
(San Francisco Chronicle, March 10, 2017) 
 
If you don’t think California has seen enough rain this year, 
just wait. There may be more to come. 
 
Federal forecasters said Thursday that the chances of an El 
Niño developing by fall are on the rise — now between 50 
and 55 percent —an outlook that could skew the odds in 
favor of yet another wet winter. 
 
“There are a lot of players on the (weather) field,” said Emily 
Becker, a research scientist with the Climate Prediction 
Center, the federal agency that released the latest report on 
the El Niño climate pattern. But “El Niño is associated with 
an increased chance — not a 100 percent chance, but an 
increased chance — of higher-than-average rainfall in 
California.” 
 
The state is already seeing some of its wettest weather in 
recorded history. 
 
According to Golden Gate Weather Services, this year’s 
rainy season, going back to July, has seen just 0.27 inches 
less than the record-setting 28.30 inches of rain that had 
fallen — on average across the state — at this point in the 
soggy 1968-69 rain year. 
 
Meanwhile, precipitation in the northern Sierra, which is 
crucial to the state’s fickle water supply, is tracking ahead of 
any previous year. As of Thursday, an average 77.8 inches 
of precipitation had fallen between Mount Shasta and Lake 
Tahoe since Oct. 1 — about 212 percent of average for the 
period, according to the state Department of Water 
Resources. 
 



The nearly constant barrage of Pacific storms, often called 
atmospheric rivers because of the sheer volume of water 
they carry, has lifted almost all of California out of a historic 
five-year drought. 
 
The U.S. Drought Monitor classified just 8 percent of the 
state in drought Thursday, compared with 97 percent a year 
ago. 
 
While the reasons behind the relentless pounding remain a 
subject of study, scientists recognize that the deluge came 
on the heels of a weak La Niña — not typically a climate 
signal that denotes wet weather for the Golden State. 
 
La Niña, which is the opposite of its sibling phenomenon and 
is marked by cool surface temperatures in the tropical Pacific, 
has been associated with dry weather in California when the 
pattern is strong. 
 
Swain and other forecasters were taken by surprise last year, 
too, when a strong El Niño produced only a moderately wet 
winter. With Pacific equatorial temperatures at record highs 
— the telltale sign of a robust El Niño — many expected 
loads of rain and snow in the 2015-16 season. 
 
While the rain year left most of Southern California dry, it 
was still wetter statewide than prior ones and introduced 
what would soon become a rapid recovery from drought. 
 
Forecasters say it’s too early to know just how strong a 
potential El Niño could be in the coming year. Its intensity 
remains key to predicting precipitation. 
 
If the El Niño turns out to be strong, Swain said, there’s an 
elevated chance of another wet winter for California. 



 
“Even thought it didn’t work out for us last time,” he said, “it 
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t expect it to next time.” 
 
“By any formal metric, this winter was unanticipated,” said 
Daniel Swain, a climate scientist at UCLA. “The deeper 
question of why it’s happening is challenging. I don’t think we 
have a good answer.”	


