
Managing Drought in the Eastern United States
Drought affects resources and services provided by national forests and grasslands in the East. Below are potential 
management actions to reduce negative effects of drought, developed through science-management workshops.

Reforestation
•	 Align planting with high soil moisture 
•	 Plant at a lower density to decrease competition
•	 Plant sites over several years to maximize survival
•	 Consider planting containerized seedlings to 

increase survival
•	 Diversify planting with drought-tolerant species and 

genotypes, where site conditions and management 
objectives allow. See the Updated Silvics of North 
America

•	 Update and maintain seed inventories to increase 
genetic diversity

Forest Health and Timber Production
•	 Reduce forest stand density through thinning or 

prescribed fire to encourage growth of remaining trees 
and decrease future drought-related mortality

•	 Promote tree size, age, and species diversity within 
stands and across landscapes to increase resilience 
to drought, insect outbreaks, and fire

•	 Prepare to shift timing of or avoid some actions in 
drought years (e.g., pile burning)

•	 Monitor insects and disease. Tools such as Southern 
Pine Beetle (SPB) Predict track insect outbreaks

•	 Monitor and control invasive species

Forests

Logging operations in the Kisatchie National Forest, Louisiana. USDA 
photo by Stacy Blomquist.

A prescribed burn conducted in Monongahela National Forest, West 
Virginia, on May 1, 2018. USDA photo by Cecilio Ricardo.

Stream Restoration
•	 Reconnect floodplains and side channels, maintain 

and restore functioning riparian corridors (e.g., 
reestablish riparian vegetation) to increase water 
storage

•	 Prioritize and target riparian and wetland restoration 
to provide shade over water and reduce water flow 
from roads

•	 Protect vegetation in riparian zones to stabilize soil 
and decrease erosion

Fish Populations and Habitat
•	 Prepare the public for potential decreases in fish 

populations 

•	 Remove barriers to fish movement where 
appropriate 

Water Resources and Aquatic Habitat

Eastern Forest Environmental Threat Assessment Center I Climate Hubs

https://research.fs.usda.gov/silvics/
https://research.fs.usda.gov/silvics/
https://www.spbpredict.com/
https://flic.kr/p/2mNbFnw
https://flic.kr/p/2mNbFnw
https://flic.kr/p/25Rw5jX
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The Threat Assessment Centers develop and communicate the latest scientific understanding of environmental threats to the Eastern 
and Western United States. We conduct applied science and provide tools and information to help land managers assess and respond to 

environmental threats, leading to more resilient landscapes. To learn more, visit: 
https://research.fs.usda.gov/pnw/centers/wwetac or https://research.fs.usda.gov/centers/efetac.

Resources
•	 Managing Effects of Drought in the Southeast United 

States

•	 Managing Effects of Drought in the Midwest and 
Northeast United States

•	 The Effects of Drought on Recreation and Wilderness

•	 Updated Silvics of North America 

•	 Forest to Faucets

•	 Northeast and Northern Forests Regional Climate 
Vulnerability Report

•	 Southeast Regional Climate Hub Assessment of 
Climate Change Vulnerability and Adaptation and 
Mitigation Strategies

•	 Climate Hubs Drought webpage

*This fact sheet is based on information developed through workshops with national forest staff in each Forest 
Service region and a subsequent report published in 2019. 

Information was compiled by the Eastern Forest Environmental Threat Assessment Center, the Northeast Climate 
Hub, Northern Forests Climate Hub, and the Southeast Climate Hub.

Kids’ Fishing Day in the Chequamegon-Nicolet National Forest, Wisconsin. 
USDA photo by Dave Melancon.

•	 Prepare for earlier (non-snow) recreation demand on 
national forests during variable spring conditions

•	 Increase flexibility to respond to changes in visitor 
behavior and demands 

•	 Adjust timing of actions such as road and trail 
openings and closures, and special-use permits based 
on resource and public safety concerns

•	 Maintain strong and effective communication 
internally and externally to help facilitate adjustments 
to drought

•	 Manage public expectations for recreation availability 
(e.g., boat ramps may not be accessible in reservoirs 
because of low water levels, states may prohibit 
fishing in some areas)

•	 Increase fire prevention communication

•	 Reduce open campfires due to dry conditions and risk 
of wildfire

•	 Encourage reporting of sick and dead wildlife to help 
track potential drought-associated disease outbreaks

Recreation

A fishing pier at the Allegheny Reservoir in the Allegheny National Forest, 
Pennsylvania. USDA photo by Shoshanna Ochocki.
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