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A B S T R A C T   

Study region: Italy and in particular the provinces of Verona and Foggia. 
Study focus: The assessment of drought impacts at local scale requires adequately detailed spatio- 
temporal estimates of drought severity. Given the intrinsic uncertainty in drought severity esti-
mates based on a single index, especially at high spatial resolution, the use of combined indices is 
preferable. However, the disagreement between the single indices needs to be addressed. We 
propose a methodology to combine the Standardized Precipitation-Evapotranspiration Index and 
the Soil Moisture Anomalies based on a double-entry matrix. The classification adopted to define 
five semi-quantitative severity classes is generalized by introducing an objective approach to 
assign values when the two base indices disagree. The methodology is tuned over two Italian 
provinces, Verona and Foggia, with focus on agricultural drought at the high spatial detail of 
single municipalities. 
New hydrological insights for the region: The methodology is proved to be skillful (Heidke Skill 
Score of 0.75) in capturing the spatio-temporal evolution of the major agricultural droughts 
observed in the two case study regions (2012, 2015 and 2017), which are benchmarked using 
data from drought impact databases. The temporal dynamics modeled by this index align with the 
timeline of the drought events, suggesting that the index is suitable for near-real time agricultural 
drought monitoring. The simplicity of the double-entry matrix approach allows for upscaling to 
the entire country.   

1. Introduction 

Agriculture is one of the socio-economic sectors that is more vulnerable to drought events (FAO, 2021) due to the direct depen-
dence of rainfed plant productivity to climate variability (Riha et al., 1996), and the destabilization in water resource partitioning 
caused by increasing irrigation demand during periods with limited water availability (e.g., De Stefano et al., 2015; Venezian Scarascia 
et al., 2006). In Italy, drought-induced economic losses in the agriculture sector were estimated to be between 0.55 and 1.75 billion 
euro in 2011–2016 (García-León et al., 2021). Coldiretti, the main Italian association of agricultural sector managers, have reported an 
impact of about 2 billion euros of the drought in 2017 for the Italian agriculture sector (https://www.coldiretti.it/economia/istat--
clima-pazzo-taglia-la-produzione-alimentare), and estimated that losses for the recent 2022 drought in northern Italy are in a similar, if 
not higher, order of magnitude (https://www.coldiretti.it/economia/siccita-il-conto-dei-danni-sale-a-3-mld-sos-raccolti, last access 
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28/3/2023). 
These recent disastrous events have increased the awareness on the need to build capacity to adapt and mitigate drought risk, as 

numerous call-for-action initiatives supported a shift in drought management paradigm toward a more proactive approach (UNDRR, 
2021). WMO and GWP (2014) have introduced a three pillars strategy for an integrated management of drought, in which drought 
monitoring and early warning systems (DEWS) play a key role to increase preparedness. 

Drought indices constitute the core of any DEWS, aiming at capturing the spatio-temporal evolution of the main drivers of drought, 
and often specialized in identifying a specific type of drought (WMO and GWP, 2016). There are numerous drought indices specifically 
designed to reproduce the effects on agriculture, ranging from meteorological-based indices (i.e., Palmer Drought Severity Index, PDSI, 
and Standardized Precipitation Evapotranspiration Index, SPEI; Alley, 1984; Vicente-Serrano et al., 2010), indices focusing on the 
quantification of water stress (soil moisture anomalies, SMA, drought severity index, DSI, and Evaporative stress Index, ESI; Anderson 
et al., 2011; Cammalleri et al., 2016), or directly monitoring the greenness of the vegetation (Vegetation Condition index, VCI, and 
fraction of Absorbed Photosynthetically Active Radiation, fAPAR; Kogan, 1995; Peng et al., 2019). 

The large array of indices available in the scientific literature is not only dictated by the lack of consensus in the drought community 
on the definition of a univocal index for agricultural drought, but it is intrinsically connected to the complexity of the phenomenon, the 
specificity of drought dynamics over different regions, and by the consequent uncertainty associated to the estimates of drought 
severity performed by a single index (Hoffmann et al., 2020). For this reason, combined indices have been proposed in the literature to 
merge the information provided by multiple base indices, aiming at strengthening the assessment by exploiting converge of evidence 
(Leeper et al., 2022). The different combination strategies range from a simple average of the various base indices (Crow et al., 2012), 
only for indices with comparable ranges of variability, to the use of copula functions (Hao and AghaKouchak, 2013), which require 
extensive datasets for the fitting, and it can be computationally intense. 

