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That giant red blob is a huge sub-surface wave of anomalously warm water that currently
spans the tropical Pacific Ocean—big enough to cover the United States 300 feet deep.
That's a lot of warm water. Australia Bureau of Meteorology
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Why This Year's El Niño Could Grow Into a
Monster
Expect soaring global food prices, monsoons in India, drought in Indonesia, and bush fires in Australia.

El
Niño, warmer than average waters in the "Niño3.4" region of the tropical Pacific Ocean, affects weather
around the world. NOAA Visualization Lab (http://www.noaanews.noaa.gov/stories2013/20130207_pmel_elnino.html)

This story (http://www.slate.com/blogs/future_tense/2014/04

/07/el_nino_2014_2015_forecasts_show_it_could_grow_into_a_monster.html) originally appeared in Slate

(http://www.slate.com/) , and is republished here as part of the Climate Desk (http://climatedesk.org)

collaboration.

The odds are increasing that an El Niño is in the works for 2014—and recent forecasts

(http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/products/CFSv2/imagesInd3/nino34Sea.gif) show it might be a big one.

As we learned from Chris Farley (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvmeUStFvz8) , El Niños can boost the

odds of extreme weather (droughts, typhoons, heat waves) across much of the planet. But the

most important thing about El Niño is that it is predictable, sometimes six months to a year in

advance.

That's an incredibly powerful tool, especially if you are one of the billions who live where El Niño

tends to hit hardest—Asia and the Americas. If current forecasts stay on track, El Niño might end

up being the biggest global weather story of 2014.

The most commonly accepted definition of an El Niño is a persistent warming of the so-called

"Niño3.4 (http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/psd/forecasts/sstlim/images/nino3.4region.gif) " region of the tropical Pacific

Ocean south of Hawaii, lasting for at least five consecutive three-month "seasons." A recent

reversal in the direction of the Pacific trade winds (http://cobblab.blogspot.com/2014/03/all-eyes-on-tropical-

pacific.html) appears to have kicked off a warming trend during the last month or two. That was

enough to prompt US government forecasters to issue an El Niño watch last month.

Forecasters are increasingly confident in a particularly big El Niño this time around because, deep

below the Pacific Ocean's surface, off-the-charts warm water is lurking:

As that blob of warm water moves eastward, propelled by the anomalous trade winds, it's also

getting closer to the ocean's surface. Once that happens, it will begin to interact with the

atmosphere, boosting temperatures and changing weather patterns.

There are signs that this huge pool of sub-surface warmth is starting to emerge on the surface in

recent days:
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Nino 3.4 region has skyrocketed in last 30 days from -0.5C to 
+0.5C today. Yikes. #elnino 
6:35 AM - 4 Apr 2014

Anthony Sagliani 
@anthonywx
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Which means that April 2014 could be the month the mega El Niño gets officially underway.

Now, before we get ahead of ourselves, meteorologist Cliff Mass warns (http://cliffmass.blogspot.com

/2014/04/is-super-el-nino-coming-next-winter.html) that this time of year is known for lower performance in

forecasting El Niños. But in general, scientists who follow these things are anticipating what could

become a strong event.

"We're carefully watching the potential development of an El Niño later this spring and into

summer," said forecaster Tony Barnston of the International Research Institute for Climate and

Society in a recorded briefing message (http://iri.columbia.edu/news/march-2014-briefing/) . "Below the

surface we have a lot of warming and that could eventually make its way to the surface and create

an El Niño."

The warm water just below the ocean's surface is on par (http://www.bom.gov.au/cgi-bin/oceanography

/wrap_ocean_analysis.pl?id=IDYOC002&year=2014&month=04) with that of the biggest El Niño ever recorded,

in 1997-98. That event caused $35 billion in damages and was blamed for around 23,000 deaths

worldwide, according to (http://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2014-01/uons-gut011714.php) the University

of New South Wales. The 1997-98 El Niño is also the only other time since records begin in 1980

that sub-surface Pacific Ocean water has been this warm in April.

Climate change skeptics point to El Niño-fueled 1998 as the year global warming "stopped." Of

course, global warming hasn't stopped at all (http://qz.com/147049/as-it-turns-out-the-global-warming-pause-

doesnt-exist/) . The 10 hottest years on record have all occurred since 1998. The acceleration of that

warming has slowed, though, compared with the previous breakneck pace

(http://www.skepticalscience.com/global-warming-1860-1880-and-1910-1940.htm) during the late 20th century.

