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have become the main issue in the as- 
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Nothing seems more constant than the 
variability of the weather, and in its 
range of variations occur many of the 
hazards to the safety, comfort, and eco- 
nomic welfare of the inhabitants of an 
area. Drought is one of the less dramatic 
of these variations, constituting, as is 
pointed out by several of the contrib- 
utors to this symposium volume, a 
"nonevent," but J. Eugene Haas, in his 
contribution, ranks it third in economic 
cost among the "more than a dozen sig- 
nificant geophysical hazards faced by 
Americans." It is called a "nonevent" 
because, unlike a hurricane or a flood, it 
does not produce its damage in a well- 
defined time period in response to well- 
defined meteorological and hydrological 
phenomena. How deficient precipitation 
must be and for how long the deficiency 
must persist before it is clear that there is 
a drought depend on the effect the defi- 
ciency has and thus on the nature of hu- 
man activities in the region and the way 
they are carried out. 

As Rosenberg explains in his in- 
troduction, the present volume consists 
of papers presented at the height of the 
1977 drought, but by the time the book 
was published natural weather variabili- 
ty had brought rains to many areas af- 
fected by the drought and together with 
governmental action had relieved the ec- 
onomic effects for much of the United 
States. 

The fact that the 1977 drought has 
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joined those reviewed by L. Dean Bark 
in chapter 1, "History of American 
droughts," as part of the past does not 
reduce the value of the book as a stimu- 
lus to the study of the nature of the ef- 
fects of drought and the ways to amelio- 
rate them. The short chapter "Strate- 
gies in the event of drought" by Haas is a 
particularly clear summary of possible 
ameliorative actions, the degree to which 
they have been employed, and their ef- 
fectiveness. For the future Haas says 
that if "heavy emphasis and eventual 
success in developing long range climate 
prediction" took place "net benefits 
would be expected to be very positive 
and catastrophe potential would be dras- 
tically reduced." 

From this standpoint the chapter by 
Stephen H. Schneider entitled "Fore- 
casting future droughts: Is it possible?" 
is disappointing. Instead of focusing on 
the physical processes in the atmosphere 
that may be related to the occurrence of 
persistent deficiencies in the precipi- 
tation of particular areas, Schneider de- 
votes most of the chapter to problems 
concerning the statistical detection of cli- 
matic anomalies and to the predictability 
of the effects of specific external influ- 
ences, such as solar variability and the 
increase of the carbon dioxide in the at- 
mosphere. While these matters are of in- 
terest, the fact is that there is no detec- 
tion problem: droughts are all too con- 
spicuous, and the "climate" variations 
they represent are of shorter period than 
the known variations of external forces, 
so that internal relationships in the atmo- 
sphere-ocean-solid-earth system are al- 
most surely the ones that will provide the 
explanation of droughts, and thereby the 
way to forecast them. 

MORRIS NEIBURGER 
1510 Oak Creek Drive, 
Palo Alto, California 94304 
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