In the framework of risk analysis, it is well-established the use of double-entry matrix as a powerful tool to characterize risk under 
uncertainty (Jordan et al., 2018). This approach has the advantage of allowing for a large degree of flexibility in the definition of the 
outcome based on the combination of the two inputs, which is a useful feature especially in the case of disagreement between the 
indices. The same approach can be adopted to combine drought severity indices. 

At continental and global scale, with coarse spatial resolution models, both single and combined drought indices are used to 
characterize drought severity in risk analyses (e.g., Meza et al., 2020), as well as to build large-scale damage functions (Naumann et al., 
2015). While those studies may be useful in supporting the development of long-term adaptation measures at continental, national- 
and sub-national scale, agricultural drought monitor requires more spatially detailed information, based on high-resolution data and 
ad-hoc analyses. Given the current lack of a high-resolution drought monitoring system at national level, the aim of this study is to 
develop and test a drought-severity combined index able to characterize agricultural drought conditions in Italy at the detailed spatial 
scale of the single municipalities. The goal is two-fold: 1) to develop a combined index based on an objective (non-arbitrary) meth-
odology to merge two base indices (SPEI and SMA) using a double-entry matrix approach; 2) to evaluate the performance of the 
proposed combined index using high resolution data (500-m to 1-km) suitable for municipality-scale applications during recent 
documented agricultural drought events in Verona and Foggia Provinces. 

Fig. 1. Location of the two study areas (see insert), and spatial distribution of the land cover classes according to Corine land cover map for: (a) 
Verona, and (b) Foggia. Agricultural areas are depicted in yellow to brown shades (see https://land.copernicus.eu/pan-european/corine-land-cover/ 
clc2018 for the full legend of the classification). 
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2. Data and methods 

2.1. Study area 

The combined index is developed and tested over two provinces in Italy, Verona in western Veneto and Foggia in northern Apulia, 
selected as representative of different climate conditions, morphology and agricultural practices of the Italian territory (see Fig. 1). 

The Verona province is located in north-eastern Italy and includes 98 municipalities. It is characterized by cold temperatures in the 
winter and warm and humid summers (humid subtropical, Cfa, following the Köppen classification). The average annual temperature 
is between 13 and 14 ºC. Precipitation is evenly distributed thought the year, with annual average precipitation between 700 and 
800 mm, and the rainiest period being between September and November. From an agricultural standpoint, the region is renowned for 
its vineyards, even if other cultivars are also important, such as apples, cherry, corn and sugar beet. 

The Foggia province is located on the south-eastern coast of Italy, overlooking the Adriatic Sea, and it comprises 61 municipalities 
in three distinct regions: the central region, Tavoliere, where the city of Foggia is located, the coastal region, Gargano, and the 
Appennines area. Most of the province is characterized by a typical Mediterranean climate (hot-summer Mediterranean, Csa, in the 
Köppen classification), with warm, dry summers, and temperatures often reaching 40 ºC. Precipitation falls mainly in late autumn and 
winter, with an annual average between 450 and 600 mm (with the exception of mountain areas where rainfall is much higher). The 
central section of the province is an important agricultural area, with one of the major Italian productions of wheat, and other 
important species such as grapefruit, olives and tomato. 

2.2. Drought indices 

Agricultural drought conditions are generally described as a reduction in soil water availability for the plants (and consequent 
increase in the water stress), which is associated to the combined effects of a reduction in the water supply (i.e., precipitation) and/or 
an increase in the atmospheric water demand (i.e., evapotranspiration). For this reason, two commonly used agricultural drought 
indices are here proposed as a starting point for the combined index: i) the Standardized Precipitation-Evapotranspiration Index (SPEI, 
Vicente-Serrano et al., 2010), and ii) the standardized soil moisture anomaly (SMA, Cammalleri et al., 2016; Sheffield and Wood, 
2007). 

