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What is El Niño?

El Niño is the warm phase of the 
coupled climate pattern between 
the ocean and atmosphere called

El Niño-Southern Oscillation 
(ENSO) in the tropical Pacific 

Ocean.

How is it quantified?

Niño 3.4 
Region

NOAA SST Anomalies

Sea-Surface Temperature 
Anomalies in this region

El Niño technically occurs when
this SST anomaly exceeds

a 3-month average of +0.5°C
for 5 consecutive monthly periods.
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How are the Strengths of El Niño Determined?

NOAA SST Anomalies

When the SST’s peak anomaly 
exceeds…

≥ +0.5°C Weak El Niño

≥ +1.0°C Moderate El Niño

≥ +1.5°C Strong El Niño

≥ +2.0°C Very Strong El Niño

We are here as of mid-August

We will be here soon

8/17 Weekly SST Anomaly = 1.8°C
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Probability of Peak El Niño Strength

NOAA SST Anomalies

Weak El Niño

>99%

Moderate El Niño

>99%

Strong El Niño

>99%

Very Strong El Niño

>90%

Record-Breaking Strength

69%
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“Typical” Conditions in a El Niño

NOAA SST Anomalies

Favored Wintertime Effects in Northern CA
No two years are alike

Favored Wintertime Effects in Southern CA
No two years are alike

Precip: No Clear Indicator Temps: Warmer than Normal

Precip: Wetter than Normal Temps: Warmer than Normal

We have documented ALL sorts of winters in 

California during El Nino Years!
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Historical Strong & Very Strong El Niños

NOAA SST Anomalies

● There have been 3 Strong + 6 Very Strong El 
Niños since 1950.

● Of those 9, the breakdown has been…

○ Northern CA:
■ 3 Wet
■ 3 Normal
■ 3 Dry

○ Sierra Nevada:
■ 3 Wet
■ 3 Normal
■ 3 Dry

○ Central CA:
■ 5 Wet
■ 2 Normal
■ 2 Dry

○ Southern CA:
■ 6 Wet
■ 1 Normal
■ 2 Dry
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Historical Very Strong El Niños

NOAA SST Anomalies

● There have been 6 Very Strong El Niños
since 1950.

● Of those 6, the breakdown has been…

○ Northern CA:
■ 2 Wet
■ 2 Normal
■ 2 Dry

○ Sierra Nevada:
■ 2 Wet
■ 2 Normal
■ 2 Dry

○ Central CA:
■ 3 Wet
■ 2 Normal
■ 1 Dry

○ Southern CA:
■ 5 Wet
■ 0 Normal
■ 1 Dry
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

Eureka Area

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

*

*Missing data from one 
Very Strong El Niño year

Redding Area

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

Sacramento Area

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

San Francisco Airport

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

Fresno Area

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

Los Angeles Downtown Area

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

San Diego Area

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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What about for some specific cities?

NOAA SST Anomalies

Palm Springs Area

*

*Missing data from 
one Very Strong El 
Niño year add one 
Strong El Niño 
year

*

2016 Last Very 
Strong El Niño
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Sooooo … What Do We Know?

NOAA SST Anomalies

El Niño is already here.

El Niño will be strong or very strong.

El Niño historically results in an active Eastern Pacific 
tropical activity.

e.g., CA Impact: 2023 Hurricane Hilary

Southern California:
Strong or Very Strong El Niños tend to favor wetter
than normal conditions.

Northern California:
Precipitation predictability is less certain.

Individual storms define a season for a community.

We are closing out the Water Year with nearly all the 
major reservoirs in good shape.
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Sooooo … What Don’t We Know?

NOAA SST Anomalies

How many atmospheric rivers will impact California.

The strength of the atmospheric rivers.

Will a series of atmospheric rivers impact the state?

Will it rain x inches at a specific location.

What specific river flooding may (or may not) occur.

→ These are not reliably predictable on a seasonal-
level; information becomes more apparent in the 
weather forecast.
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Official CPC Outlook: Nov-Dec-Jan
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Official CPC Outlook: Dec-Jan-Feb
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Official CPC Outlook: Jan-Feb-Mar
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Official CPC Outlook: Feb-Mar-Apr
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Weather & Water Resources

NOAA SST Anomalies

California-Nevada River 
Forecast Center

https://www.cnrfc.noaa.gov/

https://www.cnrfc.noaa.gov/
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Weather & Water Resources

NOAA SST Anomalies

Partner Emails

To register, go to: 
https://partnerservices.nws.noaa.gov/registration

https://partnerservices.nws.noaa.gov/registration
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Weather & Water Resources

NOAA SST Anomalies

NWS Chat on Slack

A way for deep core partners who have the 
need for two-way coordination with NWS 
meteorologists.

To register, go to: 
https://partnerservices.nws.noaa.gov/registration

https://partnerservices.nws.noaa.gov/registration
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Thank You!

NOAA SST Anomalies

If you have any questions please contact: 

NWS Sacramento
Senior Service Hydrologist

scott.rowe@noaa.gov

Other NWS Office Contacts:

nws.bayarea@noaa.gov
nws.eureka@noaa.gov
nws.hanford@noaa.gov
nws.lasvegas@noaa.gov
nws.losangeles@noaa.gov
nws.medford@noaa.gov
nws.reno@noaa.gov
nws.sandiego@noaa.gov
nws.sacramento@noaa.gov
nws.phoenix@noaa.gov
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