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This year could produce the strongest El Niño weather pattern on record, rivaling the notable 1997 

season and possibly reaching the pinnacle title of “super El Niño.” 

The National Weather Service announced the El Niño forecast Thursday, stressing that temperatures 

measured in the Pacific Ocean could exceed the norm by 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) 

— something seen only three times in the past 65 years. 

What it all means for Florida is a rainy winter and fewer hurricanes this summer. 

But El Niño is also at least partly culpable for the recent intense rain in Florida’s Big Bend area and 

on the west coast, while the southeast part of the state still has areas of drought. 

Mike Halpert, deputy director for the weather service’s Climate Prediction Center, said there is an 85 

percent chance El Niño will stick around into early spring — a sojourn that will likely reduce, if not 

erase, rain deficits in Miami-Dade, Broward and Palm Beach counties. 

“We are favoring a wet winter at this point,” Halpert said about the Florida forecast. “So regarding 

the current drought conditions, I would be optimistic as we go through the winter.” 

Despite summer rain showers, the U.S. Drought Monitor reported Thursday that 42 percent of Palm 

Beach County is in severe drought, with another 30 percent in moderate drought. 

Nearly all of Broward and Miami-Dade counties are in either extreme or severe drought. 

At the same time, Tampa has been drenched with 49.4 inches of rain for the year — 20 inches above 

normal. 

“The first three days of August we had 10 inches of rain,” said Andrew McKaughan, a meteorologist 

with the National Weather Service in Tampa. “And there’s no change for the next couple of days.” 

This year’s El Niño was first recognized in March. The climate pattern is characterized by warmer 

tropical Pacific water. As the ocean releases more heat into the atmosphere, it causes storms to 

develop in the central and eastern tropics and shifts the jet stream southward and eastward. 

Typical El Niño years have meant more tropical systems in the Pacific, which has seen eight named 

storms and is currently watching Tropical Storm Hilda weaken. It also means more rain for the 
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southern part of the U.S., including Florida, and above average temperatures for Alaska, Hawaii and 

the Pacific Northwest. 

But forecasters were clear Thursday that the Earth is ruled by many weather dynamics and nothing 

typical can be assumed as fact. 

“It’s critical to realize that although we know the typical relationships between El Niño and global 

climate patterns, it’s much more complicated than that,” Halpert said. “Just because something is 

favored, it doesn’t guarantee it will happen.” 

While there have been only three named storms in the Atlantic and no hurricanes, the devastating 

Category 5 Hurricane Andrew happened in an El Niño year. 

To be considered a super El Niño, water temperatures in the Pacific have to meet or exceed 2 degrees 

Celsius, or 3.6 degrees Fahrenheit, above the norm. 

“The values are approaching that right now and saying it may go to that or above,” said Dan 

Kottlowski, senior meteorologist for the Pennsylvania-based AccuWeather. “Bottom line is we got a 

lot of warm water in the Pacific.” 

Kottlowski said Florida’s wet central and northern areas and drier south are somewhat connected to 

El Niño because the fronts sitting over North Florida don’t usually go that far south this time of year. 

Also, a strong westerly wind shear is cutting down tropical waves in the Atlantic that can bring 

soaking rains to Southeast Florida even if they don’t become tropical storms or hurricanes. 

“You are just not getting the moisture,” Kottlowski said. 

Palm Beach County was down 11.6 inches of rain as of Thursday, according to the South Florida 

Water Management District. Broward County has a deficit of 14.5 inches, while Miami-Dade is down 

11 inches. 

 


