
 

 

 

FEWS NET WEST AFRICA 
fewsnetrfnrwest@fews.net 
www.fews.net 

FEWS NET is a USAID-funded activity.  The content of this report does not necessarily reflect 
the view of the United States Agency for International Development or the United States 
Government.  

 

WEST AFRICA Seasonal Monitor March 2013 
 

Normal start and good progression of the season in bi-modal areas  
 
KEY MESSAGES 
 
• February to March rainfall estimates (RFE), as well as the 

medium term forecast, indicate that the onset of the long 
season rains (March to July) occurred in bi-modal areas of 
West Africa approximately one month earlier than normal.  
 

• In bi-modal zones, current climatic conditions are favorable 
for the normal start of agricultural activities in April.  

 
UPDATE ON SEASONAL PROGRESS 
 
• As indicated by the red lines on Figure 1, West Africa can be 

divided into four agro climatic zones, based on seasonal 
rainfall amounts and patterns. These zones, from south to 
north, are: 

 The bi-modal zone which has two distinct rainy seasons: 
the long season (March-July) and the short season 
(September-November); 

 The Guinean-Sudanian zone which has one rainy season 
that starts normally in April/May and ends in 
October/November; 

 The Sudanian-Sahelian zone which has one season that 
starts normally in June and ends in October;  

 The Saharan zone which has a very short rainy season, 
normally limited to few rain events occurring between 
August and mid-September.  

 
• The two southern agro climatic zones in West Africa (the bi-

modal and the Guinean-Sudanian zones) are generally 
characterized by an agricultural system with greater crop 
diversification, lower levels of rainfall variability, and a longer 
rainy season. Combined, these factors cause the risk for 
agricultural production shortfalls in these zones to be 
minimal. Meanwhile the characteristics of the Sudanian-Sahelian zone (a shorter growing period, high rainfall 
variability and a less diversified agriculture system) caused the risk of production shortfalls to be greater. Finally, the 
Saharan zone's contribution to agricultural production is very limited. However, its short rainy period needs to be 
closely monitored as high moisture levels in this zone can create favorable breeding conditions for locusts that then 
migrate and cause damage to vegetation in the agricultural and pastoral areas of southern zones. 

 
• The onset of the long season rains (March to July) occurred in mid-February (the second dekad of the month), which is 

approximately about a month earlier than normal. This early start has been beneficial to perennial crops, such as cocoa 

Figure 1. Total rainfall estimate (RFE) in mm, 2nd 
dekad of Feb to 1st dekad of March 

 
 

Source: USGS/FEWS NET  
 
Figure 2. Rainfall estimate (RFE) anomaly compared 
to the 2001-2010 mean, 2nd dekad of Feb to 1st dekad 
of March

 
 

Source: USGS/FEWS NET  
  

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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and coffee, but is not expected to have any significant impacts on the seasonal calendar of the first agricultural season 
since most farmers in the coastal states will not start their planting activities until the beginning of April.    

 
• The RFE indicates that from mid-February to the end of March, bi-modal zones and the southern areas of the Guinean-

Sudanian zone received above-average rainfall levels. This rainfall has been particularly beneficial for the germination 
of yams, which are planted before the rainy season begins and are particularly vulnerable to dry conditions at the start 
of the season. Regions where the RFE is indicating below-average rainfall are areas where the rainy season has not yet 
begun and are not a matter of concern at this time. 
 

• According to the short and medium term forecasts from NOAA/CPC, rainfall is expected to continue over the next 
twenty days (two dekads) with no dry spells. 
 

FORECASTS 
 
• Seasonal forecasts from the major centers (IRI, ECMWF, NOAA-NCEP) for the next several 3-month periods (April-June, 

May-July, June-August and July-September) are low skill but are not showing any abnormalities that would suggest 
major rainfall deficits in the coming months. Some of these forecasts are also indicating localized areas with increased 
chances of above average rainfall.   
 

• A warming trend of the Gulf of Guinea's sea surface temperatures (SSTs) could adversely affect the ITD (Inter Tropical 
Discontinuity) northward migration progress over the eastern Sahel (Niger, Chad) at the beginning of the season in 
May-June. As a result, there is a slightly increased chance of rainfall onset delays over the eastern Sahel.  

 
 

SEASONAL CALENDAR IN A TYPICAL YEAR 
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