
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What is El Niño? 

 
El Niño is a warming of 
surface ocean waters in the 
eastern tropical Pacific.  
El Niño is a naturally recurring 
climate pattern seen every 
three to seven years. These 
events can last from six 
months to two years.  
El Niño can have profound 
effects on weather patterns 
around the world. It impacts 
different sub regions in a 
variety of ways.  
El Niño events are not caused 
by climate change but climate 
change could make their 
impacts more severe. 

Key Points 
• A strong El Niño is now in force with some climatologists warning it could rival the 

1997/98 event which was the most severe on record. 

• In an El Niño year, the cyclone season usually runs longer and features a greater 
proportion of severe cyclones forming over a larger area. 

• Up to 13 Pacific countries could be affected by El Niño-related drought, placing as 
many as 4.7 million people at risk. 

• Intensified drought conditions will adversely affect countries emerging from the 
devastation caused by recent intense cyclones and typhoons. 

• The El Niño event is expected to peak in the coming months but the impacts, 
especially on food security, may last as long as two years.  

• Individuals and communities can prepare by harvesting rain water, reducing 
wastage of water, planting drought resistant crops and stocking cyclone kits. 

 

Situation Overview 
The current El Niño has officially been declared as strong by the US National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration with serious implications for both rainfall and cyclone 
activity across the region over the coming months. Sea Surface Temperature (SST) 
anomalies in the central and eastern Pacific have increased since September and are 
close to or exceeding +2.5 degrees Celsius in places. A lack of rainfall is already starting 
to have devastating impacts on agriculture and food security, especially in places such 
Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands and the Northern Mariana Islands which are still 
recovering from the impacts of Tropical Cyclones Pam and Raquel, as well as Typhoon 
Soudelor. Water deliveries are already reaching 67 000 people in Fiji and 90 000 people 
are being targeted with emergency food supplies in Vanuatu. In the Solomon Islands, 
schools and health centres are being forced to close due to a lack of water. 
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Predictions 
Drought  
The Pacific Humanitarian Team currently estimates that El Niño-related drought will 
place as many as 4.7 million people at risk in 13 countries (PNG, Fiji, Tonga, Palau, 
Vanuatu, Solomon Islands, New Caledonia, Tokelau, Samoa, Niue, Cook Islands, 
Marshall Islands, Federated States of Micronesia). This includes 2.4 million people in 
PNG and the total populations of the remaining affected Pacific nations.  No 
governments have yet declared a disaster, however, drought warnings are now in force 
for PNG, Fiji, Tonga and Samoa, a drought watch is in place in the Solomon Islands and 
drought alerts have been issued for Vanuatu and Palau.  
International modelling indicates that El Niño conditions are certain to continue through 
to the southern summer (January – March 2016). Below normal rainfall is forecast for the 
Austral Islands, New Caledonia, Wallis & Futuna, Papua New Guinea, the Solomon 
Islands, Fiji, Samoa, Vanuatu, the Federated States of Micronesia, the southern Cook 
Islands, Niue and Tonga.  Above normal rainfall is forecast for Eastern and Western 
Kiribati, Tuvalu and Tokelau.  
The impacts on the ground in the Pacific are likely to stretch well beyond the end of the 
El Niño event. If no wet season rain arrives in the Pacific over the months ahead, many 
countries will not have an opportunity to have water supplies replenished until the 
following wet season at the end of 2016, or even the beginning of 2017. This means that 
some countries may ultimately have to consider moving drought affected communities 
but cultural connections make this an option of last resort. 
 

