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Dry spell continues, compromising yields in several countries 

 
KEY MESSAGES 
 

 A prolonged dry spell in the southern half of the region has 
continued for over 2 months in some areas, resulting in crop 
yield reductions and dampened harvest expectations. 
 

 Though prospects remain good in some parts of the region, 
factors that have compromised expected harvests in other 
areas include an erratic onset of rains, armyworm outbreaks, 
input distribution challenges, along with flooding and 
waterlogging.  

 

UPDATE ON SEASONAL PROGRESS  
 

 Dry conditions continued in the southern half of the region, 
with large rainfall deficits being experienced in several 
countries including Botswana, Namibia, southern Angola, 
southern Zimbabwe and northern/central South Africa, as 
indicated in an analysis using satellite rainfall estimates (RFE) 
over an eight-week period starting in mid-January (Figure 1).  

 The primary impact of this dryness has been reduced yields 
due to crop water deficits; negative impacts on pasture have 
also been reported. Further rainfall analysis using RFE indicates 
that in many areas the rainfall experienced during the eight-
week period of analysis is the driest experienced in the 13-year 
time series of RFE (since 2001). This includes most of Botswana 
and Namibia, much of southern Angola and southern 
Zimbabwe, and large parts of South Africa and Lesotho. South 
Africa has already revised their first maize production forecast 
downwards by five percent, citing the dry weather conditions 
as the primary reason for the expected reduction in 
production. 

 A shorter term analysis of rainfall estimates over the last four 
weeks ending on March 20th indicates that significant dryness 
has been experienced in other areas in the region not 
identified in the longer-term analysis (Figure 2). These areas 
primarily include southern and central Zambia, central 
Mozambique, southern-most tip of Malawi, and northern 
Mozambique. National agro-meteorological reports from 
Zambia indicate that the late planted maize crop was already 
affected by this dryness. The impacts of the dryness in 
northern and central Mozambique are yet to be established. 

Figure 1.  Medium-duration, 8-week rainfall anomaly 

for Jan 21 Jan to Mar 20, 2013. 

                                                   Source: FEWS NET/USGS 
 

Figure 2. Short-duration, 4-week rainfall anomaly for 

Feb 21 to Mar 20, 2013.  

 More information on remote sensing can be found at:  
http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/african_desk/cpc_intl/ and  
http://earlywarning.usgs.gov/?l=en 
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 The negative impact of the poor rainfall conditions on crop 
and pasture conditions is further supported by the Water 
Requirements Satisfaction Index (WRSI) Anomaly (Figure 3) 
and the Actual Evapotranspiration (ETa) Anomaly Estimates 
(Figure 4) for the region. The WRSI anomaly shows below 
average conditions in parts of South Africa, Botswana, 
Namibia, southern Angola, and southern Zimbabwe. The ETa 
anomaly shows below average conditions in many of the 
same areas, and others including traditionally high production 
areas in southern and central Zambia, parts of Tanzania, and 
northern Mozambique. Since the ETa anomaly estimates 
begins in early September, it incorporates the effects of both 
the early and late start of rainfall. 

 While many parts of the region have been impacted 
negatively by the dry spells, crops in areas that have had 
generally satisfactory crop growing conditions are reported to 
be in good condition.  This includes most parts of Malawi, 
northern/central Mozambique, and the northern and south 
eastern parts of South Africa. In Mozambique, preparations 
for the second season crop are well underway, and conditions 
for the second season remain good. 

 The region has faced several challenges this season including 
an erratic onset of rains in many areas, armyworm outbreaks, 
input distribution challenges in some countries, flooding and 
waterlogging, and a prolonged dry spell. Tanzania has also 
reported a poor Vuli harvest this year due to poor rainfall 
performance. Msimu rainfall forecasts for March – May show 
a chance of normal to below normal rainfall. Normal rainfall 
during this period would result in average Msimu production 
prospects.  

 

FORECASTS 
 

 The U.S. National Centers for Environmental Prediction 
(NCEP) forecast indicates the likelihood of extended dryness 
in the region into early April in those areas already affected 
by a prolonged dry spell. At this stage, further rainfall is 
unlikely to result in an improvement in crop conditions where 
crops have reached permanent wilting point, or full maturity. 
 

 The rainfall season typically ends between March and May, and the dissipating rains allow mature crops to dry 
thoroughly. At this stage, late planted crops could still benefit from prolonged rains, however these rains could also be 
detrimental to the early planted crops already in the drying phase and could result in yield losses due to cob rot. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Figure 3.  WRSI anomaly as of March 20, 2013.  

 
                                                Source: FEWS NET/USGS 

 

Figure 4.  ETa estimates for September 1, 2012 to 

March 5, 2013, expressed as a percent anomaly.  

 
                                                              Source: FEWS NET/USGS 


