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ENSO Cycle and El Niño: Facts 

The El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO cycle) describes the fluctuations in temperature 
between the ocean and atmosphere in the east-central Equatorial Pacific .

El Niño is the warm phase of ENSO, a significant longlasting warming in sea surface 
temperature (SST) across the central and east-central Pacific Ocean that are at least 0.5oC 
greater than average.

El Niño occurs about every 3 to 5 years, and typically lasts 9 to 12 months. The episodes often 
begin between June and August, reach peak strength between December and April, and then 
decline between May and July of the following year.

El Niño can take on a wide range of flavors depending on the location where tropical Pacific 
SST anomalies are the largest. The most common is known as Eastern Pacific, and is 
characterized by stronger SST anomalies from the Eastern Pacific to the Central Pacific. In 
contrast, El Niño events known as Central Pacific have larger SST anomalies over the Central 
Pacific, while the Eastern Pacific SST is small but still positive. The 2015-16 El Nino episode 
is going to be of the Eastern Pacific flavor.

The cooling phase of ENSO is called La Niña, and there is a neutral phase which occurs 
between El Niño and La Niña.

Average SST Anomalies (oC) 8 Nov 2015 – 5 Dec 2015

El Niño 2015-2016: 
Current Status

On Nov 12, 2015 National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration Climate 
Prediction Center (NOAA 
CPC) stated that a strong 
El Niño episode is already 
underway for the 2015-
2016 winter season. 
Most models indicate it 
will continue through the 
Northern Hemisphere winter 
of 2015-16, followed by 
weakening and a transition 
to ENSO-neutral phase 
during the late spring or 
early summer of 2016.

Forecasters predict that the 
current El Niño could rank 
among the three strongest 
episodes since 1950, as 
measured by the 3-month 
SST departures in the Niño 
3.4 region. (NOAA 
Climate Prediction Center).

For the Nov 8th-Dec 5th period, tropical SSTs were above average across most of the Pacific, 
Atlantic, and the Indian Ocean. SSTs were below average near Indonesia.

Source: NOAA Climate Prediction Center
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  Tropical Cyclone Activity

US - Atlantic coast Below Normal

US - East/Central Pacific coast Above Normal

Atlantic coast of Mexico Below Normal

Pacific coast of Mexico Above Normal

Caribbean Islands Below Normal

Australia Below Normal

Japan, China, Phillippines, Taiwan - Northwest 
Pacific Ocean

Above Normal

  Flood and Drought

Western US Increase in 
Flood Risk

Southeastern US Increase in 
Flood Risk

Mexico, Northern Peru, Bolivia, Southern Brazil, Chile, 
Argentina

Increase in 
Flood Risk

Caribbean, Central America, Northeast South America 
including Brazil

Drought

Western France, Southeast Europe, Spain, Portugal Increase in 
Flood Risk

Parts of Central Europe and Russia Drought

Parts of Southeast Asia, India, Indonesia Drought

China, Areas of Pakistan and Afghanistan Increase in 
Flood Risk

Eastern and Southwestern Australia Drought

  Temperature

Southeastern US Cooler than Normal Winter

Northern US, Eastern and Western 
Canada

Warmer than Normal Winter

Southern and Eastern Eurasia Warmer than Normal Winter

Nordic Countries Cooler than Normal Winter

Large areas of South America Warmer than Normal Winter

Mexico and Argentina Cooler than Normal Winter

Japan, China, Korean Peninsula, 
Southeast Asia, India

Warmer than Normal Winter

Southern and Eastern Australia Warmer than Normal Winter

Northern Australia and  New Zealand Cooler than Normal Winter

Africa Warmer than Normal Winter

Source: NOAA, UK Met Office

Impact of 2015-2016 El Niño on Tropical Cyclones, Rainfall and Temperature

Source: NOAA, Australian Bureau of Meteorology

Impact of El Niño on Precipitation Impact of El Niño on Temperature 

Drier tendency
Wetter
Mixed

Warmer tendency
Colder
Mixed (seasonal reversal)

Source: NOAA, UK Met Office
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Preparing your Property for El Niño
Understanding Your Exposure

Property Located Outside Designated Flood Zones

For locations outside of designated flood zones, potential property exposures from heavy rains 
would likely be from surface water runoff and accumulation. Water can accumulate in streets 
and low-lying areas susceptible to water ponding.

Fortunately, most properties are developed and graded to divert the flow of water to storm 
drains and channels. Sometimes these storm drains and channels can become clogged with 
leaves and debris, which may allow water to accumulate and penetrate buildings.

Property Located Within Designated Flood Zones

For locations within designated flood zones, the key is understanding the areas where property 
is most vulnerable. FEMA Flood Maps and Flood Studies are available in the United States.

Your local government may have maps that indicate historic flood prone areas. Some of these 
maps and studies show the anticipated flood depths and elevations. Referring to such maps 
and studies can help you protect your property from the anticipated flood levels.

Located in the United States? Find out if your property is in a FEMA designated flood zone by 
searching your address at https://msc.fema.gov/portal/search

Preparing Your Property for El Niño

The following action items can help make sure your property is well protected:
• Understand your flood exposure, including whether you have property located in a

designated flood zone or whether you have low lying areas vulnerable to ponding.
Understand your mitigating factors, such as whether you have storm drains to divert runoff.

• Monitor weather alerts from the National Weather Service at http://www.weather.gov or
local news outlets.

• Ensure all storm drains are free of debris to help prevent water from accumulating and
entering buildings.

• Ensure all roof drains are clear of debris to help ensure water does not accumulate on the
roof, which could cause a partial roof collapse.

• Develop a Flood Emergency Response Plan that includes:

– A reliable storm monitoring and warning method

– A person in charge, designated to activate the plan and oversee its implementation

– Flood preparation procedures – see the AIG Flood Checklist for a list of action items

–  Recovery procedures and a list of vendor contacts to help with cleanup and building
restoration

– Have questions and or need guidance on preparing your property? Contact your
AIG Regional Account Engineer for information and support.

Impact of 2015-2016 El Niño on Tropical Cyclones, Rainfall and Temperature

https://www.aig.com/Chartis/internet/US/en/Flood Emergency Response Plan Checklist_tcm3171-708509.pdf
https://www.aig.com/Chartis/internet/US/en/Flood Emergency Response Plan Checklist_tcm3171-708509.pdf
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