EL NIÑO:
CURRENT STATUS AND OVERVIEW OF POSSIBLE EFFECTS, AUGUST 2012
W HAT IS H APPENING ?
As of mid-August 2012, we are now in a very weak El Niño. From here, this El Niño may weaken further, but
it is more likely that it will continue to grow to a weak-to-moderate-strength El Niño event. This would
significantly impact disaster and health risks in many regions over the coming year. Scientists are closely
monitoring how the rains will respond, and further information will appear in the next few months.
Continue monitoring seasonal forecasts for the latest information; this note will be updated monthly, and
can be found on the Climate Centre website.

W HAT IS E L N IÑO ?
An “El Niño” is when water in the equatorial Pacific ocean becomes warmer than average. When this
happens, the atmosphere above the ocean also reacts. Changing wind patterns push rainclouds away from
where they usually are, and we see unusual rainfall in many places of the world. Effects can include
changes in storms, floods, landslides, fires, shifts in fisheries, abnormal cropping seasons, and increased
incidence of disease.
See page 2 for a global map of changes in rainfall that are typical during an El Niño, and the months when
regions can expect these changes to happen. An El Niño event can last for 12 months, recurring every 2-7
years.
Examples of El Niño Effects








Unusually heavy rainfall in Peru and southern
California during El Niño years has caused
floods and landslides.
In Indonesia, El Niño-related drought has
caused forest fires and resulted in serious air
pollution problems.
In Southern Africa, El Niño-related drought
has caused crop failures and food insecurity.
Fisheries in Peru struggle during El Niño years
due to the warmer waters off the coast.
El Niño-related drought in Papua New Guinea
destroyed the sweet potato crop in 1997.

However, every El Niño event is different, and scientists pay close
attention to the ocean temperature and the atmosphere in order to
predict what rainfall will be like this year. The monthly seasonal
forecast shows what scientists are predicting for the next few months.

W HAT DOES THIS E L N IÑO MEAN FOR
HUMANITARIAN WORK ?
Unusual rainfall patterns, storms, fires, and changes to livelihoods and
disease incidence can cause humanitarian emergencies. Seasonal
forecasts can be used ahead of time to identify areas of increased risk
and prepare for potential emergencies, and take measures as the Red
Cross Red Crescent Movement alongside governments and
communities to prevent loss and suffering.

W HAT E ARLY A CTION CAN I TAKE ?
If you work in a region that is highlighted in the seasonal forecast or in the map on page 2, we recommend:
1.
2.
3.

Contact your local meteorological department and make sure to receive their seasonal, weekly, and daily
forecasts for your country/region. This will help monitor the rainfall situation as it evolves on the ground.
Hold meetings at the national and regional levels to discuss how to prepare for possible El Niño effects.
Partners may include national disaster managers, health agencies, and UN agencies.
Identify people and locations that might be most vulnerable to the changes in rainfall that are being
predicted. Contact relevant branches to activate or develop contingency plans linked to the risk of lower or
higher rainfall for that location.

F URTHER Q UESTIONS ?
Please contact the IFRC climate helpdesk: ifrc@iri.columbia.edu, or climatecentre@climatecentre.org.

R ESOURCES AND E XAMPLES


More information on El Niño: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7FVZrw7bk1w



IFRC Low rainfall and/or drought checklist for National Societies: http://www.climatecentre.org/downloads/File/EWEA/FinalDROUGHTCHECKLIST%2001%2008%2012.pdf



Early Warning Early Action handbook:
http://www.climatecentre.org/downloads/File/reports/Early%20Warning%20Early%20Action%202008.pdf

