Monthly Overview
The month of May started off with rainfall over the Eastern Cape during the first week, while the rest of
South Africa remained dry with mild temperatures. During the second week of May the first major cold
front of the 2017 winter season made landfall. In comparison, the first cold front in 2016 made landfall in
April while in 2014 and 2015 the first cold fronts made landfall only in June.
The first cold front brought rainfall to large parts of the Western Cape before moving inland bringing
rainfall over the Free State and moving on to Gauteng where heavy rainfall was experienced throughout
the weekend. The cold front was responsible for snowfalls over the high lying regions in the Eastern Cape
and Drakensberg.
The third week of May started off with heavy rainfall along the KwaZulu-Natal coastline with many areas
reporting up to 200mm. In Richards Bay flooding was reported in areas where more than 350mm was
recorded. The rest of South Africa remained dry with cold weather setting in as a result of the snow on the
mountains.
The month of May ended with cold and windy conditions as a result of an upper air trough, while parts of
the Western Cape received light rainfall.

Rainfall
The coastal regions of KwaZulu-Natal received good rainfall during the month of May 2017 with more
than 100mm recorded over most areas, with some areas receiving up to 200mm.
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Figure 2 gives a good perspective of the rainfall for May 2017. Good rainfall fell over the eastern half of
South Africa with most areas receiving well above the normal amount of rain for this time of year. The
drought hit Western Cape, however, remained dry with below normal rainfall for the month of May.
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The cumulative rainfall map (Figure 3) for 1 December to 31 May 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 (Northern South Africa) received normal to above normal rainfall during the last 6
months while isolated areas, indicated in yellow, received below-normal rainfall and include the southern
Free State, and the Eastern Cape. Severe drought is highlighted in the brown colours and includes the
Western Cape and western Northern 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). Prediction models tend to be less accurate
during the autumn months and will become more accurate as we move towards June 2017 (winter).
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Figure 6: The map was created by calculating the difference between May 2017 and the long-term (20 year) average
for May. Figure 6 is dominated by normal vegetation activity (beige colour). Areas of concern with below-normal
vegetation activity (red colours) can be seen in the Eastern & Western Cape.
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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 Western Cape, Eastern
Cape and western Northern Cape. Higher vegetation conditions can be seen over the Free
State, north-eastern Northern Cape, North West and Limpopo provinces.

General Discussion

Figure 7: South African dam levels between 1 May 2017 and 5 June 2017

Agriculture is the one sector of the economy that has shown expansion over the last six months mainly as a
result of the improved rains in 2016-17. While this provides some buoyancy, the situation for many farmers in
the Western Cape is dire.
Livestock farmers and irrigation farmers have been amongst the worst affected.
For example, there has been a decline in the volume of wine grapes harvested, in part due to a lack of
irrigation water; this is likely to result in an estimated R500 million loss to that industry.
Furthermore, this could also affect the future crop. In the Berg-Riviersonderend water system current
restrictions for irrigation farmers vary from 30% to 100% and these restrictions will have a serious impact on
the crop yields in 2017-18. It means very little water will be available for the important post-harvest irrigation
period during which water is needed to move the fertiliser into the soil in preparation for the next crop.
The Western Cape Department of Agriculture has estimated that R96 million is needed to support farmers in
drought affected areas for the next five months.
As we move on into winter, changes in the nutritional value of veld grasses occur. To keep animals in
optimum condition throughout the winter, licks can be provided to supplement the shortfalls in nutrients and
enhance the nutritional value of the veld. Animals that generally maintain their weights are in a better
condition to conceive in the next breeding season.
The change of season can have an impact red-meat prices. The high producer prices and the low grazing value
favours slaughtering, and except for demand peaks on special days (e.g. fathers’ day), demand may drop
especially due to consumers seeking cheaper alternative protein sources. The poultry and pig industry may
benefit from this as well as the lower cost of feed.
Farmers are urged to monitor weather warnings for cold fronts and veldfires. Both can have a severe impact
especially for farmers unprepared. The drought continues in The Western Cape and farmers there must
continue to conserve water in all possible ways.
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