The SPEI is defined in analogy to the Standardized Precipitation Index (SPI, McKee et al., 1993) but using as input the difference 
between precipitation and potential evapotranspiration rather than only the precipitation. A theoretical probability distribution is 
fitted on a historical time series of the data, commonly the Log-logistic distribution, and the probability is converted in a standard 
normal value (centered on 0 and with a unitary standard deviation). In this study the precipitation and potential evapotranspiration 
data from the BIGBANG database (Braca et al., 2021) are used to compute the SPEI at 3-month accumulation period (SPEI-3). The 
dataset is openly available at https://groupware.sinanet.isprambiente.it/bigbang-data/library/bigbang40 (last access 28/03/2023), 
and it includes monthly maps at 1-km spatial resolution of precipitation, interpolated from more than 2500 ground stations included in 
the DBPLUVIOM 4.0 database using the natural neighbors 2 step method, and potential evapotranspiration, derived from monthly 
temperature maps (interpolated through regression kriging) using the Thornthwaite (1948) method. Since this dataset covers a period 
up to the year 2019, the Log-logistic distribution is fitted on a reference period 1990–2019, only slightly different that the period 
1991–2020 recommended by the World Meteorological Organization as a standard for monitoring (WMO, 2017). 

The SMA is computed by fitting a Beta-distribution to monthly soil moisture values in the root zone (Cammalleri et al., 2016; 
Sheffield and Wood, 2007) and expressing the probability as a standardized normal quantity. This index is based on the outputs of the 
hydrological model Continuum, fully described in Silvestro et al. (2013) and (2015), which has been used for many research studies on 
hydrological extremes (e.g., Laiolo et al., 2016; Silvestro et al., 2016 and 2019; Cenci et al., 2016; Corral et al., 2019; Poletti et al., 
2019). The model solves both the mass and the energy balances on a regular square mesh using a force-restore approach (Dickinson, 
1988) for temperature and a classical single layer tank scheme (Hagemann and Stacke, 2015) for the water content in the root zone. 
Continuum runs operationally over the Italian territory as part of the monitoring and forecasting activities in support of the Italian Civil 
Protection. The model produces soil moisture maps at 500-m spatial resolution over the entire Italian territory and at a temporal 
resolution of 1 h. The outputs of this operational chain have been generated since 2008, and they were temporally aggregated at 
monthly scale as a simple average. 

In order to compute the combined index, data from both SPEI-3 and SMA are aggregated over the municipalities, by averaging all 
the grid cells within a municipality that are classified as arable land according to the Corine land cover map, as presented in Fig. 1 
(CLC2018, https://land.copernicus.eu/pan-european/corine-land-cover/clc2018). 

2.3. Combining strategy 

The proposed approach is based on the implementation of a double-entry matrix, where SPEI-3 and SMA data are the inputs, and a 
semi-quantitative classification of the drought severity is the output. As a basic principle, since both indices are standardized quantities 
aiming at capturing agricultural drought conditions, a symmetric matrix is considered both in terms of number of steps and threshold 
values. Specifically, a 5 × 5 matrix is here proposed, which requires the definition of four threshold values for each input index, and 
that allows to identify 25 double-entry combinations. In analogy to common classifications of drought severity (e.g., https:// 
droughtmonitor.unl.edu/About/AbouttheData/DroughtClassification.aspx, last access 28/3/2023), five classes are considered for the 
combined indicator: D0) non-drought/wet conditions, D1) abnormally dry conditions, D2) moderate drought, D3) severe drought, D4) 
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extreme drought. As for the thresholds, the values corresponding to the categories proposed by Agnew (2000) – TH = 0, − 0.84, 
− 1.28, − 1.65 – are investigated for both indices, which are based on common probability of occurrence values of standardized 
anomalies (probability of 0.5, 0.2, 0.1 and 0.05). Following the principle of the convergence of evidence (Leeper et al., 2022), and 
accounting for the similarities in both the physical meaning and the standardization procedure adopted for SPEI-3 and SMA, data from 
the two indices should ideally align along the diagonal of the matrix (DD, see Fig. 2), representing the conditions where the two indices 
converge in their assessment. Data in the upper-left corner (UL, dark grey in Fig. 2) represents all the conditions when SPEI-3 reports 
drier conditions than SMA, whereas the opposite occurs for the data in the lower-right corner (LR, light grey in Fig. 2). 

