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Executive summary  
¶ An intense and long-lasting heatwave in central-eastern China combined with a moderate 

precipitation deficit has been driving a severe hydrological drought over the Yangtze River 
basin, one of the major river basin in the world and home to one third of China population. 

¶ Yangtze River flow is about 50% below the average of the last 5 years in August-September. 
Severe impacts on energy production and inland shipping have been reported. Crops and 
vegetation start to be affected as well as drinking water supply, with further concerns for 
the coming months. 

¶ Forest fires have been severely impacting the Sichuan province and other regions along the 
Yangtze River. 

¶ Warmer and drier than usual conditions are likely to occur in eastern China in the coming 
months, impacting also the last part of the wet season. 

 

Introduction  
The Yangtze River basin (Fig. 1) is one of the major in the world, the third for length and the 
seventh for discharge. Its drainage area is about one-fifth of Chinese land and one-third of 
Chinese population live there1. The river is an extremely important source for water supply, 
energy production, transportation, and crop irrigation. Crops are mainly located in the lower 
basin (eastern regions). Most of the hydro-power plants are in the central region, including the 
Three Gorges Dam, the largest hydro-power plant in the world.  

 

Figure 1: Yangtze River basin. Source: Wikipedia (CC BY-SA 4.0). 

                                                      

1 https://geoscienceletters.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s40562-021-00187-7   

https://edo.jrc.ec.europa.eu/gdo
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Standardized Precipitation  Index (SPI) 
Most of the Yangtze River basin has been affected by negative precipitation anomalies in the 
three months ending at September 10th 2022. The greatest negative anomaly can be seen in 
the lower basin (eastern part) and even more in the central part. Extremely dry conditions are 
detected also in the south-western Chinese regions, just outside of the Yangtze River basin (SPI-
3, Fig. 2). SPI-6 (not presented here) shows less severe anomalies confirming the recent onset 
of the event. In the SPI-1 analysis (not shown), the August data shows negative anomalies 
mainly in the lower Yangtze River basin, while in July the upper basin is more affected. The event 
is relatively recent and is rapidly expanding from the upper to the whole basin. 

   

Figure 2: Standardized Precipitation Index SPI-3, three months ending at September 10th 2022. 

 

Rainfall temporal profiles show cumulative values starting to depart from average conditions in 
early July in the west (Xizang Zizhiqu) and mid-end July in the centre and east (Sichuan and 
Anhui) to reach one of the lowest values in the last 20 years on the first dekad2 of September 
(Fig. 3).  

                                                      

2 With the term dekad we refer to a period of about ten days. Each month of the year is composed by three 
dekads and the year is composed by 36 dekads. 
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Figure 3: CHIRPS rainfall for Xizang Zizhiqu (western part of the basin  upper panel) Sichuan (central part of the 

basin  central panel) and Anhui (eastern part of the basin  lower panel) provinces of the Yangtze River basin. 
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