
Monthly Overview 

The beginning of December 2016 announced the end of the second heat wave over the summer rainfall region and 
the month was characterised by continual storm and flood warnings over the Gauteng Province. Flooding was 
reported in Muldersdrift and other parts of the West Rand on 7 December; flooding occurred in parts of Pretoria on 
the evening of 10 December and on 12 December as well as in the Vanderbijlpark area. A second heat wave hit 
Gauteng between 20 to 23 December and broke on 24 December when heavy rain fell over the area. Temperatures 
dropped and large parts of South Africa experienced a colder Christmas while temperatures started to increase 
towards the end of the month. 
The results of the good rainfall over large parts of the summer rainfall region can be seen in the increased volumes 
of a number of major dams. The water level of the Vaal Dam that provides most of Gauteng's water, had increased 
from 38% at the beginning of December 2016 to 53% by 10 January 2017. 
 

Despite the good rainfall over much of the summer rainfall region during December and the increase of water in our 

dams, readers are urged to continue using water sparingly due to the uncertainty about the rest of the summer 

rainfall season, making accurate prediction very difficult. 

 

Figure 1: Total 

rainfall estimation 
in millimetres for  

1 to 31 December 
2016  

Rainfall 
Large parts of the summer rainfall region received good rainfall during December with more than 100 mm being 
recorded for most areas. Western Limpopo, western North West, the southern and central Free State and the Natal 
East coast received less than 80 mm. Rainfall in the Eastern Cape and north eastern Northern Cape was below 60 
mm. The Western Cape and the majority of the Northern Cape remained dry. 



  

Figure 2 gives a better perspective of the rainfall for December 2016 compared to figure 1. The majority 
of the summer rainfall region received more than 100% of it’s normal rainfall for the month, indicated in 

the shades of green. Some areas in North West, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal received between 75% to 
100% of its normal rainfall, indicated in yellow. Areas of concern that received less than 75% of its nor-
mal rainfall include the southern Free State, and the KwaZulu-Natal eastern coastline. Summer rainfall 

were patchy in the summer rainfall regions of the Northern and Eastern Cape with small areas receiving 
good rainfall while most areas received below normal rainfall. 

Figure 2:  

Percentage  
difference -  

rainfall for  
1-31 December 

2016.  

Figure 3:  

Cumulative  
rainfall from  

1 July 2016 to 31 
December 2016 

in millimetres.  

The cumulative rainfall map (Figure 3) for 1 July to 31 December highlights areas that re-
ceived more than 150mm during the last 6 months: Light green colours indicate areas receiv-

ing between 150 to 200mm; dark green colours indicate areas that received between 200 and 
300mm; areas that received more than 400mm are indicated with the blue colours. The sum-
mer rainfall regions are clearly visible in this map with the high rainfall being located in the 

north eastern half of the country. 



  

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 sum-

mer 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. In contrast, the south 
western half of the country has received below normal rainfall for the last 6 months.  

 

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 indi-
cate the warming of the ocean to continue to near La Nina levels at the end of October 2017. The South 
Africa n Weather Service issued a statement on 6 January 2017 indicating that they believe South Africa 

will receive below normal rainfall between January 2017 and March 2017. 

Figure 4:  
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2016.  

Figure 5: Current 

model predictions 
for Sea Surface 

Temperature in 
the Pacific.  



  

NDVI 

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 southern Kruger National 
Park in north-eastern Mpumalanga. Below normal vegetation conditions can also be seen in 
the southern Free State and western Eastern Cape. Higher vegetation conditions can be seen 
along the KZN coastline and in the northern Free State.  

Figure 6: The map was created by calculating the difference between December 2016 and the long-term (19 year) 
average for December. 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 southern Eastern Cape, north eastern Mpuma-
langa, southern Free State and North West. Higher vegetation activity can be seen in the northern Free State, south-
ern Gauteng and Limpopo.  

Figure 6:  
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Figure 7:  

Percentage of 
Average Seasonal 

Greenness for the 
last 6 months 

ending in        
December 2016.  



  

General Discussion 
Figure 8:  
Vaal Dam Storage vs Inflow Discharge: 
Graph provided by the Department of 
Water and Sanitation. 

 
This graph shows the sharp in-
crease in the Vaal Dam from 
38% at the beginning of Decem-
ber 2016 to 53% by 10 January 
2017 after a spell of intense and 
good rainfall over the catchment 
area early in January 2017. 
 

 
 
 
 
The rainfall in December in-

creased the dam levels in many areas which will ensure water reserves for crop irrigation in the future. 

However, of immediate consequence are the effects on growing crops. Obviously most benefited from the 

good rains but on sandy soils there is always leaching of nutrients, particularly nitrogen, resulting in yel-

lowing of leaves and inhibited growth. This can be overcome with regular top-dressings of nitrogen ferti-

liser in small amounts. Nitrogen must be applied during the growth stage of the crop before flowering. 

 
The end of December 2016 and beginning of January 2017 brought many extremes in weather conditions. 
Flooding in numerous areas around the country and fires in the Western Cape have had devastating con-
sequences for many livestock farmers. Fires have cause both livestock deaths and loss of grazing land and 
several homes and farming infrastructure was damaged or destroyed. Animals that survive bushveld fires 
need to be inspected over several weeks as burn injuries continue to progress and may worsen for up to 6 
weeks afterwards.  
 
Keeping up with daily and weekly weather reports can help farmers prepare in advance for possible ad-
verse weather conditions. Being aware of dangerous situations that may arise such as flooding and light-
ning and hail damage during storms and smoke inhalation and disorientation and exhaustion during fires 
can help a farmer plan long in advance ahead of the seasons when these dangers are likely to occur.   
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