
drought and fires from Brazil to Mexico, deadly rains and mudslides in Peru, and heavy
clouds of smoke to choke Indonesia—and it did!

Scientists have studied El Niño for over a century, and they have learned how it works:
Occasionally, the central tropical Pacific Ocean becomes very warm and stays warm
for 12 to 18 months. This warm spot slowly flows east until it hits Peru. Then it splits,
with a portion flowing north and a portion flowing south. 

The air above the unusually warm water heats up and takes in more moisture. As the
warm air expands, it changes normal wind currents and alters weather patterns both lo-
cally and on a much larger scale. (El Niño can change weather all over the world.) 

Scientists call the warm water El Niño, and they
call the altered air above it and weather patterns it
causes the Southern Oscillation. The entire phe-
nomenon is called the El Niño/Southern Oscilla-
tion, or ENSO.

Teleconnection patterns are constantly chang-
ing. For a number of reasons—including winds,
underwater volcanoes, and deep-sea currents—the
Pacific Ocean changes back and forth from the
warm El Niño to the chilly La Niña. When the Pa-
cific Ocean cools, the air above the water becomes
cooler as well. The change in ocean temperature af-
fects the air pressure over the water, and the ridges
and troughs in the atmosphere (which are caused by
high and low air pressure) affect the prevailing winds that, in turn, affect our weather. 

W e a t h e r

During La Niña, the jet stream is weak and fluctuates, bringing cold to the northwest and less moisture south.

continued

THE EL NIÑO FORECAST

�
El Niño brings warm winters
to Canada and the northern
United States. 

THE LA NIÑA FORECAST

�
La Niña brings cold winters to
Canada and the Pacific
Northwest. 

L A  N I Ñ A  P A T T E R N

COLD  AIR

COOLER WATER,
COOLER AIR

Less 
temperature 
difference

Single, weaker
jet stream
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