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ABSTRACT . Results of a study of droughts and aridity in northeast Bruit are presented in
this paper. The study is based on the analysis o f yearly water balances at fifteen stations in the
region. Incidence of droughts of varying intensities al the stations is disc ussed Climatic shifts at the
stations are evaluated on the basis of the moisture index values. 10c use of the cumul ative deviat ion
technique in drought studies is briefly mentioned.

Kl'Y ""ords - Drought. Aridity, Climatic shifts, Water deficit. Potential evapotranspiration
Cumulative deviations technique

I. In trod uct ion

Northeast Brazil. which constitutes the easternmost
corner of the south American continent is a vast

semi-ar id region lying between 4° & 16°S and 33° &
46"w. The coastal parts of this region rece ive much
rainfall (upto 2000 mm) while in the interior parts
annual rainfall is as low 4()() mm, with a high degree

of spa tial and tempo ral variability, The rainy season

is centered upon March, April and May with almost
no precipitation during the rest of the year.

The frequent droughts affccting northeast Brazil
have led to much sufferi ng in the form of rura l
unemployment, poverty, starvat ion and subsequent

migra tion from the drought stricken areas.

Numerous attempts have been made 10 understand

the causes of droughts in northeast Brazil (Hastenrath
and Heller 1977, Kousky 1979, Narnias 1972, Moura

and Shukla 1981). The occurrence of dro ughts and

(45)

wet spe lls in the region was inves tiga ted by several
auth ors using precipitation data alone (Si lva and

Marques 1984, Xavier and Xavier 1984). Hargrea ves
(1973 , 1974) diseussed the irrigation requirements in
the drought zone,

Earlier studies on dro ughts in northeast Brazi l have
been based on depanures of rainfall from the cl imatic

mean values. The main objec tive o f the present study
is to show thaI c lassifica tion of droughts in this region

cannot be based on rainfall da ta alone. The stability
of the moisture regime in northeast Brazil is of

importance to agricu lture in the region. This aspect is
investigated on the basis of yearly climat ic shifts in
the moisture regime at se lected stations.

2, Methodology

The fundame ntal cause of all dro ught situations
is water deficiency and the wate r balance proced ure

of Thornthwaite (Thomthwaite 1948, Thornthwaite
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