Cyclones 
El Niño patterns also see more frequent and intense cyclones forming over a larger part 
of the Pacific for a longer period. The cyclone season usually runs from November to 
April but may extend beyond this in an El Niño year.  The Fiji Meteorological Service 
predicts that 10-14 tropical cyclones will occur in the region during the upcoming season. 
The tropical cyclone risk is highly elevated for Solomon Islands, Wallis & Futuna, 
Tokelau, Samoa, Northern Cook Islands and French Polynesia. The risk is elevated for 
Vanuatu, Fiji, Niue and the southern Cook Islands. Cyclone activity for New Caledonia, 
Tuvalu and Tonga is likely to be near normal.  Cyclone activity in the vicinity of Kiribati is 
unlikely, however all coastal communities need to remain alert and prepared. The Fiji 
Met Service also predicts there is an increased risk of more severe tropical cyclones 
affecting the region this season compared to last year.  
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1997/98 El Niño – A cautionary tale 
Some forecasters have predicted the current El Niño will rival the 1997/98 event which 
was, by most measures, the strongest on record causing major climatic impacts around 
the world. The 1997/8 El Niño is cautionary tale for people living in the Pacific. It brought 
severe drought to many countries in the region including PNG, Fiji, the Marshall Islands, 
Samoa, Vanuatu, Tonga, the Solomon Islands and New Caledonia. 
In Fiji, there were food shortages which left struggling families in need of emergency food 
rations. Half of Fiji’s population was targeted for government water delivery in 1998. 
Schools were forced to close because of water and sanitation issues. The drought drove 
the Fiji economy into the worst recession in its history. The sugarcane harvest was 
slashed by nearly 50 percent.  
The Marshall Islands received just 8 per cent of normal annual rainfall in 1998. 
Tonga’s Ha’apai Islands received just 37 per cent of rainfall during the January to May 
rainy season in 1998. 

Potential Humanitarian Impacts  
Of El Niño in the region  

 

 

Drought 
El Niño usually coincides with much drier conditions across the western Pacific. 
Extended drought conditions can lead to food and water scarcity, impacting on 
job security and incomes. 

 

 

Food Security  
Crops can be severely impacted by lack of rainfall and frost, delaying planting 
operations and adversely affecting yield potential. Worsening malnutrition may 
be a long term consequence. 

 

 

Floods  
In an El Niño year there is also heavier rain in the equatorial Pacific putting 
these low-lying nations at risk of floods and soil erosion. Once the El Niño event 
has passed in the rest of the Pacific, soil and vegetation are likely to be 
degraded, increasing the risk from flooding. 

 

 

Disease  
Health risks include outbreaks of various diseases including diarrhea and 
typhoid, by exposure to contaminated water or decreased hygiene from water 
shortages. There may also be an increase in vector-borne diseases including 
dengue, due to increased mosquito vectors and temperatures. 

 

 
 

Frost 
Previous El Niño events have resulted in severe frost in highland provinces of 
PNG, impacting domestic garden and crop yields. A repeat has already been 
seen this year. 

 

 

Tropical cyclones 
El Niño patterns see more frequent and intense cyclones forming over a larger 
part of the Pacific, for a longer period. There is usually an eastward shift in 
activity in the South Pacific towards the Cook Islands and French Polynesia. 

 

 

Fires and haze 
Drier weather can cause more forest fires and haze. 

 

 

Social distress and migration 
El Niño could encourage forms of migration, compromising human security. 
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. 
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Affected Countries 
Vanuatu 
Areas worst hit by TC Pam also appear to be suffering the most under the impact of El 
Niño-induced drought. Emergency food distributions are targeting 90,000 people, as well 
as schools and health facilities.  At least one child has died 
in connection with the drought and more are currently being 
treated for malnutrition. In many areas, crops damaged in 
TC Pam have not regrown because of the lack of rain. Rapid 
assessments are now underway in drought and cyclone 
affected provinces of Vanuatu to determine the scale of  
water and food shortages. Almost 500 villages have so far 
been assessed. The WASH Cluster has completed its 
assessment report and is warning of a looming water crisis 
in the country over the coming months. Of the surveyed 
communities, 40 per cent expected to run out of safe 
drinking water within 14 days of the assessment. Almost one fifth of households are now 
travelling more than 30 minutes to collect drinking water which represents a sharp 
increase.  The assessment confirmed that communities are not maximizing their 
rainwater capturing potential and that this is a major contributor to drought vulnerability.  
The majority of the country’s rainwater harvesting structures 
were damaged in TC Pam but the assessment teams found 
that 80 per cent of tanks are still useable with repairs or 
upgrades to roofs and gutters. Immediate priorities include 
establishing emergency water supplies and restoring 
damaged water systems, promotion of household water 
treatment and increased public information on mitigation 
steps. Vanuatu has activated its provincial and national 
response centres and is currently working on a national 
contingency plan for the El Niño-related drought season. 
Recent political instability may complicate the country’s El 
Niño response. 
 
