages. 

Comment [vdel7]: Doesn’t have to be the model 
one... 
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b. Significant:  Temporary loss of a major public water supply due to 

contamination/damage to distribution system. 

c. Major: Extensive damage to a public water supply, rendering it unusable for several 

days or longer. 

 

The State Drought Plan has no plan for non-drought and/or pre-drought actions.  A process 

needs to be developed outlining how to decide to issue an advisory; this process should 

include early communication with municipalities and water utilities and define the roles of 

each for pre-drought conditions.  No actions are specified for the period before the issuance 

of a Drought Advisory, despite the clear need for the Interagency Drought Workgroup’s 

monitoring and coordination activities leading up to the issuance of a Drought Advisory.  

This deficiency in the plan is managed on an ad hoc basis by the fact that the Interagency 

Drought Workgroup did not disband at the conclusion of the 2007 and 2010 Drought 

Advisories, thus providing an opportunity for the Workgroup to begin meeting and to 

perform the monitoring and analysis when necessary again.  Some of the actions specified for 

a Drought Advisory should also be included in a list of actions for the Pre-Drought Stage.  

Water supply plans used to have 5 stages of drought, which include a pre-drought “alert” 

phase and there is a need for a similar type phase in the State Drought Plan. 

 

The decision to issue an advisory and move through the sequence of drought stages is 

dependent on accurate data.  Data needs should be identified.  Additionally, funding sources 

for both data collection and preparedness planning should be identified.  

 

  

Comment [vdel8]: sometimes you say phases 
and sometimes stages.  This could be confusing--
suggest you stick with one or the other. 
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6. Water Utility Supply Plans 

 

Recommendation 6: Reconcile, as appropriate, procedures and actions for a drought 

event in the State Drought Plan and the Water Utility Supply Plans.  

 

Issue:   There are inconsistencies between the State Drought Plan and water utility supply 

plans.   A process should be put in place to reconcile this. The following issues should be 

addressed: 

a. The number of drought stages and the names of the drought stages should be 

consistent.  Although CGS 25-32d-3(10) required water utility drought plans to adopt 

drought stage names that are consistent with the State Drought Plan, it is unclear if 

these changes have been made.  Presently, CGS 25-32d-3(10) and the State Drought 

Plan both require four (4) drought stages; Advisory, Watch, Warning and 

Emergency.   To keep the plans consistent, any changes made to the stages in the 

State Plan must be required of the utility drought plans as well. 

b. Triggers in the State Drought Plan may not activate at the same time as triggers in the 

utility plans. For instance, the State Drought Plan may recommend entering an 

Advisory Stage due to agricultural or meteorological conditions when utilities may 

still have plenty of drinking water available for consumers.  All communications to 

the public must be coordinated between state and local officials and the water 

utilities.   

c. The actions in the State Drought Plan for each drought stage are not consistent with 

the actions in the utility plans. 

d. The State Drought Plan might include guidance to help utility plans be more 

consistent from utility to utility.   
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7.  Water Conservation versus Demand Management 

 

Recommendation 7:  Develop an educational component to the State Drought Plan that 

includes a) outreach both during a drought event and during non-event times, and b) 

differentiation between basic water conservation and demand management during 

drought events.  Part of the planning process should include adoption of water rates 

that do not act as disincentives to proper drought response. 

 

Issue:  The State Drought Plan does not discuss drought preparedness in terms of water 

conservation.   It should establish distinctions between ongoing water conservation programs, 

such as EPA’s Water Sense program, and demand management during drought, including 

voluntary and mandatory water restrictions.   There needs to be a process in place that 

differentiates between the ongoing basic water conservation message and the drought event 

message.  

 

A related underlying policy issue deals with the pricing structure historically used by water 

companies and PURA, which can create a disincentive for utilities to embrace calls for 

drought management and delay calls for conservation, particularly during early stages of a 

drought.  While the question of water rates and conservation has recently been studied by a 

separate WPCAG workgroup, is important to recognize and address the connection between 

drought response and rate-setting policy.  

 

8. Fire Safety 

 

Recommendation 8:  Fire safety needs to be integrated into the State Drought Plan 

including concerns with fire ponds and dry hydrants.  It also needs to address wildfire 
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issues. 

 

The State Drought Plan focuses on drinking water supply issues. It does not include critical 

fire safety issues such as fire ponds and dry hydrants.  It also does not address the forest fire 

danger conditions that often accompany drought events. 

 

9. Economic Concerns 

 

Recommendation 9:  The State Drought Plan needs to identify and develop a strategy 

for working with water dependent industries during all phases of a drought event.  The 

preparedness phase should require water dependent businesses to have a drought 

management plan.  

 

Issue:  The State Drought Plan does not adequately address concerns of water dependent 

businesses during the various stages of the drought event.  Of particular concern is the impact 

of pre-drought communications on the green industry (e.g. nursery sales).  Businesses that are 

water dependent should be required to have a drought management plan and should be 

encouraged to adopt Best Management Practices that reduce water usage year round.  

 

10. Stream Flow Regulations  

 

Recommendation 10:  The new stream flow regulations need to be integrated into the 

State Drought Plan as appropriate.  

 

Issue:  The workgroup review of the State Drought Plan occurred during development and 

adoption of the state’s Stream Flow Standards and Regulations.  With adoption of the 

Comment [vdel9]: This makes sense if the 
preparedness phase includes all time.  If it’s truly 
just the time when people are paying attention, it 
doesn’t make sense.  Perhaps this should say, “All 
water dependent businesses should be required to 
have a drought management plan.” 
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regulations, public water supply reservoirs will see an increase in release magnitude, duration 

and location.  While site specific, these new releases increase the likelihood that public water 

supply systems will experience lowered surface water elevations and enter utility drought 

stages with greater frequency. 

 

Further, the regulations balance public water supply and aquatic needs, in part by directly 

linking a water company’s impoundment release to its drought management plan.  In this 

manner, releases are scaled back – and may be ceased altogether – as drought conditions 

worsen.  At the same time, appropriate response measures would need to be implemented in 

accordance with the water company’s emergency contingency plan.  Such measures would 

include both voluntary and mandatory water use restrictions and extensive customer 

communication.  The impact of stream flow regulations on local drought declarations and the 

interplay between the regulations, individual drought management plans, and the State 

Drought Plan should be addressed. 

 

Prioritization 

Given the complexities posed by a comprehensive updating of the State Drought Plan, the 

drought plan workgroup prioritized the recommendations into 3 groups:  1) Items 1-4 should be 

given highest priority, 2) Items 5-7 would come next, and 3) Items 8-10 would be worked on last. 

Thus, the workgroup recommends that any such undertaking focus initially on the first four 

recommendations.  While all ten recommendations are believed to have merit, addressing these 

priority shortcomings will position the state to best respond to future drought events in the near 

term.     


