Monthly Overview
March signifies the change of the season in the southern hemisphere. While meteorological autumn starts on 1
March, astrological autumn starts on 20 March. The only difference between the two is that meteorologists use
a fixed date, while astrological autumn is determined by the earth’s orbit around the sun.
While February proved to be the wettest month of the 2016/17 summer rainfall season, the change of season in
March brought much dryer conditions to the summer rainfall region but also the first rain to the winter rainfall
region and the Western Cape. Isolated thundershowers occurred over large parts of the summer rainfall region
during the first 10 days of the month. Flooding was reported in Roodepoort after a cloudburst on 2 March
2017. Rainfall was mainly limited to the Free State and Eastern Cape between 11 March and 20 March 2017.
On 15th and 20th of March, the first rainfall was reported for the drought hit Western Cape. The first cold front
for 2017 made landfall over the Western Cape on 23 March, bringing more rain to the area. As the cold front
moved on, it brought wet and cold weather to large parts of the country. Rainfall during the last 11 days of the
month was mainly over the Eastern Cape and KZN.

Rainfall
March 2017 proved to be a dry month with the changing of the seasons. The only noticeable rainfall, more
than 80 mm, is seen in the green colours mainly along the north eastern Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal.
While there was widespread rain throughout South Africa during the month, it was mainly below 50 mm.
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Figure 2 gives a better perspective of the rainfall for March 2017 compared to figure 1. Good rainfall fell
over most of KwaZulu-Natal, while the rest of South Africa received a lot less rainfall than normal. The
first rainfall for the Winter season fell in the Western Cape bringing some relief to drought affected areas.
A lot of rain is needed before the drought in the area will be broken.
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The cumulative rainfall map (Figure 3) for 1 October to 31 March highlights areas that
received more than 150 mm during the last 6 months: Light green colours indicate areas
receiving between 150 to 200 mm; dark green colours indicate areas that received between
200 and 300 mm; areas that received more than 400 mm are indicated with the blue colours.
Large parts of the summer rainfall region has received more than 500 mm 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 El Nino 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
towards May 2017 (winter).
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Figure 6: The map was created by calculating the difference between March 2017 and the long-term (19 year)
average for March. 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.

Figure 7:
Percentage of
Average Seasonal
Greenness for the
last 6 months
ending in
March 2017.

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 Western & Eastern Cape
provinces. Higher vegetation conditions can be seen over the northern and central Free State,
as well as over parts of the Northern Cape, North West and Limpopo provinces.

General Discussion

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

February was the wettest month of the summer rainfall season, ensuring ideal growing conditions for maize.
These conditions suit optimal pollination and development of the maturing maize; that is, there were no
mid-season droughts which stress the plant and impede development of maize cobs. However, conditions were
much drier in March and yields of later-planted maize may be affected.
It is estimated that the national yield will be higher than it has been for several seasons, as shown below.
Season
Maize, million tons
2011 – 2015 ave.

12.3

2015

10.6

2016

8.0

2017

to 15.2 *

*The 2017 yields are estimates from the government Crop Estimate Committee, CEC.
Prices for forward contracts maturing in May fell to R 1722 per ton, the lowest in 2 ½ years.
As the days become shorter, grasses start producing seeds and begin storing reserves in their roots before the first
frosts. Since the grasses start entering their dormant stages, the nutritional value of the veld will drop as the plants
mature and farmers will have to start looking at providing licks and supplements if the grazing does not sustain
their animals well. Animals should not lose more than 15 % of their body weight, else they will struggle to regain
condition in time to breed and produce.
It must be remembered that licks and supplements are only to complement the veld and make up for the loss in
specific nutrients. Consulting with an animal nutritionist for the best products to use is advisable to ensure animals
stay in optimum condition through the winter months.
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