 
 
 

Fiji 
The Fiji Government estimates more than 67 000 
people (approx. 13 per cent of the population) are now 
affected by the country’s El Niño-related drought. The 
Fijian Government is well advanced in its planning for 
the drought which has been slowly building for a year. 
Water trucking operations have now been stepped-up to 
cover the increasing needs of people, agriculture and 
livestock. A total of 54 schools (12 000 students) have 
received emergency water supplies. The NDMO is 
currently able to manage the cost of water deliveries but 
this may not be the case in the long term and it is 
possible that donor assistance may ultimately be 
requested. Media reports suggest that in addition to cuts 
to the sugar cane harvest, production of fresh produce is down, pushing prices up.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

July 2015, near Port Vila, Vanuatu. A 
child is screened for malnutrition 
using the Middle Upper Arm 
Circumference test.  
Credit: Elodie Berthe, UNICEF  

JulyTanna, Vanuatu. In March 2015 
Tropical Cyclone Pam hit Vanuatu 
causing widespread damage to 
infrastructure, leaving many without 
life-saving water tanks or the 
capacity to harvest rainwater. 
Credit: Marc Overmars, UNICEF  

 
Sugar cane on its way to the mill in Rakiraki 
in Fiji. Farmers here are already reporting 
that their harvest is down by one quarter 
because of the lack of rain.  
Credit: OCHA/Danielle  
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Papua New Guinea 
In early November, the PNG Government welcomed the involvement of the Disaster 
Management Team in supporting the drought response. According to authorities, 2.4 
million people are affected by the impact 
of the drought, of which 1 million people 
live in the most severely affected 
regions.  Coupled with frost, the drought 
has impacted on the environment, 
economic and agricultural activities, and 
livestock, as well as access to education 
and health services. The current 
situation will become devastating if the 
drought continues for another three to 
four months. In addition to food, key 
needs include the provision of drinking 
water and purifying tablets. 

Tonga  

A drought warning has been declared in Tonga, a drought plan is being developed and 
public preparedness messaging has begun. Tonga has had extremely dry weather for 
nearly a year. The Tonga Meteorology Department has confirmed that rainfall was again 
below normal across the country during October.  After some rainfall in August and 
September, dry conditions in October have prompted drought warnings for Vava’u, 
Ha’apai and Tongatapu. Niuafo’ou and Niuatoputapu are already declared to be in 
drought. The department says the rainfall outlook is drier than normal with warmer 
temperatures and a higher chance of tropical cyclone occurrence. Island communities 
without ground water are being advised to harvest rainwater whenever possible and 
ration water for drinking. Planners are being encouraged to activate their drought 
response and tropical cyclone plans and remain on the alert for the possible continuation 
of below average rainfall and hotter conditions for the next 6 months. Emergency water 
supplies have been distributed to the outer islands and desalination plants are available if 
needed. Tonga's Agriculture Ministry is predicting that 80 percent of locally-grown taro 
crops could be damaged by this year's El Niño. With crop yields decreasing, farmers are 
being encouraged to grow smaller quantities of taro so they can be more easily watered. 
Yam crops are also expected to be affected, while pumpkins and other kinds of 
vegetables should be able to stand the heat. 

North Pacific  
The US National Weather Service is predicting several months of drought in the Northern 
Mariana Islands and the rest of Micronesia, which could lead to more grass fires than 
usual during the dry season. The Marianas are still recovering from Typhoon Soudelor 
which devastated the island of Saipan on August 2 and was part of an intense typhoon 
season across the region. The drought is expected to be in full swing during Guam’s dry 
season in the first half of 2016. However, the Weather Service says even if Guam does 
not get rain for six months, there is enough water to support the population. The Weather 
Service says drought is already starting to be felt in Palau and parts of Yap. Marshall 
Islanders are being warned to be on alert for what authorities say could be the worst 
drought for more than a decade, lasting six to nine months, as El Niño sets in. 

 

Samoa  
A Meteorological Drought has officially been declared in Samoa. The north and central 
region of Upolu Island and the eastern region of Savaii Island are covered by the 
declaration. The Samoa Meteorological Service says these parts of the two main islands 
have experienced 40 percent below average rainfall since June prompting the 
Government to impose water rationing for some areas, including around the capital Apia. 
There has also been some water carting. In the north and central parts of the country, 
about 60 per cent of recording stations are showing drought conditions. Other areas are 
still classified as receiving average or above average rainfall however authorities warn 
they may also eventually slip into drought.  
 
