Monthly Overview
Weather news during February 2017 was dominated by the arrival of Tropical Cyclone Dineo, the first cyclone to
make landfall over southern Africa since cyclone Eline in February 2000. The tropical depression was developing in
the Mozambique channel while gaining strength during the week of 6 February 2017 and then started moving
southwards through the Mozambique channel. It was declared a tropical storm and named Dineo on 14 February
2017, making landfall over Mozambique as a category 1 tropical cyclone on Wednesday evening, February 15.
Seven people died as a direct result of the storm hitting Mozambique, but as it was cut off from the warm Indian
ocean, it started losing much of its strength, and by the time its effects reached affect South Africa, it had been
downgraded to a tropical depression. Mpumalanga and Limpopo received heavy rains during this time before it
started to move westward towards Botswana during the weekend. A tropical temperate trough developed as a result
of the high amount of moisture from the tropical depression, and moist air moved back in over large parts of South
Africa during the week of 20—24 February. While the rain caused flooding and damage in North West, the system
had a dramatic effect on the dam levels of much of the summer rainfall region with many areas receiving more than
100mm causing the Vaal dam, amongst others, to reach full capacity (100%), for the first time in 6 years.

Rainfall
February 2017 proved to be the wettest month of the summer rainfall region so far with the largest part of
the region receiving more than 100mm of rainfall—due to the tropical temperate trough. Tropical storm
Dineo had a bigger impact over Mpumalanga than expected, while Limpopo received much less than
expected—some areas as little as 50mm only.
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Figure 2 gives a better perspective of the rainfall for February 2017 compared to figure 1. The majority of
the summer rainfall region received more than 100% of it’s normal rainfall for the month, indicated in the
shades of green. The darker green colors indicate areas that received more than 200% of their normal rainfall, and include most areas in North West, and northern Free State. Isolated areas that received more than
200% of their normal rainfall can be seen in Limpopo, Northern Cape, Mpumalanga and KZN.
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The cumulative rainfall map (Figure 3) for 1 September to 28 February highlights areas that
received more than 150mm during the last 6 months: Light green colours indicate areas receiving between 150 to 200mm; dark green colours indicate areas that received between 200
and 300mm; areas that received more than 400mm are indicated with the blue colours. Large
parts of the summer rainfall region has received more than 500mm during the last 6 months.
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Figure 4 highlights the areas of South Africa that received below-normal and above-normal rainfall over
the last 6 months. The yellow to light brown colours highlight areas of concern. The majority of the summer rainfall region (North eastern South Africa) has received normal to above normal rainfall during the
last 6 months. Isolated areas, indicated in yellow, received below-normal rainfall and include the southern
Free State, KZN and the Eastern Cape.

El Nino/La Nina
Background: Periods of below normal rainfall in South Africa are often linked with the El Nino event
while above normal rainfall is usually linked to La Nina. The latest predictions issued by the Australian
Bureau of Meteorology indicate neutral conditions. (Figure 5). There is currently no major cooling in the
Pacific Ocean which contributes to the neutral conditions. Climate models do indicate a warming in the
Pacific Ocean from February 2017. Although conditions will still remain neutral, prediction models indicate the warming of the ocean to continue to near La Nina levels at the end of August 2017. Prediction
models tend to be less accurate during the autumn months and will become more accurate as we move into winter.
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Figure 6: The map was created by calculating the difference between February 2016 and the long-term (19 year)
average for February. Figure 6 is dominated by normal vegetation activity (beige colour) and above-normal vegetation activity (green colour). Areas of concern with below-normal vegetation activity (red colours) can be seen in the
Eastern Cape. Higher vegetation activity (green colours) can be seen over large parts of the summer rainfall region
as a result of the good rainfall in February.
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Drought is a long term phenomenon. Focusing on longer time-periods is a more reliable
method to monitor and map drought. Areas of concern include the southern Kruger National
Park in north-eastern Mpumalanga. Below normal vegetation conditions can also be seen in
the Eastern Cape and Western Cape. Higher vegetation conditions can be seen over the northern and central Free State.

General Discussion

Figure 7: South African dam levels between 6 February 2017 and 27 February 2017

Heavy and sustained rains in the northern parts of South Africa over the last few weeks have filled up
dams and eased the effects of the drought, although the situation is still critical for crops in parts of the
Western Cape.
However, in the short-term the sustained rains have caused problems for vegetable growers. Pests, and
particularly diseases, thrive in these conditions. Their control is made even more difficult because sprays
are often washed off the plants by the rain. The wet conditions also result in shorter shelf lives of many
vegetable crops with some vegetables going soft and mouldy within five hours of arrival at the market,
even under cold room conditions.
Affected produce is currently selling at approximately half the usual price, while good quality brassicas
and leafy vegetables fetching up to double the normal price. There is a shortage of chillies, spinach, okra
and green beans on the market floor.
A consolation for farmers is that the groundwater is being replaced and the dams are filling up. A comment from a farmer was that “It is better to have a wet crop failure than a dry one”.
Grain crops have benefited from the rains and maize production is expected to be close to normal levels.
The rain in the summer region has been most welcome for crop and livestock farmers alike. Maize prices
have been falling and production levels are up. This is good news for livestock farmers as maize is used
as a main ingredient in animal feeds. Meat prices will remain high due to higher demands than supplies.
Conditions in the southern half of South Africa is in stark contrast to the northern half. The Western– and
Eastern Cape areas still have high water restrictions. Water is an essential element for all living systems
and farmers must use water sparingly and fix all leaking taps and limit unnecessary waste.
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