
 

 

 
 

FEWS NET Washington 

1717 H St NW 

Washington DC 20006 

info@fews.net 

FEWS NET is a USAID-funded activity.  The views expressed in this 
publication do not necessarily reflect the view of the United States Agency 

for International Development or the United States Government. 

www.fews.net 

 

 

SPECIAL REPORT Potential impacts of likely 2012/13 El Niño event August 2012  
 

 The NOAA ENSO Alert System is currently at “El Niño Watch” status.  Equatorial sea surface temperatures (SST) are 
greater than 0.5°C above average across the equatorial Pacific Ocean, an indicator that El Niño conditions are gradually 
developing. Though ENSO-neutral conditions continue, weak to moderate El Niño conditions are likely to develop 
during September 2012 and to continue through early 2013. The strength of the El Niño event could change and will be 
refined over the coming weeks and months. 
 

 The impacts of an El Niño event vary by region and time of year.  In East Africa, El Niño events in this period typically 
lead to wetter-than-normal conditions for the October to December rains in the Greater Horn of Africa (GHA) region, 
including southern Somalia, south and southeastern parts of Ethiopia, and northeastern parts of Kenya. In West Africa, 
El Niño does not typically have significant impacts on the rainy season and agricultural prospects.  In southern Africa, El 
Niño conditions increase the probability of dry spells in areas prone to dryness. In Central America, El Niño events have 
historically led to below-average rainfall in the Caribbean areas and along the Central and Pacific basins.  
 

 The progress of the 2012/13 El Niño, including the degree of SST rise in the equatorial Pacific, the geographic extent of 
the SST rise, and unseasonal rainfall, should be closely monitored to determine potential impacts on food security.   
 

Understanding El Niño 
 

El Niño is a recurrent weather phenomenon that takes place approximately every two to seven years and usually lasts 
between 12 and 18 months, depending on the magnitude of the warming of surface water. An El Niño event is defined by a 
high Oceanic Niño Index (ONI), which is based on SST departures from average in the “Niño 3.4” region in the central 
equatorial Pacific.  An El Niño episode is associated with persistent warm (>0.5° C) Niño 3.4 SSTs and consistent changes in 
wind and rainfall patterns. 
 
The El Niño SST changes cause major global weather and 
climate fluctuations and have significant consequences on the 
food security, water, health, and energy sectors. 
Understanding the El Niño phenomenon and its relationship 
to food security thus provides a valuable early warning tool. 
 

Current conditions and forecast 
 

On July 5, the NOAA Climate Prediction Center (CPC) and the 
International Research Institute for Climate and Society (IRI) 
announced that the consensus forecast (informed by outputs 
from over 25 ENSO forecast models from major forecasting 
centers around the world) reflects increased chances (55 
percent) for a weak to moderate El Niño event beginning in 
August-September 2012 and continuing through early 2013 
(Figure 1). The strength of the El Niño event could change and 
will be refined over the coming weeks and months. 
 

Potential climatic impacts in East Africa 
 

The El Niño phenomenon correlates strongly with above-
average precipitation during the October-December period 
across the GHA region, down towards the northern edge of 

Figure 1. Mid-July 2012 Plume of Model ENSO 

Predictions 
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the Great Lakes region. Rainfall during the October to December season could also extend into January 2013. However, the 
above-average rainfall is rarely uniform across the region, and other local meteorological factors will also likely play a role.  
 
The October to December rains are important in most of the eastern Horn and the bimodal cropping areas of western 
Kenya, northern Tanzania, and parts of Uganda, South Sudan, Rwanda, and Burundi. Increased rains in October to 
December, possibly continuing into January, could benefit crop and livestock production, increase water availability for 
domestic and livestock use, improve vegetation and pasture conditions, enhance availability of fish and wild foods, and 
improve water availability for the hydro-energy sectors. 
 
However, above-average rainfall in the East Africa region could also have negative impacts, including soil erosion, damage 
to crops and infrastructure, reduced market access caused by flooding, increased morbidity due to increases in human 
waterborne diseases, and increased livestock mortality due to disease, including the potential for a re-emergence of Rift 
Valley Fever. Riverine areas most likely to be affected by flooding include the Juba and Shabelle River valleys in southern 
Somalia, the southeastern lowlands of Ethiopia, the Tana and Ewaso Ngiro rivers, and the Lake Victoria basin. 
 
Above-average rainfall during the October to December period could also interfere with harvests that take place during this 
period, causing damage to standing crops and increasing post-harvest losses.  This includes the Meher crop, which accounts 
for over 90 percent of annual crop production in Ethiopia; long rains production in Kenya’s North Rift, accounting for more 
than half of total national cereal production in the country; main season harvests in Sudan and South Sudan; and the 
second harvest from western and southwestern parts of Uganda.   
 

Potential climatic impacts in Southern Africa 
 

Though not all locations in southern Africa are subject to the influence of the El Niño phenomenon, El Niño has historically 
impacted some areas southward of 10

o
 south latitude. Statistically, there is an increased chance for some areas to receive 

below-average rainfall during El Niño events, though impacts vary. Reduced rainfall during the critical flowering and 
maturation period of cereal crops, such as maize, during the second half of the season (January-March 2013) can impact 
crop development and output.  
 
Parts of southern Africa are typically prone to dry spells between January and March, including Botswana, northern 
Namibia, southern and central Mozambique, the southern tip of Malawi, Lesotho, Swaziland, the eastern half of South 
Africa, and southern Zambia and Zimbabwe. During an El Niño event there is a higher probability that dry spells will occur.  
If dry spells are long and occur during a critical phase of crop development, crop yields will be impacted.  

 
Potential climatic impacts in Latin America and the Caribbean  
 

Historically, El Niño events have led to below-average rainfall in the Caribbean areas and along the Central and Pacific 
basins. During the strong El Niño event of 2009/10, observed rainfall over Central America and the Caribbean was 
considerably below-average as the El Niño continued to strengthen. Guidance from the Central American Climate Outlook 
Forum (II FCAC 2) suggests that during an El Niño, areas of low rainfall could include parts of Honduras, eastern and central 
El Salvador, and Nicaragua. 
 
In general, a weak to moderate El Niño event could impact the second phase of the current rainy season (August – 
November), causing a strong canicula (10 or 15 days) and less hurricane activity. Rainfall during the second season could 
include flooding interspersed with prolonged periods of dryness, which may affect agricultural activities.  

 
Potential climatic impacts in West Africa 
 

El Niño does not typically have significant impacts on the rainy season and agricultural prospects in West Africa, unless the 
signal is very strong. Weak to moderate El Niño conditions are modulated by other oceanic SST anomalies and continental 
weather conditions preceding the onset of rains.  Strong El Niño conditions (as observed in 2009/10) tend to reduce rainfall 
and increase dry conditions in the West Africa region. However, weak to moderate El Niño conditions do not generally have 
significant impacts.  Therefore, significant impacts on rainfall or agricultural production are not anticipated in the Sahelian 
and Sudanian zones of West Africa at this point in the season. 