 

 

 
In PNG, rural communities were the worst affected by the 1997/98 
El Niño drought and farming communities in the highlands are 
already bearing the brunt of this season’s water shortages and 
frost.  Credit:  Wonesai Sithole, IOM 
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Solomon Islands  
El Niño is impacting on water, food supply and livelihoods in communities around the 
country. In its latest situation report, the National Emergency Operations Centre has 
warned that for Bellona (approx. pop 705) the developing situation is critical and 
widespread across the island impacting on water availability and food gardens. It is 
estimated that 70-100% of crops are damaged on the island due to extreme heat. All 
three local schools are closed. The drought in Rennell is described as significant. For the 
Provinces of Makira and Central the situation is serious and widespread and continuing to 
develop. In Makira, crops are wilting due to the lack of water and it is expected that food 
shortages will become an issue in the coming months.  For the Province of Isabel the 
situation is developing. A total of 16 schools have been closed on Guadalcanal. The 
National Emergency Operations Centre has been activated to monitor the situation and 
assessments are underway to identify the scope of the drought and priorities for 
humanitarian intervention. OCHA ROP is supporting the collection, collation and analysis 
of assessment data. Tropical cyclone risk is elevated for all of the Solomon Islands 
because of El Niño. Political instability may complicate the country’s El Niño response. 

 
The Pacific Humanitarian Team   
Planning for El Niño 

 
(PHP 2015, Suva Fiji, 28/29 October, Pic: OCHA ROP) 

OCHA ROP has just hosted its annual Pacific Humanitarian Partnership (PHP) meeting 
with 200 people coming to Suva to discuss strategic humanitarian issues in the region 
and to plan for the El Niño season ahead. The meeting attracted a range of participants 
from across the preparedness, response and development divide. Attendees included 
NDMOs, Joint Presence Office Staff, UN Agencies, regional bodies, NGOs, Red Cross 
personnel and donors. The event featured a new two-day format that focused on El 
Niño, lessons learned from TC Pam and outcomes from the World Humanitarian 
Summit earlier this year.  
 
The clear message regarding planning for the development of El Niño was that partners 
should all be preparing for a long-haul, slow-onset disaster that may eventually require a 
humanitarian response across multiple countries simultaneously. Whilst most countries 
are currently able to manage the disaster within their own resources, this may not last. 
Strategically pacing and planning international assistance will be critical. Partners 
should not underestimate the expense and logistical challenges of servicing a region 
made up of thousands of islands spread over almost 37 million square kms of ocean 
and spanning five time zones. Water deliveries, in particular, can be especially difficult 
and expensive in this region. Strong coordination between partners will be critical if 
emergencies are declared in multiple countries at the same time. 
 

The Pacific Humanitarian Team is monitoring developments and meeting regularly to 
share information and coordinate responses. 
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Supporting quality assessments 
El Niño impact assessments are in progress for Vanuatu, the Solomon Islands and Fiji.  
Based on lessons learned from TC Pam in Vanuatu and the floods in Fiji (2012) and the 
Solomon Islands (2014), the Regional Assessment Working Group is supporting these 
countries to develop improved forms allowing the collection of assessment information via 
mobile data collection technology.  
In Vanuatu, the WASH and Food Security Clusters have completed their first round of 
assessments and a joint report is expected at the end of November. Supported by OCHA 
Regional Office for the Pacific, the Vanuatu Information Management Working Group is 
also collating information from various secondary data sources and has begun mapping 
operational presence in the country using the 3W (who, what, where) format.  
In the Solomon Islands, the Assessment Task Force has designed a joint, multi-cluster 
form. Assessments began in the first week of November. The Solomon Islands has 
activated the National Emergency Operations Centre and has begun releasing situation 
reports based on preliminary assessments. It is also expected to release a joint 
assessment report by end of the month.  
OCHA Regional Office for the Pacific will support assessment training for the Fiji Food 
Security Cluster after a successful trial and implementation of data collection through 
mobile devices in October. 

 

Pacific El Niño on the web 
Web portal 
The OCHA Regional Office for the Pacific has 
established a new web portal containing detailed 
information about El Niño and its local impacts.  
 
The site is regularly updated with new stories from 
OCHA and its partners around the region. It also 
hosts a comprehensive collection of links to 
reports and data about El Niño in the Pacific.  
 
http://www.unocha.org/el-nino-pacific 
 

 
 
Humanitarian response 
OCHA ROP has also activated a humanitarian 
response disaster page for El Niño in the Pacific 
containing more detailed operational information 
for humanitarian partners working in the region.  
 
