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What is El Niño?
Peruvian fishermen identified El Niño centuries ago when every 
three to seven years, during the months of December and January, 
fish in their coastal waters virtually vanished. During normal 
conditions, surface temperatures are warm in the western Pacific 
Ocean and trade winds blow towards the west. During El Niño, 
warm water appears in the central and eastern Pacific Ocean 
and trade winds weaken, or even reverse. Once sea surface 
temperatures in the equatorial Pacific Ocean rise 0.5°C above their 
historical average for three months in a row, and when atmospheric 
conditions shift accordingly, scientists typically declare an El Niño 
event. During El Niño, the South Pacific Convergence Zone (SPCZ), 
a band of low-level convergence, cloudiness and precipitation, 
moves further away from the Pacific Island countries located west 
of the dateline. Rainfall patterns tend to follow this warmer water 
eastwards, reducing the amount of rainfall in the western Pacific 
and across large parts of South and South East Asia. This also leads 
to tropical cyclones forming over a more expansive area of ocean 
which increases their intensity before they reach populated western 
Pacific Islands and countries in East Asia.

This is intended solely for the use of OCHA staff and humanitarian partners 
to generate and maintain awareness of the evolving dimensions of the  
El Nino phenomenon, and its potential impact on vulnerable populations 
in the Asia and Pacific regions.
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Expected effects 
of El Niño

Current conditions and forecast
Despite the tropical Pacific Ocean being primed for an El Niño during 
much of the first half of 2014, the atmosphere above has largely 
failed to respond, and hence the ocean and atmosphere have not 
reinforced each other. As a result, some cooling has now taken place 
in the central and eastern tropical Pacific Ocean, with most of the 
key NINO regions returning to neutral values. Over July 2014, model 
forecasts have slightly delayed the El Niño onset. At this time, the 
consensus of forecasters expect El Niño to emerge during August-
October 2014 and to peak at weak strength during the first half of 
2015. A strong El Niño is not favored in any of the scenarios, and 
slightly more models call for a weak event rather than a moderate 
event. While the chance of an El Niño in 2014 has clearly eased, 
warmer-than-average waters persist in parts of the tropical Pacific 
and therefore the establishment of El Niño before the year’s end 
cannot be ruled out. 

Given the current observations and climate model outlooks, the 
Commonwealth of Australia Bureau of Meteorology’s ENSO Tracker 
has shifted from ALERT to WATCH status. This means the chance 
of El Niño developing in 2014 is approximately 50%, which remains 
significant at double the normal likelihood of an event.
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El Niño in 1997 and 1998
The 1997-98 El Niño was one of the strongest on record, with 
substantial effects such as major drought conditions across 
Micronesia, Fiji and Papua New Guinea lasting into 1998. 
The scarcity of water, and associated impact on agriculture 
led to increased incidences of health problems, nutritional 
deficiencies and food shortages. Additionally, countries 
experienced a number of social problems, including increased 
pupil absenteeism from school and ethnic strife. More recently, 
El Niño conditions were observed in 2002, 2004, 2006, and in 
2009. Impacts from these latter El Niño events were less and of 
a shorter duration.
Source: UNDAC Report 1997-98, OCHA Regional Office for the Pacific (ROP) 2012

El Niño watch

The ENSO Tracker has been downgraded to El Niño WATCH  
level, meaning that there is a 50 per cent chance of an El Niño 

event occurring in 2014.  
Source: Commonwealth of Australian 2014, Bureau of Meteorology
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Source: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
Commonwealth of Australian 2014, Bureau of Meteorology & Climate Prediction Centre, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Research
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El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) Tracker 2004 to present The ENSO Tracker indicates the likelihood of an El Niño or La Niña occurring.

El Niño Alert Watch La NiñaAlertWatchNeutral Source: Commonwealth of Australia 2014, Bureau of Meteorology

What does this mean for Asia  
and the Pacific?
El Niño affects the weather in large parts of the world. The 
effects depend strongly on the location and the season. 
The strongest effects on precipitation are in South-East 
Asia and the western Pacific Ocean, especially in the dry 
season (August-November). 

Drought 
El Niño events usually, but not always, coincide with much 
drier than normal conditions across the western Pacific, 
including Indonesia and Papua New Guinea (PNG), 
eastern and northern Australia, South and South East 
Asia. Drier conditions can be expected particularly in the 
Philippines, PNG, India, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji, 
Tonga, and Niue. Extended drought conditions could lead 
to food and water scarcity and impact job security and 
income, especially in at-risk sectors such as agriculture 
and tourism.

Tropical cyclones
An eastward shift in tropical cyclone activity in the South 
Pacific towards the Cook Islands and French Polynesia 
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Preparedness Recommendations 
1. Humanitarian partners and government agencies should continue to closely 

monitor and record atmospheric conditions such as precipitation patterns, soil 
moisture etc. and consult with National Meteorological and Hydrological Services 
(NMHSs) and forecasters from World Meteorological Organization regional 
and global centres for updates. To this effect, OCHA will engage Resident and 
Humanitarian Coordinators to promote coordination of appropriate preparedness 
activities. 

2. The humanitarian community should reflect on the lessons learned from previous 
El Niño conditions, including the severe 1997/98 effects on countries across Asia 
and the Pacific. It is important to ensure that governments and humanitarian 
responders have ready and available capacities to prepare for, and respond, to 
eventual El Niño conditions. 

3. As predictions become more accurate and areas where events are anticipated, 
appropriate contingency processes and preparedness actions should be taken at 
the country level by the Resident Coordinator’s Office (RCO), the Humanitarian 
Country Team (HCT), National Disaster Management Office (NDMO) in consultation 
with meteorological agencies. 

4. Partners and government technical agencies at the country level need to identify 
and implement risk mitigation measures in order for citizens and communities 
to be better equipped if and when El Niño does have an impact at the local level.

may result in more frequent landfalls in Japan and the 
Korean Peninsula. Cyclone related rains could be above 
average in southern China causing widespread flooding.

Frost
Previous El Niño events have resulted in severe frosts 
in the highland provinces of PNG, severely impacting 
domestic garden and crop yields.

Fires and haze
Drier weather to many countries can cause increased 
occurrences of forest fires and haze. Particularly in areas 
such as Sumatra and Borneo, many of these blazes are 
on deep peat lands, producing huge plumes of smoke 
and large amounts of carbon dioxide, which can cause 
significant health concerns.

Social distress
Expected food shortages, increased health hazards and 
lack of shelter in urban and peri-urban areas could 
become the drivers for increased risk of violent conflict. 
A 2011 study written by Columbia University’s Earth 
Institute tracked ENSO from 1950 to 2004 and calculated 
that El Niño may have played a role in 21 percent of civil 
wars worldwide.


