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Late onset of rains in December after a dry November 

 
KEY MESSAGES 
 

 November dryness caused a delay in the start of 
season in many areas across the region. 

 

 Poor rains during the 2011/12 agriculture season and 
low rainfall in November have resulted in persistent 
below-average vegetation conditions and reduced 
water availability. 

 

 Good rains in early December could help reduce 
moisture deficits. 

 

 Zambia has reported army worm infestations in 
several provinces and efforts to control the worms 
and replant crops are underway.  

 

UPDATE ON SEASONAL PROGRESS  
 

 The southern half of the region received below-
normal rains in November, with many areas receiving 
less than a third of the rainfall amounts typical for 
November (Figure 1). As such, the onset of the 
rainfall season in many areas where the season 
normally starts in November was delayed by 20 to 30 
days.  

 

 Following poor performance in November, good rains 
were received in the first 10 days of December in the 
eastern parts of the region. The rains were sufficient 
enough to assume a potential December start of 
season in several areas (Figure 2, orange colors). This 
onset will only be confirmed if sufficient rainfall levels 
are met to support crop germination. 

 

 The season is already delayed in a few areas in the 
region; by up to two dekads, or roughly 20 days, in 
some cases. Affected areas include parts of central 
Malawi, southern Tanzania, and southern Zimbabwe 
(Figure 2, grey shades). These areas will require close 
monitoring as the season progresses.  

 

 Low rainfall in 2011/12 and a poor/delayed onset of 
rains this season has led to persistent below average 
vegetation conditions in parts of the eastern half of 

Figure 1.  Rainfall anomaly for 1 to 30 November 2012. 

 

 
                                                                           Source: FEWS NET/USGS 

 

Figure 2.  The start of season and delays for the 2012/13 

season as of December 10, 2012. 

 
 

 
                                                                           Source: FEWS NET/USGS 
More information on remote sensing can be found at:  
http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/african_desk/cpc_intl/ and  
http://earlywarning.usgs.gov/?l=en 

http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/african_desk/cpc_intl/
http://earlywarning.usgs.gov/?l=en
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the region with negative implications for pasture 
conditions (Figure 3, brown shades). These low rain 
levels have also negatively affected water supply 
and reservoir levels in some parts, including 
Botswana. 

 

 Government efforts are underway to contain the 
army worm outbreaks reported in early December 
across several districts of Zambia. The outbreak 
could affect crop production and could spread to 
other parts of the region if not quickly and 
effectively contained. 

 

FORECASTS 
 

 In December the Southern African Regional Climate 
Outlook Forum (SARCOF) issued a mid-season 
forecast update providing a new rainfall forecast 
covering the January to March 2013 period (Figure 
4). The forecast suggests enhanced chances of 
normal to above-normal rainfall for most of the 
region. This forecast comes in the absence of any 
major climatic features such as El Niño, and La Niña, 
among others, which can generally result in reduced 
forecast skill. 
 

 The recent rain deficits in the eastern parts of the 
region seem to be tied to climate anomalies over 
the western Pacific and Indian oceans, which could 
result in persistent dry conditions. 
 

 Based on the current delayed/poor onset of rains, 
poor vegetation conditions, and reduced water 
supply in specific areas, the forecast presents a 
somewhat complex scenario with outcomes that are 
difficult to predict. The normal to above-normal 
rainfall predicted in early 2013 may be sufficient to 
significantly reduce moisture deficits and allow for a near-normal agricultural season.  
 

 However, it is also possible that the forecasted normal rains may not be enough to offset current deficits which have 
carried over from the previous season, particularly in the dryer areas with climatologically lower rainfall. The updated 
forecast also does not account for dry or wet spells, which can also have adverse effects on agricultural production. 

 

SEASONAL CALENDAR FOR A TYPICAL YEAR 
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Figure 3.  NDVI (vegetation index) anomaly, December 1-10, 

2012. 

 
                                                              Source: FEWS NET/USGS 
 

Figure 4. January to March 2013 rainfall forecast. 

 
                                                              Source: SADC Climate Services Center 
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