The classification of drought for the combination along-diagonal (DD) is straightforward, since the two indices increase the drought 
severity proportionally, following the five classes previously defined (see color codes in Fig. 2), whereas the off-diagonal conditions 
need to be more carefully evaluated. To this end, we proposed an objective tuning strategy based on a two-phase method. First, the 
occurrence of such off-diagonal conditions is identified, and the periods, in which most of the discrepancies are concentrated, are 
isolated (i.e., high frequency of “outliers”). We used a minimum frequency of 15% to select the months when the 6 off-diagonal 
combinations are more frequent. Second, the most common along-diagonal classes under conditions similar to the “outliers” (in the 
surrounding municipalities) are used to assign the most-likely class in the corresponding off-diagonal combination. In this procedure, 
only the classes D1, D2, D3 along the diagonal (see Fig. 2) are considered, since the two most extreme classes, D0 and D4, can only be 
assigned when there is a strong convergence of the indices (less uncertainty) not possible in the off-diagonal cases. 

In addition, since the drought classes have a decreasing frequency of occurrence due to their intrinsic probability definition (D1 is 
more frequent than D2, than D3), we used normalized frequencies rather than the absolute values to make the values comparable. 
Normalized frequencies were computed by diving the observed frequency in the subsets by the corresponding frequency values 
retrieved on the full dataset. According to this, drought classes are assigned to the 6 off-diagonal combinations (for both LR and UL 
classes). 

This approach aims at maximizing the spatio-temporal consistency of the resulting classification, following the well-known smooth 
spatio-temporal dynamics of drought events (Hollins and Dodson, 2013), as well as to introduce a strategy that removes the arbi-
trariness in the matrix definition. 

2.4. Reference impact records and evaluation metrics 

Drought impact records from the updated version of the European drought impact report inventory (EDII, Blauhut et al., 2022; 
Stahl et al., 2016) are used to identify the major agricultural drought events in the two provinces over the period 2008–2019. The EDII 
is one of the most comprehensive archives of negative drought impacts as text-reports across Europe (Stahl et al., 2016). The data in  
Table 1 report the number of entries in the EDII for the entire Italian territory, as well as those specifically reporting Veneto/Verona or 
Apulia/Foggia. 

These data clearly highlight the high number of entries for the years 2012, 2015 and 2017 (threefold or more than the other years), 
representing the years with the most spreading drought events. Despite their geographic separation, both provinces were affected by 
these three events, which indeed interested most of the Italian territory. Further evidence of the relevancy of the 2012 and 2017 
droughts for the agriculture sector can be found in the declaration of natural calamity released by the Italian government (and spe-
cifically by the Ministero delle Politiche Agricole, Alimentari e Forestali, MIPAAF, https://www.politicheagricole.it), which allows for an 
economic compensation due to verified losses that exceed 30% of the production in those municipalities affected by droughts (Min-
isterial Decree April 18, 2008). 

Fig. 2. Schematic representation of the double-entry matrix in relationship to SMA (x-axis) and SPEI-3 (y-axis) values. Cells along the diagonal (DD) 
represent agreement in drought class, whereas cells in the upper-left (UL, dark grey) and lower-right (LR, light grey) corners represent more extreme 
conditions reported by SPEI-3 and SMA, respectively. The number within each box highlights the mirrored combinations. 
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We used this information as a reference to assess the performance of the combined index, by classifying each municipality into a 
binary system: “drought” or “non-drought” depending on the impact conditions reported in Table 1. The performance of the combined 
index is evaluated against this reference dataset by means of a confusion matrix, from which the four quantities true positive (TP), true 
negative (TN), false positive (FP) and false negative (FN) can be derived. The overall behaviour of the combined index can be syn-
thetically described by few statistical metrics: 

FAR =
FP

TP + FP
(1) 

the false alarm ratio (FAR), namely the fraction of the modelled events that are false alarms. This metric ranges from 0 to 1, with 
0 being the best score. 

