
 

New Zealand Climate Update No 154, April 2012 

Current climate – March 2012 

March was characterised by higher pressures than usual to the east of the Chatham Islands, and more lows than normal to the 

north of the North Island. This produced more easterly winds than usual over the country. The frequent easterly winds resulted 

in an extremely cool March for eastern areas of both Islands, and produced wetter conditions for many areas of the North Island 

and some eastern South Island regions. It was also much cloudier than usual for the northeast of the North Island, as well as the 

northern South Island. 

  
Percentage of normal rainfall, March 2012 Departure from average air temperature 

for March 2012. 

 

End of month water balance in the pasture root zone for an average soil type, where the available water capacity is 150mm.  



Rainfall 

March rainfall totals were at least 200 percent (double) normal for Northland, north Auckland, and for eastern parts 

of the North Island. It was also a wet March (with at least 120 percent of March normal) across most of the 

remainder of the North Island, as well as for Kaikoura, north Canterbury and Otago. In contrast, it was rather dry for 

the West Coast of the South Island, Fiordland, Nelson City, Christchurch, south Canterbury, as well as between 

Wanganui and Palmerston North, and around Taupo. In Southland, rainfall was close to normal. Soil moisture levels 

at the end of March were well above normal for much of the North Island as well as in Otago, but were closer to 

normal elsewhere. An exception was between Wanganui and Palmerston North, where soils were somewhat drier 

than is usual at this time of year. 

Air temperature 

Mean temperatures for March were well below average (more than 1.2°C below average) for much of the south and 

east of the South Island, as well as Wellington, the Wairarapa, southern Hawkes Bay, and the Central Plateau. 

Elsewhere, March temperatures were generally below average (between 0.5°C and 1.2°C below average), with the 

exceptions of Westland and Fiordland, where near average temperatures were experienced (within 0.5°C of 

average). The nation-wide average temperature in March was 14.6°C (1.2°C below the 1971–2000 March average), 

using NIWA’s seven-station temperature series which begins in 1909. Sunshine 

It was an extremely cloudy February across much of New Zealand. Well below normal sunshine totals (below 75 

percent of February normal) were observed between Hamilton and Dunedin. It was the cloudiest February on record 

for Dannevirke, Waipawa, Stratford, and Blenheim.  

Global setting 

The La Niña event is dissipating, and ENSO-neutral conditions are returning to the tropical Pacific. Lower pressures 

than normal are expected to the north of the country during the April to June period, with more anticyclonic 

conditions over and east of southern New Zealand. 

 

Differences from average global sea surface temperatures for 4th March to 31st March 2012. Map courtesy of NOAA Climate Diagnostics 

Centre (http://www.cdc.noaa.gov/map/images/sst/sst.anom.month.gif).  



 

Monthly values of the Southern Oscillation Index (SOI), a measure of changes in atmospheric pressures across the Pacific, and the 3-month 

mean (black line). SOI mean values: March SOI +0.1; January to March average +0.4.  

Outlook April to June 2012 

La Niña conditions are dissipating and a return to ENSO-neutral conditions is imminent. 

Temperatures are likely to be average or above average in the west and south of the South Island, and near average 

elsewhere. Despite the overall pattern of near average temperatures in most places, frosts typical of late autumn 

will occur from time to time with the anticyclonic conditions. 

Seasonal rainfall is likely to be normal or above normal in the north and east of the North Island, and near normal in 

all other regions. 

Soil moisture levels and river flows are likely to be near normal in the South Island and normal or above normal in 

North Island districts. 

 



 

The climate we predicted (January to March) and what happened 

Predicted rainfall:  Rainfall totals are likely to be above normal throughout the North Island, and normal or above 

normal in the north of the South Island. For the west, south and east of the South Island, late summer rainfall is likely 

to be below normal or normal. Soil moisture levels and river flows are likely to be above normal in North Island 

regions, normal or above normal in Nelson-Marlborough, and below normal in the west, south and east of the South 

Island. 

Outcome:  The outlook indicated above normal seasonal rainfall for all North Island regions. This was a generally 

correct forecast, with almost all North Island regions experiencing at least 120 percent of seasonal rainfall - the 

exceptions being northern Northland, the Bay of Plenty, much of the Waikato, and Wanganui to Palmerston North, 

which experienced closer to normal seasonal rainfall. Normal or above normal seasonal rainfall was correctly 

projected for the Nelson and Marlborough regions. Below normal or normal rainfall was predicted for the remainder 

of the South Island for January - March. This was a correct projection for Westland and Fiordland (with below normal 

seasonal rainfall observed), as well as much of Canterbury and coastal Southland (near normal seasonal rainfall 

observed); but it was a very wet season (i.e. wetter than forecast) for south Canterbury, Otago, and inland 

Southland. 

Predicted air temperature:  Air temperatures are likely to be above average throughout the North Island and in the 

north, west and south of the South Island. In the east of the South Island, temperatures are likely to be average or 

above average.  

Outcome: Temperatures were much cooler than forecast for all regions of the country. Average or below average 

temperatures were observed over parts of Northland, coastal Bay of Plenty and the west of the South Island. Below 

average (lower tercile) temperatures were experienced in all other regions. 

For more information about NIWA’s climate work, visit: 

www.niwa.co.nz/our-science/climate  

 


