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Provocations No.93 
Climate Runs Arnuk in 1982-83

New and then climate goes through a period of 
extraordinary deviations frcm normal, and often these have 
drastic and damaging consequences for humans and for wildlife 
over large regions of the earth. 1982-83 ms the most extreme 
anomaly in this century, but 1972-73 was a not-distant 
runnerup. In both cases drastic effects occurred in the 
drought prone sub-Sahara. In the recent case the dessication 
reached extreme levels, and even extended into normally rainy 
regions. On the other hand, there were floods in US, Latin 
America (Cuba, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia), and Polynesia.
Droughts also hit hard in Northeast Brazil, Australia and 
Melanesia.

In tropical Pacific islands millions of birds starved or 
abandoned their young as food supplies dwindled from fish 
migration and torrential rains disturbed the ecosystems of 
their nesting areas.
Cbffee, fibre and food crops were damaged both by droughts and 
floods. Overall, losses greatly outweighed the gains frcm 
warmer winters in Canada and North-central USSR. Net dollar 
losses were estimated an international group at the order of 
$10 billion (US) .

The dominant evidence of the anomaly in both instances 
was the "El Nino--Southern Oscillation,” abbreviated in 
meteorological circles to ENSO. Briefly put, the ENSO is 
characterized by two principal events: (1) abnormally warm 
tropical ocean surface temeratures across the Pacific Ocean 
and especially off the West coast of Peru and, (2) by an 
oscillation of barometric pressure between the Indian Ocean 
and the Tropical Pacific. The ultimate causes are as yet 
unknown, but are under intense study.

Peruvian fisherman called the anomalous warm waters in 
their fishing zone the "El Nino" or "Christ Child" because 
they discovered, back in the 19th century, that they usually 
appeared about Christmas time. In the 1920's Gilbert Walker 
named the "Southern Oscillation." He wrote: "When pressure is



high in the Pacific Ocean it tends to be low in the Indian 
Ocean from Africa to Australia; these conditions are 
associated with low temperatures in both these areas and 
rainfall varies in the opposite direction to pressure." It is 
sonetimes described as a baromatric pressure "see saw." The 
ENSO event is when pressure is low in the tropical Pacific and 
rainfall is high.

The ENSO phenomena peaked in 1982-83, but significant 
climate events stretched at least from 1982 to 1984. In the 
earlier days of the Climate Club, when these events were 
happening, we carried a somewhat haphazard running account of 
than.* The World Meteorological Organization in Geneva has now 
issued an "unofficial" but irarvelous technical report on the 
1982-84 climate anomalies, with lots of data and excellent 
graphics.

At the ENSO peak, from Deconber 1982 to N&rch 1983, the 
Pacific Ocean torperatures exceeded 5 deg C above normal in 
the Eastern part of the Ocean. This is an unprecedented value 
in historical record. With it were climate anomalies the world 
over. Changes in fish populations occurred over the whole 
Eastern Pacific, even as far north as Alaska. During the 
period, but apparently entirely as a coincidence, the gigantic 
El Chichon volcanic eruption erupted, and loaded the 
stratosphere with fine particulates for over tro years. This 
also had climate implications. I shall discuss all these 
events a bit more in a coming "Provocation."
*For exairple: C759, CCS 34,53,111,126,135,141,148,149,155,211.