One of the theories put forth by the mainstream scientific community to explain the slow-down

since 1998 has been increased storage of warm water (http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014

/02/140211-global-warming-pause-trade-winds-pacific-science-climate/) in the Pacific Ocean. If that theory is

true, and if a major El Niño is indeed in the works, the previously rapid rate of global warming

could resume, with dramatic consequences.

As I wrote last fall (http://qz.com/147455/el-nino-may-make-2014-the-worlds-hottest-year-yet/) , the coming El

Niño could be enough to make 2014 the hottest year in recorded history, and 2015 could be even

warmer than that. The 1997-98 super El Niño was enough to boost global temperatures by nearly

a quarter of a degree Celsius. If that scale of warming happens again, the world could approach a

1ºC departure from pre-industrial times as early as next year. As climate scientist James Hansen

has warned (http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/dec/03/un-2c-global-warming-climate-change) , that's

around the highest that temperatures have ever been since human civilization began.

Indeed, even the forecast is already having an effect: An index of global food prices reached a

10-month high (http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-04-03/food-costs-jump-to-10-month-high-as-weather-hurts-

beef-to-wheat.html) in March, blamed in part on shortages an El Niño may exacerbate. Here's what

else we could expect:

A severe drought continues to rage in and around Indonesia, which an El Niño would likely

worsen (http://www.thesundaily.my/news/1008820) .

Peru's anchovy catch may be significantly affected (http://www.undercurrentnews.com/2014/04

/01/perus-anchovy-fishmeal-sector-set-for-strong-el-nino-effect-in-2014-expert-says/) should a strong El Niño

materialize.

Australia's ongoing battles with bush fires may be intensified (http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-03-26

/nrn-elnino-update/5344718) once its dry season resumes later this year.

But perhaps the strangest impact so far has been in India, where monsoon forecasting is at the

heart of national politics. The meteorology department there has accused

(http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2014-03-24/news/48524057_1_laxman-singh-rathore-monsoon-forecast-

el-nino) US weather forecasters of "spreading rumors" and colluding to ruin the Indian stock market

by forecasting a return of El Niño.

There's a bit of good news, too: Hurricane seasons in the Atlantic tend to be less severe under this

kind of forecast. And people in drought-stricken California could be forgiven if they're crossing

their fingers for a strong El Niño, which is linked to some of the wettest years in state history

(http://www.sfgate.com/science/article/Thirsty-California-pins-hopes-on-El-Ni-o-s-return-5336354.php) . Still, it's

certainly no slam dunk (http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/el-nino-probably-wont-quench-californias-thirst/) that

an El Niño would be enough to end the crippling drought there or even bring above normal rainfall.

And if the El Niño ends up being as strong as current predictions indicate, there's a chance it may

even tip the scales from drought to deluge across the state, spurring damaging mudslides amid

bursts of heavy rain. The two strongest El Niños in the last 30 years—1982-83 and 1997-98—both

caused widespread damage from flooding in California.

The moral of the story here is: Be careful what you wish for.

(http://climatedesk.org/)
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Explained in 90 Seconds: What the @#% Is Climate Change Doing to El Niño? (/blue-marble/2013/01/el-nino-climate-change)

Scientists are using new coral records to strengthen the case that climate change might be making El Niño events worse.

El Niño and the Deniers (/kevin-drum/2009/12/el-ni%C3%B1o-and-deniers)

El Nino + Emissions = Our Toastiest Year Yet (/mojo/2007/01/el-nino-emissions-our-toastiest-year-yet)

Today the U.K's weather forecasting division (why can't we have one of those?) released its projection that the one-two punch...

New El Niño Making More Hurricanes (/blue-marble/2009/07/new-el-ni%C3%B1o-making-more-hurricanes)

El Niño years typically produce fewer Atlantic hurricanes—but that seems to be changing.
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• Reply •

lesserlesserwashington •  3 days ago

So in terms of soaring food prices...what should we planting in our victory gardens?
  35  

• Reply •

jWd •  3 days ago

Oh no, but Fox news says theres no such thing as El nino, and I believe every they tell me
to believe..

  26  

• Reply •

Rosie DeeDee Davis  •  3 days ago> jWd

HAARP PERHAPS???
  6

• Reply •

NA  •  2 days ago> Rosie DeeDee Davis

I love how the tinfoil hat crowd keep harping on HAARP.
  

