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El Nino Returns, but Without Much Clout

Nearly a year ago scientists at the Lament Doherty Geological Observatory 
of Columbia University made a prediction about El Nino, They are one of 
several advanced climate research groups at different centers. Lament's 
Stephen Zebiak and associates expected, from their computer-based simulation 
model, that we would encounter the kind of ocean warmings off the coast of 
Peru that signal the onset of an El Nino episode. Other independent modelling 
groups also made similar predictions of a probable El Nino.

The 1932-83 El Nino was the strongest on record, and it had worldwide 
climate implications. It did billions of dollars of damage. Millions of birds 
died from food supply failures on the west coast of South America and at the 
Christmas Islands, as we discussed in earlier “Provocations" here in the 
Climate Club. That time the ocean warmed up about 5 deg C in the Eastern 
tropical Pacific, which is unprecedented. The anchovietta crop was nearly 
wiped out. It is normally a plentiful source of food for wild birds and a 
commercial source of protein for chicken feed and human consumption. Over 1000 
people died in associated floods, droughts and storm anomalies. The effects 
were world wide, felt in the Andes, Colombia, Northeast Brazil, Africa and, we 
believe, also in India and USA.

El Nino, "The Child," is so named because it usually shows up around 
Christmas time. But the prel iminary signs are usually much earlier. The trade 
wind easterlies of the tropics weaken, and the ocean warmings usually show up 
as early as the preceding June. In i986 there were weak preliminary signs of a 
recurrence of El Nino, but it faded out. The modelling groups started to go 
"back to the drawing boards" in some discouragement. Then in August a slight 
warming of the Central Pacific ocean surface waters began. And by early 
January the surface warming began migrating eastward, as it does in an El Nino. 
The persistent low pressure cell south of the Aleutians became deeper than 
normal , and the downwind high pressure over the Rockies strengthened..

Now we are clearly aware that a weak El Nino is in play. As in some of 
the earlier El Ninos, the Eastern Pacific is about 2 deg C warmer than normal, 
and other signs have material ized. The East Coast of U.S. has had persistent 
lows, with storms and rain, and the West has had warm and dry weather with the 
continuing average high pressure. I don't yet know whether the extreme cold of 
Europe can be related to the El Nino.

The modelers, now, are strongly encouraged that their calculations have, 
by and large, been verified. The Lament group predicted an earlier and 
somewhat larger warming than what has happened. But in the past the irregular 
onset of El Nino has been considered almost totally unpredictable. The 
improved world weather and ocean temperature data, now gotten by satellite 
and other means, will allow the data from this El Nino episode to help 
further enhance the skills of the various models. If successful and time 
tested, predictions of the El Nino will have vast benefits in agriculture, 
fuel management, drought and flood disaster prevention, and a host of other 
human activities.
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What do the model builders now predict? The Lamont group and the others
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say that the peak effect is present right now, and that this mild £1 Nino 
episode will fade away in coming months. Time will test what the climate 
modelers hope is a new-found skill with profound world implications.