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en
/operations/pacific-region/pacific-region-
el-nino-2015 
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https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/pacific-region/pacific-region-el-nino-2015
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/pacific-region/pacific-region-el-nino-2015
https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/pacific-region/pacific-region-el-nino-2015
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OCHA ROP would like to acknowledge the following sources: 

National Disaster Management Office/ Emergency Management Offices 

National Meteorological Service/Departments  

New Zealand’s National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research  

Pacific Humanitarian Team Partners 

Nadraki Weather 

The US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

UNOCHA Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific 

UNDAC Reports – Fiji and PNG 1997/98 

The Australian Broadcasting Corporation  

Radio New Zealand 

 

Useful links: 
Save the Children - Effects of drought in East Sepik, PNG 
WHO - Health preparedness for El Niño 
FAO - El Niño page 
FAO - Understanding the drought impact of El Niño on global agricultural areas 
El Niño: Potential Asia Pacific impacts - NOAA 
PNG Government Drought Severity Map Oct 
CARE PNG El Niño Assessment Oct 
IOM PNG Situation Overview Oct  
PNG Drought - Latest Situation Report 
Fiji Met Service - El Niño Cyclone Outlook  
NIWA Island Climate Update  
NIWA Seasonal Cyclone Outlook for the Southwest Pacific 
Oxfam El Niño Report 
Food risks in PNG: Lessons learned from 1997 
World Food Programme - El Niño: Implications and Scenarios for 2015 
World Food Programme - PNG Vulnerability Assessment 
ALNAP - Humanitarian action in drought-related emergencies 
1997 UNDAC Report - PNG Drought 
1998 UNDAC Report - Fiji Drought 
IMF - The macroeconomic impacts of El Niño 
The NOAA El Niño Portal 
Pacific Islands Ocean Observing System - El Niño and Pacific Island water supplies 
Australian Bureau of Meteorology ENSO Wrap Up 
NIWA - El Niño Explainer 
World Meteorological Organization - El Niño Explainer 
World Meteorological Organization - Latest El Niño update 
NASA El Niño Watch 
 
 
 
 
 

 

http://reliefweb.int/report/papua-new-guinea/effects-drought-east-sepik-png-assessment-report
http://reliefweb.int/report/world/health-preparedness-el-ni-o-event-2015-2016
http://www.fao.org/el-nino/en/?utm_source=facebook&utm_medium=social+media&utm_campaign=fao+facebook
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4251e.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/world/el-ni-o-potential-asia-pacific-impacts
http://reliefweb.int/map/papua-new-guinea/papua-new-guinea-drought-severity-profile-and-categories
http://reliefweb.int/report/papua-new-guinea/assessment-impact-el-ni-o-event-png-october-2015
http://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/situation_reports/file/IOM-PNG-Drought-Preparedness-and-Response-Situation-Report-12-October-2015.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/UN%20PNG_Drought%20Sitrep%20No.1_20150929.pdf
http://www.met.gov.fj/aifs_prods/Media_Release_TC_Season_2015_16.pdf
https://www.niwa.co.nz/climate/icu
http://www.niwa.co.nz/news/el-ni%C3%B1o-expected-to-produce-severe-tropical-storms-in-the-southwest-pacific
https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/file_attachments/mb-el-nino-uncharted-waters_1.pdf
http://devpolicy.org/food-risks-in-png-lessons-from-1997-20150826/
http://documents.wfp.org/stellent/groups/public/documents/ena/wfp276236.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/PNG%20Brief%20Sep2015.pdf
http://www.alnap.org/resource/6156.aspx
http://www.pacificdisaster.net/pdnadmin/data/documents/11754.html
http://reliefweb.int/report/fiji/undac-mission-report-fiji-drought
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2015/wp1589.pdf
http://www.elnino.noaa.gov/
http://www.ioos.noaa.gov/regions/pacioos_elnino.pdf
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/enso/
https://www.niwa.co.nz/education-and-training/schools/students/enln
https://drive.google.com/a/ochapacific.org/file/d/0BwdvoC9AeWjURUEyUFlzN2puX2s/view
http://www.wmo.int/pages/prog/wcp/wcasp/enso_update_latest.html
https://sealevel.jpl.nasa.gov/science/elninopdo/latestdata/

