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This ElNino could be themost powerful on record
BY RONG-GONG LIN II
AND ROSANNA XIA
LOS ANGELES TIMES

LOS ANGELES — A key
location of the Pacific Ocean
is now hotter than recorded
in at least 25 years, surpass-
ing the temperatures during
the record 1997 El Nino.

Some scientists say the
readings show that this
year’s El Nino could be
among the most powerful on
record — and even topple
the 1997 El Nino from its
pedestal.

“This thing is still grow-
ing and it’s definitely warm-
er than it was in 1997,” said
Bill Patzert, climatologist
with NASA’s Jet Propulsion
Laboratory in La Canada
Flintridge. As far as the tem-
perature readings go, “it’s
now bypassed the previous
champ of the modern satel-
lite era — the 1997 El Nino
has just been toppled by
2015.”

Daniel Swain, a climate
scientist at Stanford Univer-
sity, called the temperature
reading significant. It is the
highest such weekly temper-
ature above the average in 25
years of modern record keep-
ing in this key region of the
Pacific Ocean west of Peru.

“This is a very impressive
number,” Swain said, add-
ing that data suggest that
this El Nino is still warming
up. “It does look like it’s pos-
sible that there’s still addi-
tional warming” to come.

“We’re definitely in the
top tier of El Nino events,”
Swain said.

Temperatures in this key
area of the Pacific Ocean
rose to 5.4 degrees Fahren-
heit above average for the
week of Nov. 11. That ex-
ceeds the highest compara-
ble reading for the most
powerful El Nino on record,
when temperatures rose 5
degrees Fahrenheit above
the average the week of
Thanksgiving in 1997.

The 5.4 degree Fahrenheit
recording above the average
temperature is the highest
such number since 1990 in
this area of the Pacific
Ocean, according to the Na-
tional Weather Service.

El Nino is a weather phe-
nomenon involving a sec-
tion of the Pacific Ocean
west of Peru that warms up,
causing alterations in the
atmosphere that can cause
dramatic changes in weath-
er patterns globally.

For the United States, El
Nino can shift the winter
track of storms that normal-
ly keeps the jungles of south-
ern Mexico and Central
America wet and moves
them over California and
the southern United States.
The northern United States,
like the Midwest and North-
east, typically see milder
winters during El Nino.

The National Weather
Service’s Climate Predic-
tion Center has already fore-
cast a higher chance of a wet
winter for almost all of Cali-
fornia and the southern
United States.

But the center’s deputy
director, Mike Halpert, cau-
tioned against reading too
much into the record-break-
ing weekly temperature
data.

El Nino has so far been
underperforming in other re-
spects involving changes in
the atmosphere important to
the winter climate forecast
for California, he said.

One example: tropical
rainfall has not extended
from the International Date
Line and eastward, ap-
proaching South America, as
it did by this time in 1997.

“In 1997, that pattern has
largely established itself,”
Halpert said, but that pattern
so far is “significantly weak-
er” than it was back then.

Still, Halpert said, “it’s
not too late for things to de-
velop.”

Patzert, the NASA Jet
Propulsion Laboratory cli-
matologist, said the increase

in ocean temperatures west
of Peru was a result of a dra-
matic weakening of the nor-
mal east-to-west trade winds
in the Pacific Ocean that
were observed in October
around the International
Date Line.

That allowed the warm,
tropical ocean waters in the
western Pacific Ocean to
surge to the Americas, lead-
ing to this increase in ocean
temperatures observed last
week.

The 1997 El Nino has been
considered the strongest
such event since the 1950s.
The modern era of El Nino
tracking came after the 1982-
83 event, which came as a
surprise and is considered
the second strongest on re-
cord.

The 1997 El Nino was con-
sidered so strong and that
scientists have been im-
pressed that this El Nino
could top that event.

El Nino is already being
blamed for drought and
wildfires in Indonesia, and

the United Nations is warn-
ing about millions at risk
from hunger in eastern and
southern Africa and Central
America from drought.

El Nino is believed to
have played a role in the
storms this spring that
caused floods and ended
droughts in Colorado, Texas
and Oklahoma. It’s also a
factor in the reduced num-
ber of hurricanes in the At-
lantic Ocean although there
have been more of them in
the eastern Pacific.

The unusually active hur-
ricane season has already
had impacts on California.
Remnants of a summertime
hurricane caused so much
rain to pour down in River-
side County that an Inter-
state 10 bridge collapsed. It
dumped so much hail near
Lake Tahoe that snowplows
were called to clear Inter-
state 80. Last month, an east-
ern Pacific hurricane, Patri-
cia, became the strongest
such cyclone recorded in the
Western Hemisphere before

it slammed into Mexico.
“It’s not as if we’re wait-

ing for El Nino to actually
manifest itself — it has in
many ways already,” Patzert
said. “There is no doubt: It’s
coming.”

The big question is wheth-
er the above-average ocean
temperatures will cause the
mountains of Northern Cali-
fornia — a critical source
for the state’s largest reser-
voirs — to get rain instead of
snow. Too much rain in
those mountains would not
be good for the state; snow is
better because it can melt
slowly in the spring and
summer, gradually refilling
reservoirs at a gentle pace.
But precipitation coming
down as rain there can force
dam managers to flush out
water to sea to keep reser-
voirs from overflowing
dams.

“The really high elevations
in the Sierra Nevada will do
well,” Swain said, but it’s un-
known whether the more im-
portant mid-level elevations

will get rain or snow.
Scientists say they expect

El Nino rains to be concen-
trated in the months of Jan-
uary, February and March.

“At some point, during
December, we’ll transition
to a much more active pat-
tern” for storms, Swain said.
“And by the end of Decem-
ber, and certainly by Janu-
ary, February and March,
we’ll see above average pre-
cipitation, potentially well-
above average.”

El Nino is also expected to
provide once-in-a-genera-
tion waves on beaches not
seen since the 1997-98 event,
Patzert said, affecting the
entire west coast of North
America, “from British Co-
lumbia all the way down to
Costa Rica.”

“The best surfing waves
often precede the storms,”
Patzert said. “If you have a
great day of surfing — Malibu
or Mavericks or someplace
— during an El Nino, then in
the next day or two you can
expect a big storm.”
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Michel Jarraud, Secretary-General of World Meteorological Organization, addresses a news conference on latest El Nino
report, at the United Nations in Geneva, Switzerland, recently.

El Nino is a factor
in the reduced number
of hurricanes in the
Atlantic Ocean,

although there have
been more of them in
the eastern Pacific


