
 

La Nina blamed for weather upset, but
climate link unclear (Update)

January 6 2011, by Claire Snegaroff

  
 

  

Robyn Russell (R) and her dog 'Elle' disembark from a rescue boat after being
evacuated from her flood-bound home in Rockhampton. Experts pin the floods
that have ravaged northeastern Australia on a weather phenomenon known as La
Nina but are cautious whether the peril could be amplified by climate change.

Experts pin the floods that have ravaged northeastern Australia on a
weather phenomenon known as La Nina but are cautious whether the
peril could be amplified by climate change.

La Nina, or "girl child," is the counterpart of El Nino, or "boy child,"
together comprising a pendular swing of extreme weather that affects the
Pacific Rim but can be disruptive as far as the coast of southern Africa.

El Nino occurs when the trade winds that circulate surface water in the
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tropical Pacific start to weaken.

A mass of warm water builds in the western Pacific and eventually rides
over to the eastern side of the ocean.

The outcome is a major shift in rainfall, bringing floods and mudslides
to usually arid countries in western South America and drought in the
western Pacific, as well as a change in nutrient-rich ocean currents that
lure fish.

Eventually, El Nino peters out, sometimes when a cold phase -- La Nina
-- starts to dominate.

At that point, the reverse happens: countries in the eastern Pacific face
drier weather and those on the west, such as Australia's Queensland, get
drenched.

"2010 began with El Nino conditions in the Pacific followed by a rapid
transition into La Nina during (the southern hemisphere's) autumn,"
Australia's Bureau of Meteorology says on its website.

"(...) By July, La Nina conditions were well established and most areas of
Australia experienced very much above average rainfall. The second half
of the year (July to December) was the wettest on record for Australia."

In the 20th century, scientists identified 25 moderate or strong El Ninos
and 17 episodes of La Nina. The toll to human life and property, in
droughts and floods, has sometimes been huge.

The back-and-forth cycle -- formally known as the El Nino/La Nina-
Southern Oscillation, or ENSO -- occurs every two to seven years.

Because sea temperature plays such an important role, some climate

2/4



 

experts are keen to determine whether man-made global warming might
make it more frequent or vicious.

Prudence, though, is the watchword. ENSO is a complex mechanism and
reliable oceanographic data reaches back only a century or so, which is
minute given that climate history spans billions of years.

"There is no consistent indication at this time of discernible changes in
projected ENSO amplitude or frequency in the 21st century," the UN's
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) crisply announced
in its Fourth Assessment Report in 2007.

In an interview with AFP, Baylor Fox-Kemper, an oceanographer at the
University of Colorado, explained: "Many models indicate that there is a
link between El Nino and climate change, but they don't agree as to what
that change should be.

"Furthermore, El Nino is so noisy [a term meaning complex] that it takes
many centuries of data to be sure that a change has occurred.

"Since we have only a limited amount of trusted real-world data, we are
unable to validate which of these models is closest to the truth."

Others say that despite the unknowns, logic dictates that global warming
is bound to have an impact on ENSO.

"With a warmer world, one would expect the atmosphere to hold more
moisture, so that when it does rain, it is heavier," said New Zealand
specialist Jim Salinger.

"So La Nina rainfall events are expected to be more intense... (although)
at this stage, it is not known whether La Nina events will become more
frequent."
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