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Seasonal Climate Watch 
December 2018 to April 2019 

 

Date issued: Nov 30, 2018 

1. Overview  

The El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) has just started its El Niño cycle this month, which 

is relatively late from typical El Niño events. The upper atmosphere over the Pacific has not 

yet responded from what one typically expects from an El Niño event that affects Southern 

Africa. Thus, we still expect no impact from El Niño during mid-summer (Dec-Jan-Feb), 

however this may change for the late summer (Jan-Feb-Mar) and early autumn period (Feb-

Mar-Apr).  

Above-normal rainfall conditions are expected to continue over most parts of the summer 

rainfall areas during mid-summer (Dec-Jan-Feb), despite the below-normal forecast last 

month. However, due to this significant change in the forecast, the confidence levels on the 

expected rainfall totals for the summer period are very low. 

Overall higher temperatures are still expected moving towards the late-summer and early-

autumn periods. There is a particularly confident forecast for above-normal maximum 

temperatures over the northern parts of the country. 

In general, due to the significant changes to the rainfall outlooks from the previous month, 

caution is advised in putting too much confidence in these forecasts. Forecasts for the number 

of rainfall days however, have been consistent and indicate above-normal rainfall days. Thus 

the previous monthõs statement remains for inconsistent rainfall throughout summer with an 

increase of dry spells. 

The South African Weather Service will continue to monitor and provide updates of any 

future assessments that may provide more clarity on the current expectations for the coming 

seasons. 
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2. South African Weather Service Prediction Systems  

2.1. Ocean-Atmosphere Global Climate Model  

The South African Weather Service (SAWS) is currently recognised by the World Meteorological 

Organization (WMO) as the Global Producing Centre (GPC) for Long-Range Forecasts (LRF). This is 

owing to its local numerical modelling efforts which involve coupling of both the atmosphere and 

ocean components to form a fully-interactive coupled modelling system, named the SAWS Coupled 

Model (SCM), the first of its kind in both South Africa and the region. Below are the first season (Dec-

Jan-Feb) predictions for rainfall (Figure 1) and average temperature (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 1:  December-January-February global prediction for total rainfall probabilities. 
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Figure 2:  December-January-February global prediction for average temperature probabilities. 

It is worth mentioning that the SCM levels of skill for the Niño 3.4 region (where ENSO information 

is sourced) are very much comparable to other state-of-the-art coupled models which are 

administered by other international centres. Therefore, the following Sea-Surface Temperature (SST) 

forecast (Figure 3) emanates from the SST Prediction System which is purely based on the SCM. 
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Figure 3:  Niño3.4 SST anomaly forecasts produced by the SST forecast system administered by the 

SAWS. It comprises 40 ensemble members (marked in grey colour). The mean of the ensemble 

is marked in black. 

2.2. Multi -Model Statistical Downscaling System  

2.2.1. Seasonal Totals and Averages  

In an effort to improve the predictions made by the SCM, which struggles to produce reliable rainfall 

and temperature forecasts at a local scale, the Multi-Model System (MMS) has been implemented to 

statistically downscale various global forecasts, including the SCM and the Climate Forecasting System 

version 2 (CFSv2) administered by the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA). 

Below are the current three-season forecasts issued in November 2018. Three maps are shown for 

each season which include the raw MMS probabilistic prediction (left), the probabilistic prediction with 

skill masked out (middle) and the climatological average (right) for the specific season. The user is 

advised to consider the skill masked map (middle) as the official SAWS forecast, however, the two additional 

maps may be used as tools in such a case where skill for a specific area is deemed insufficient. 
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Figure 4: December-January-February (DJF) 2019 seasonal precipitation prediction without skill taken into account (left), as well as skill masked out (middle). Also included is the 

climatological average for DJF (right, in mm) calculated over the period 1979-2009. 
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Figure 5: January-February-March (JFM) 2019 seasonal precipitation prediction without skill taken into account (left), as well as skill masked out (middle). Also included is the 

climatological average for JFF (right, in mm) calculated over the period 1979-2009. 
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Figure 6: February-March-April (FMA) 2019 seasonal precipitation prediction without skill taken into account (left), as well as skill masked out (middle). Also included is the 

climatological average for FMA (right, in mm) calculated over the period 1979-2009. 