POD =
TP

TP + FN
(2) 

the probability of detection (POD), which represents the fraction of the observed events that are correctly modelled. It ranges from 
0 to 1, with 1 representing the best score. 

ACC =
TP + TN

TP + TN + FP + FN
(3) 

The accuracy (ACC), which is the fraction of the total events correctly modelled. This metric has also a best score at 1. 

HSS =
2(TP ⋅ TN − FP⋅FN)

[(TP + FN)(FN + TN) + (TP + FP)(FP + TN) ]
(4) 

the Heidke skill score (HSS), summarising the overall modelling skill of the index. This metric is lower than 0 when the model has 
no skill, and equal to 1 for the perfect model. 

The first two metrics, FAR and POD, highlight the capability of the index to both minimise false alarms while simultaneously 
detecting the reference events, whereas the ACC and HSS metrics focus on the overall capability of the index to capture the recorded 
drought events. 

Table 1 
Summary of the entries in the EDII database related to droughts in Italy in the period 2008–2009. In bold the years defined as 
“drought”.  

Year Number of entries Veneto/Verona Apulia/Foggia 

2008  4 no yes 
2011  7 no no 
2012  61 yes yes 
2013  16 no no 
2014  14 no no 
2015  45 yes yes 
2017  87 yes yes 
2019  10 no no  

Fig. 3. Scatterplot between province-average SMA and SPEI-3 data for: a) Verona, and b) Foggia provinces during the period 2008–2019.  
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Fig. 4. Fraction of municipalities (frequency, %) in the provinces of Verona (left column panels) and Foggia (right column panels) with SPEI-3 (a,c) or SMA (b,d) values within the five drought classes.  
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Fig. 5. Data frequency on the three categories in the double-entry matrix (see Fig. 2): DD, along the diagonal, UL, upper-left corner, and LR, lower-right corner, for the provinces of Verona (panel a) and 
Foggia (panel b). 
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3. Results 

3.1. Setting up of the double-entry matrix 

The agreement between the two selected drought indices, as a basic assumption of the convergence of evidence principle, is first 
tested on the spatially averaged values of the two provinces separately (Fig. 3). Data between 2008 and 2019 are used, for a total of 144 
monthly values for each province. The scatterplots between SPEI-3 and SMA show statistically significant values of the coefficient of 
determination (R2, significant at p < 0.01) for both provinces, confirming the overall coherence of the two indices. A residual un-
explained variance is still clearly visible in both scatterplots (i.e., dispersion around the regression line), suggesting the potential added 
value of the combined index, since these are the conditions where the two indices somehow disagree on their individual values (see 
scheme in Fig. 2). 

Next, the temporal coherence of the drought assessments by the two indices is tested by computing the time series of the fraction of 
municipalities within five drought classes: (> 0, < 0, < − 0.84, < − 1.28, < − 1.65), as reported in Fig. 4 for the two provinces (Fig. 4a,c 
for SPEI-3; b,c for SMA). Since all the municipalities are assigned to one of the five classes, all the frequencies sum up to 100% of the 
territory for each time period. 

An overall coherence between the time series of the two indices can be observed for both provinces, with a higher density of dark 
shades (i.e., moderate to extreme drought conditions) in correspondence of the documented droughts of 2012, 2015 and 2017. With 
dry conditions for the event in 2012 starting as early as the end of 2011, whereas the 2015 event occurred mostly during summer 
months. The event of 2017 is confirmed to be the most severe of the study period, with an intense summer drought preceded by a dry 
winter and a similarly dry late 2016. 

Besides the overall similarities between the plots for the two indices, some discrepancies can also be observed, such as, for instance, 
the SMA dry anomalies observed in 2014 for Verona (Fig. 4b). These instances of disagreement are the focus of the successive analysis, 
where the frequency of the inconsistencies between the two indices is quantified by discriminating for each year the combinations that 

Fig. 6. Summary of the normalized frequency for the classes D0-D4 computed on the subset of months with a high frequency (> 15%) of each of the 
6 off-diagonal combinations (see the codes reported in Fig. 2). The normalization is performed with the corresponding average frequency (avg) 
computed on the entire dataset (pooling together data from the two provinces). The higher value for D1-D3 in each of the 6 combinations is 
highlighted in bold and colored with the corresponding drought class. 

