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Chapter 3 – Section 2 
Factors Affecting Climate


Narrator: The story begins in Peru, where for thousands of years fishermen knew of a strange phenomenon.

Male Speaker: Peruvian fishermen noticed that every few years there would be an invasion of very warm surface water along the coast of Peru. And when they noticed this the fish that they would normally catch disappeared.

Narrator: And they soon realized it wasn’t just the fish that were affected, at the same time there was a dramatic change in the weather.

Male Speaker: On the land you had heavy rains and the vegetation would bloom on normally, arid, dry soils, the driest desert in the world is along the west coast of South America but all of a sudden every once in a while it would become green.

Narrator: And there was something else, it always happened at the same time of year.

Male Speaker:  They also noticed it’s a seasonal thing it starts around Christmastime and that’s why they call it El Niño, because El Niño which means the boy in Spanish with capital letters refers to the Christ Child. 

Narrator: El Niño appeared to be a cycle. Normally pressure was low near Asia, bringing rain and storms to Indonesia, and high near South America, which brought dry and clear weather to Peru. But just like El Niño every three to five years this pattern reversed. El Niño wasn’t really a local Peruvian phenomenon but seemed to stretch right across the Pacific Ocean. They soon realized that as the water warmed up off the coast of Peru, it cooled down on the other side of the Pacific. 

Male Speaker: They discovered that normally there’s cold water off Peru in the East Pacific and warm water off Australia and Indonesia and the West Pacific. Now when an El Niño happens this warm layer sloshes back across the Pacific, and so warm water appears off Peru and colder waters can appear then in the West Pacific.

Narrator: Under normal conditions the warm water stays in the west and the winds across the Pacific blow from east to west, this creates an area of low pressure around Indonesia which brings clouds and rainfall, but when an El Niño happens everything is reversed, the wind direction changes and the warm water moves towards Peru taking the low pressure and heavy rain with it and it’s this movement of air pressure and warm water which brings floods to Peru, drought to Australia and the storms to California. Queensland in Australia was dealing with the opposite problem. Severe drought had brought ruin to farmers like Rod Saul; hundreds of his cattle were suffering severe thirst and starvation.

Male Speaker #2: The period of drought and starvation crucified us. We had to shoot so many animals on some days that we did not have time to go back and either bury or burn them. So you just left them there and after a while the property starts to smell a bit. People in any town you went to were demoralized, depressed and defeated in a lot of ways.  
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