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Drought is one of the oldest climatic conditions to challenge humans.  Whether we are discussing the needs of drinking water, agriculture, energy or the environment, drought remains a vital issue.  However, modern drought events are typically viewed against a history of only a few decades.  This can be misleading when need to consider the severity and duration of events and try to determine how unusual they may be.  Paleoclimatic records can provide a long history of drought incidence from a variety of pre-instrumental sources including documentary evidence, tree-rings, lake sediments, and dune sediments.  The value of paleoclimatic data is not in assessing the status of current droughts, but of placing them in context of the full range of plausible climatic variability and in providing information for planning by resource managers.

This talk provided an introduction to the NOAA Paleoclimatology Program and its drought resources.  The NOAA Paleoclimatology Program, located in Boulder, CO, was developed as part of the National Geophysical Data Center and is now being realigned to be part of the National Climatic Data Center.  All of our data are available online at http://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/paleo/paleo.html. We have a wide range of proxy data that may be of value to understand past drought variability and how to use these data.  In particular, we provide a variety of reconstructions of past droughts (http://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/paleo/drought.html), especially for the U.S.  These include gridded reconstruction of the Palmer Drought Severity Index for at least 300 years across the coterminous U.S., and a wide array of regional and local drought reconstructions from different proxy data.  Of interest to a broader audience, we have a website that examines the long-term history and implications of drought in North America (http://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/paleo/drought/drght_home.html).  