Fig. 7. Proposed double-entry matrix for the combination of the combined index, tuned on the data obtained for the two study cases.  
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Fig. 8. Time series of the annually-aggregated drought classes for the province of Verona (top panel), and drought severity maps based on the proposed combined index for the drought event in Verona 
province April-September 2017. 
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Fig. 9. Time series of the annually-aggregated drought classes for the province of Foggia (top panel), and drought severity maps based on the proposed combined index for the drought event in Foggia 
province April-September 2012. 
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fall into the three categories DD (pooled together in a single category), UL and LR in the double-entry matrix (see Fig. 2 for details). 
The plots in Fig. 5 reports the results for Verona (panel a) and Foggia (panel b), highlighting the years where most of the dis-

crepancies are located. A general outcome of this analysis is a slight tendency to observe larger frequencies in the LR classes compared 
to the UL ones. The average frequency in the UL class is 7.2%, whereas the frequency in the LR class is 8.5%. These results further 
underline the tendency of SMA to return more severe values already observed in Fig. 4. 

Larger discrepancies are observed for the Verona province (Fig. 5a) compared to Foggia, a result mainly driven by the high fre-
quency of LR cases observed in the drought years 2016 and 2017. This result is in line with the lower R2 value observed for the province 
of Verona compared to Foggia, which corresponds to a higher disagreement between the two indices. The discrepancies are more 
evenly distributed among the different years for the Foggia province, although also in this case it is possible to notice a higher fre-
quency during 2016 and 2017, but with a more uniform distribution between UL and LR cases in 2017. 

The results reported in Fig. 5 allow us to focus on specific periods where most of the discrepancies are concentrated, and to separate 
the municipalities with divergent results from the ones where the two indices agree. For this analysis, we selected the years with the 
highest frequency of cases in LR or UL classes, such as: 2009, 2015 (high frequency of UL), 2016 and 2017 (high frequency of LR) for 
Verona, and 2008 (high frequency of LR), 2016 (high frequency of UL), 2012, and 2017 (high frequency of both UL and LR) for Foggia. 

In order to assign a drought class to the 6 off-diagonal combinations represented in Fig. 2 (for both LR and UL classes), we firstly 
identified the months when those conditions are more frequent during the selected years using the minimum frequency of 15%. 
Subsequently, only for this selected subset, we extracted the municipalities with values in the D1, D2, D3 classes along the diagonal 
(see Fig. 2) and we computed their normalized frequency values. 

The data in Fig. 6 summarize the values obtained for these normalized frequencies by pooling together the two provinces, since a 
single parameterization of the double-entry matrix is searched. For each of the 6 off-diagonal combinations the highest normalized 
frequency value is highlighted in bold, and the corresponding color-coded drought class is reported. 

These results show a smooth transition from the D1 class selected for the combinations 1–3, corresponding to the cases were one the 
two base indices have positive values, to the class D2 for the combinations 4 and 5, up to the class D3 for the combination 6 (cor-
responding to the cases where one of the two base indices has a value lower than the maximum threshold − 1.65). By adding these 
results to the preliminary matrix introduced in Fig. 2, we obtained the final double-entry matrix to be used for the computation of the 
combined index, which is reported in Fig. 7. 

3.2. Performance during agricultural drought events 

The proposed double-entry matrix is applied to the full time series of data available for the two provinces in order to evaluate the 
temporal evolution of the frequency of the five drought classes during the entire study period. The plots on top of Figs. 8 and 9 clearly 
show 2017 as the year with the highest frequency of combined D2-D4 classes for both provinces. This result was expected from the 
impacts recorded for that year in the agriculture sector, followed by 2012 for the Foggia province and by 2015 and 2012 for the Verona 
province. 

A qualitative analysis of the temporal evolution of the combined index for the two drought years 2012 and 2017 can be performed 
on the maps depicting the index over each municipality for the main growing season (April to September) for the Verona province in 
2017 (Fig. 8), and for the Foggia province in 2012 (Fig. 9). These two years are selected as those in which the MIPAAF reported the 
major impacts for the agricultural sector in the most recent years. 