• Reply •

Jackie b  •  6 hours ago> NA

And so what is your take on HAARP?
  

• Reply •

NA  •  3 hours ago> Jackie b

Far from a conspiracy theorist's nonsensical weather modification
program. Some simple research can show you what it's all about, if
you're capable of understanding basic science.

  

• Reply •

Jackie b  •  3 hours ago> NA

Excusing your need to be condescending, thank you for your reply. I
do have trouble just dismissing the evidence that something is
causing weather manipulation. Listen to dutchsinse or
dutchsinsereloaded on youtube. https://www.youtube.com
/watch?...

I hope you do not just disregard it because it doesn't come from
mainstream science.

  

• Reply •

NA  •  an hour ago> Jackie b

You do know that there's no such thing as "mainstream science",
right? There is science, and there's BS. Which category does this
fall into? Let's see if there's any actual science, and any real
evidence in this, or just pseudoscience hearsay.

Ah, this guy says he has no background in physics. I do. I'm also
finding it overwhelmingly difficult to accept anything this guy says,
especially since NONE of it has any actual science backing it, just
as I suspected it wouldn't. It's just some scientifically illiterate guy
who is amazed at stuff he doesn't understand, and assigns causality
to a conspiracy.

Jackie, please come back with some real science, if you know what
it looks like. If not, I can understand why.

  

• Reply •

Jackie b  •  10 minutes ago> NA

I doubt that you looked at it.
  

• Reply •

NA  •  8 minutes ago> Jackie b

I started watching it, but quickly found it went into the same
pseudoscience patterns every other piece of pseudoscience I've
ever seen does. Show me some points in the video you believe are
useful (time marks). I don't want to waste my time watching a full
load of BS only to discover that it is indeed BS.

  

• Reply •

Jackie b  •  5 minutes ago> Jackie b

Also, I will continue listening to the tinfoil hat people as you call
them, since I've been so lied to by our government and our
conventional, mainstream science which you say doesn't exist but
I'm sure does (and is unfortunately manipulated by our govt.)

  

• Reply •

Rick Somers •  3 days ago

I'm one of those Californians who sees this as good news!
  16  

• Reply •

Guest  •  3 days ago> Rick Somers

I was in California for the last one. Had to be at work at 5:30 am, on foot. Not
looking forward to another one.

  5  

• Reply •

DontcallmePete  •  3 days ago> Guest

But the El Nino is likely to bring wet weather to California thus ending the
drought.

  9  

• Reply •

Jexpat  •  2 days ago> DontcallmePete

It may or may not bring wet weather, as explained here:

http://www.fresnobee.com/2014/...
  1  

• Reply •

DoubleCheck  •  4 hours ago> Jexpat

Good article.
  

• Reply •

Farrago A'gitprop  •  3 days ago> Rick Somers

You choose to live in a desert... You should expect drought. I live in the jungle, I
expect rain and mosquitoes. Sometimes I would kill for a cold day.... Never
happens.

  8  

• Reply •

RachelKati  •  3 days ago> Farrago A'gitprop

Los Angeles, here. I LOVE the drought. I live in an apartment. I have not
had to cut back and the weather is great. Food prices will go up whether
there is a drought or a flood. They just will. The beach is close by so I have
no need for a pool or random desert water parks people inland are talking
about being shut down over the summer. What I do dread is El Niño with
it's floods, landslides and hour long commutes (I live 6 miles or 15-20
minutes in traffic from my job). If Sacramento wants rain, let them flood.

  

SpiritOnParole  •  3 days ago> Farrago A'gitprop

California is huge and not all of it is actually desert. Just putting that out
there. A lot of people seem to think California is all desert but with 840
miles North to South roughly it has a wide range of climates and
environments.
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Prison Cowboys
Can Mustangs do for prisoners what
solitary and lock-up can’t?

Portraits of People Living on a
Dollar a Day
Thomas A. Nazario and Renée C.
Byer traveled the world talking to the
planet's poorest people.

Can You Love a Child of Rape?
Post-genocide, Rwandan women
raise the children of their attackers.

Luminous Photos of Scotland's
Pigeon-Obsessed Flight Club
Finding escape in a never-ending
aerial battle over the mean streets of
Edinburgh and Glasgow.
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