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As daylight savings time approaches I felt that it would be very timely to discuss the current El Nino and 
how it might affect our crops in 2016.  Agriculture depends almost entirely on the weather.  “What is 
this El Nino and how is it going to affect our crops?” has been a very popular question that has been 
discussed all winter. 
 
Since the beginning of the winter months, weather experts have been saying that we are experiencing 
one of the strongest El Nino events on record.  In recent weeks there have been some discussion about 
the chances for a La Nina event to follow this El Nino.  For those not sure what El Nino and La Nina are I 
will try to explain these events and how it relates to our local agriculture. 
 
Weather forecasters are constantly monitoring the El Nino-Southern Oscillation (ENSO).  ENSO is a 
naturally occurring phenomenon that involves fluctuating temperatures in the Pacific Ocean along the 
equator.    Basically, it is warm water temperatures that move back and forth, or oscillate, across the 
Pacific Ocean.  There are three phases of ENSO: El Nino (warm phase), La Nina (cool phase) or neutral, 
neither El Nino nor La Nina.  El Nino is defined by the warm surface water in the Central and Eastern 
Pacific and La Nina is the opposite. 
 
El Nino and La Nina will lead to extreme weather events across the globe.  These episodes or events 
occur every two to seven years and typically last nine to twelve months.  El Nino usually means a mild 
winter over Western Canada and the Northern United States and wet weather over the Southern United 
States from California to Florida.  This can explain why we have been experiencing above normal 
temperatures throughout the winter. 
 
Right now we are experiencing of one of the strongest El Niño’s on record.  The National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration uses the Oceanic Nino Index as a standard to identify the intensities of the 
El Nino and La Nina events.  The some of the strongest El Nino events on record are 1982-1983, 1997-
1998, both very strong, and 1972-1973, rated strong.   
 
Here is a look at extreme weather events in our area during or immediately following the strongest El 
Ninos.  The summer of 1983 was one of the hottest on record for New York.  The famous ice storm hit 
northern New York in January 1998.  In Jefferson County, the summer of 1973 was the driest on record 
with only 1.72 total inches of rain for June through August.  These are some examples of the extreme 
weather events that can be associated with an El Nino. 
 
No two El Nino events are alike but they can have similarities.  Some El Nino events are followed by a La 
Nina.  According to Elwynn Taylor, professor of agronomy at Iowa State University, there is no guarantee 
that this year’s El Nino will give way to La Nina.  If this El Nino ends rather abruptly this spring it could 
mean a hotter and drier growing season for the Northeast.   
 



In mid-January the Climate Prediction Center issued a statement that the currently strong El Nino is 
expected to gradually weaken through the spring.  Other forecasters are suggesting that it could remain 
through late spring and into early summer.  Dr. Taylor has reported that if the current El Nino persists 
into July, its effects could last another two months.  This would be a good thing for growers in the 
Midwest and even in the Northeast.  At the 20th Annual North Country Crop Congress, John Kubis, Chief 
Weathercaster, WWNY TV 7, talked to the attendees about weather forecasting and his long term 
weather outlook.  He believes that the La Nina will not come into play until late summer or early fall and 
will bring us a traditional, old-fashioned, winter for 2016-17. 
 
How has the winter been so far for our crops?  Snow can be a great insulator for many of our crops and 
protect them from extremely cold temperatures.  A lack of snowfall throughout the winter is not good 
for our winter cereal grains.  The colder the temperatures without snow cover, the bigger the threat to 
the crop.  Alfalfa, too, can benefit from a blanket of snow to provide insulation to the crown, located on 
top of the taproot, from cold temperatures.  If the alfalfa crown is damaged the plant may die or not 
form as many shoots or buds in the spring. 
 
The two biggest concerns for crop growers during the winter months are a January with a lack of snow 
cover accompanied by extremely cold temperatures or a mid-winter thaw in February followed by a cold 
snap.  I would say that January was a good month for crop growers; however, lack of snow cover and a 
warm early start to February followed by subzero temperatures may lead to some damage to our alfalfa 
and winter wheat crop.  Hopefully this is not the case but it is certainly a possibility. 
 
Keep a close eye on the current status of the El Nino as we get closer to the growing season.  It could be 
a good indicator as to what we could expect for the upcoming growing season.   
 
 
 
 
 
 