The relevancy of the drought conditions for these two growing seasons is well captured by the combined index in both case studies, 
with maps that display the maximum severity class (D4: extreme drought) over some municipalities in August 2017, June 2012, and 
August 2012. Overall, the index is able to identify the drought of 2017 as the more persistent of the two, with a smooth transition 
between different classes, starting with a predominance of municipalities in D2 in April 2017 and reaching its peak between June and 
August, when most of the municipalities experienced D3 or D4 drought conditions. Finally, a statistical analysis of the combined index 
is performed by converting the modelled data in a set of binary “drought” and “non-drought” values, in analogy to the reference dataset 
(see Section 2.4). For each municipality, we considered a “drought” year when the combined index was classified as D3 or D4 in at least 
one month of the period April-September (average growing season of the two regions), or as “non-drought” year otherwise. Then, a set 
of statistical metrics are computed by comparing the reference and the modelled values though a confusion matrix (see Section 2.4). 
The values obtained for the statistical metrics are summarized in Table 2. 

Overall, the proposed method is proven to be skillful in detecting the occurrence of drought (Heidke Skill Score, HSS = 0.75), with 
high values of both Probability of Detection (POD = 0.80) and Accuracy (ACC = 0.90), as well as a relatively low value of the False 
Alarm Ratio (FAR = 0.18). The data in Table 2 show also the improvement obtained over the use of the two single indices separately, 
which is mostly visible in HSS, due to the reduction in false alarms thanks to the converge of evidence. 

4. Discussion 

Preliminary analyses on the spatio-temporal behavior of SPEI-3 and SMA, separately, show the expected overall consistency. This 
result supports the use of the two indices as input for the double-entry matrix, since the evidence of extreme conditions seems to 
converge. Overall, the correlation between SPEI-3 and SMA is higher for Foggia, which can be explained by the more straightforward 
connection between precipitation-evapotranspiration and soil moisture in a water-controlled environment such as the ones in Med-
iterranean climate compared to the more water-rich conditions of north-eastern Italy. 

The overall good consistency observed in the correlation is also valid for the detection of drought events by the two indices. As few 
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examples, for the event of 2012, dry conditions started as early as the end of 2011 for both SPEI-3 and SMA, before reaching a peak 
during summer 2012. In 2015, the severity of the drought seems less marked than in the other two drought years, and mostly char-
acterized by a short and intense peak around summer of that year, whereas for the event of 2017, summer drought conditions followed 
a dry winter and a similarly dry 2016. 

The analysis of the temporal dynamics of the area under drought shows a tendency of SMA to report more extreme anomalies 
compared to SPEI-3, especially for the Verona province (Fig. 4). This behavior can be explained by the longer memory of soil moisture 
compared to precipitation, as two consecutive dry winters (2016 and 2017) seem to have caused soil moisture dryness already in early 
2017. Another possible explanation of the more extreme values observed in SMA can be the aggregation of SPEI over a 3-month period, 
which tends to smooth isolated extreme conditions. 

While the discrepancies between the two indices are rather limited (in the order of 15% of all the cases), they can reach up to 50% in 
some extreme cases (e.g., Verona in 2016 and 2017). The arbitrariness in defining a severity class corresponding to these off-diagonal 
combinations (in case of indices with comparable range of variability and analogous physical meaning) is limited by the introduction 
of objective optimization approaches, overcoming the limitations of arbitrarily defined weighting factors as in Balint et al. (2013), or 
the use of factors based on expert responses’ (Bravo et al., 2021). 

The resulting double-entry matrix suggests a smooth transition between the different severity classes, similarly to many standard 
risk matrices used in a variety of fields, such as the one used by NASA in the risk management process in a project lifecycle (Seasly, 
2018), or by the Department of Defense (DoD, 2017). However, in this case the intrinsic subjectivity in defining the classes (Redmill, 
2002) is circumvented using a reproducible methodology based on the data collected in the test cases. By using the same classes for the 
combinations corresponding to the mirrored conditions in the UL and LR corners of the matrix (e.g., the two combinations 6 in Fig. 2), 
the proposed solution maintains the symmetric feature required by the physical definition of the two base indicators even without any 
a-priori constrain imposed in this regard. 

