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WEATHER MAY RETURN TO NORMAL, BUT ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF EL NINO ARE LONG-TERM

BOULDER--As temperatures return to near-normal levels throughout the United 

States and Europe, the catastrophic weather events of the past 18-months--linked 

by many scientists to an atmospheric-oceanic phenomenon known as El Nino--may 

fade from our memories.

But the 1982-3 El Nino phenomenon has precipitated even longer-term economic 

and societal impacts on people throughout the world, reports Michael H. Glantz, 

head of the Environmental and Societal Impacts Group at the National Center for 

Atmospheric Research (NCAR) in Boulder, Colorado.

According to an article by Glantz in the January-February issue of Mazingira, 

an international journal for environment and development, the societal effects 

of El Nino extend from the northwestern coast of Peru and Equador to well beyond 

the equatorial Pacific basin where the phenomenon seems to originate. (El Nino, 

literally "Christ Child," is so named because the ocean warming events often 

begin in December.)

Most, if not all, weather anomalies around the world which occurred during 

these two years have been linked rightly or wrongly by different scientists, to 

the most recent El Nino says Glantz.

Severe droughts, in some areas the worst in a century or more, have had a 

devastating impact on many countries.

In Australia, Glantz reports, "Agricultural and livestock losses, along with 

widespread brushfires mainly in the southeastern part of the country, resulted 

in billions of dollars in lost revenue."

As a result of its worst drought in two centuries, South Africa, usually 

a major exporter of maize, had to import 1.5 million tons of it for use as 

animal feed for the first time in its history. Wheat, also an export crop in 

1982, had to be imported by South Africa in 1983.

In Zimbabwe, usually a surplus producer and regional exporter of some food 

stuffs, drought caused depletion of the country's food stocks, the enforced 

slaughter of its herds, and the need to accept foreign food assistance, Glantz 

reports.
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El Nino economic impacts - 2

"Indonesia, too," he says, "was plagued with severe drought, resulting in 

reduced agricultural output, especially rice, and in famine, malnutrition, 

disease, and hundreds of deaths. This drought, coupled with worldwide 

recession, huge foreign debts, and declining oil revenues, has set back 

Indonesia's economic development goals for the near term."

The United States, Glantz adds, was adversely affected by devastating 

coastal storms and mudslides along the Californian coast, flooding in the 

southern states, and drought in the north central states, which reduced corn 

and soybean production. Fish landings along the Pacific Northwest coast also 

declined sharply during 1983.

According to Glantz, El Nino has also been linked to droughts in Sri Lanka, 

the Philippines, southern India, Mexico, northeastern Brazil, and even Hawaii; 

to floods in Peru, Equador, and Bolivia; to a large number of severe unseasonal 

hurricanes in French Polynesia and Hawaii and to reduced hurricane activity 

along the east coast of the United States.

Copies of the completed paper, "El Nino Events and Worldwide Weather 

Patterns: the Search for Societal Impacts," by Michael H. Glantz, are available 

by contacting the author, Head, Environmental and Societal Impacts Group, NCAR, 

P. 0. Box 3000, Boulder, Colorado 80307 or by calling (303) 497-1619. NCAR is 

sponsored by the National Science Foundation.
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