The application of this methodology to the two study areas not only leads to good performance in terms of skill of the assessment, 
but also a characterization of spatio-temporal evolution of two well-documented past droughts. This is in line with the characterization 
of drought based on the scientific literature and impact records. As an example, the presence of large areas with D2 (or higher) already 
in April for the event of 2017 over Verona is well supported by a prolonged lack of rain that started as early as during autumn 2016, and 
propagated throughout 2017. In the case of the 2012 drought over the Foggia province, the drought was mainly triggered by a 
sequence of heat-waves of various intensity that invested southern Europe between May and September, with the only two months 
with severe rainfall deficits being June and August. This is well reflected in the dynamic of the combined indicator for the Foggia 
province, which shows two pronounced peaks in the drought severity in June and August, but also an overall shorter duration of the 
drought compared to the one in 2017 over the Verona province. 

The improved skill of the combined index compared to the base inputs has been observed also by Kavianpour et al. (2018) in 
analyzing the performance of a copula-based index over Iran. Faiz et al. (2022) highlighted similar improvements in the performance 
of a combined precipitation, soil moisture and evapotranspiration index due to the reduction of false alarm ratio, a result that is also 
supported by the present outcomes. A better capability of a combined index to capture drought effects on foodgrain production 
compared to base indices based on precipitation, streamflow or vegetation health was observed over India by Prajapati et al. (2022). 
Even if no direct comparison with yield or production data was possible in this experiment, the good agreement with the qualitative 
information on impacts derived from both drought impact records and the declaration of natural calamity for the Italian government 
seems to support a similar outcome for the proposed index. 

In addition to the good performances over the two case studies, the proposed methodology has the advantage of being based on a 
simple approach, which is not computationally expensive and that can be then easily implemented operationally in a near-real time 
monitoring system. The structure of the double-entry matrix facilitates the backtracking of the conditions that produced a specific 
class, which can be exploited by expert user to further understand the development of specific droughts and the causes that generated 
such conditions. 

5. Conclusions 

The assessment of drought conditions at national- and sub-national spatial scales is of vital importance not only for the estimation 
of damage compensation, but also to enhance the preparedness of a territory in case of upcoming natural disasters. 

The use of combined indices represents an invaluable resource to overcome the limitations of simple drought indices, and, in 
particular, the double-entry matrices constitute a flexible tool suitable for operational applications. The procedure proposed in this 

Table 2 
Summary of the statistical metrics derived by comparing the reference drought years against the modelled values.  

Metric Verona Foggia Verona + Foggia 

SPEI-3 SMA combined SPEI-3 SMA combined SPEI-3 SMA combined 

POD  0.91  0.68  0.80  0.91  0.84  0.81  0.91  0.74  0.80 
FAR  0.42  0.48  0.19  0.30  0.42  0.17  0.37  0.46  0.18 
ACC  0.81  0.76  0.90  0.88  0.81  0.91  0.84  0.78  0.90 
HSS  0.56  0.43  0.74  0.71  0.56  0.76  0.62  0.48  0.75 

POD: Probability of Detection (1 is best); FAR: False Alarm Ratio (0 is best); ACC: Accuracy (1 is best); HSS: Heidke Skill Score (> 0 is skillful). 
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study to set-up the double-entry matrix introduces an objective and replicable approach that bases the classification of the combination 
under disagreement using the contemporary conditions observed in the cases with agreement. 

The reliability of this procedure is supported by the results obtained for the two study cases of Verona and Foggia provinces, where 
a realistic representation of the major agricultural droughts events of 2012, 2015 and 2017 was obtained, with a high skill compared to 
the narrative reported by past impact records. The simplicity and skillfulness of the methodology showed great potential for upscaling 
at national level in an operational monitoring context, and the outcomes of this study support the development of a monitor system for 
agricultural drought to trigger drought management actions during the growing season, as well as to identify municipalities affected by 
drought to activate possible damage compensation actions. 
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