                    SOUTH PACIFIC WEATHER - THE BARE BONES BASICS

A few folks have asked me for a simple summary of what to expect weather wise when finally reaching the South Pacific and onward to New Zealand. The following is very basic and much has been left out to keep it at two pages; it’s also useful for insomnia.

1. The inter-tropical convergence zone. Crossing the ITCZ to get to the south pacific commonly provides entertainment. This is a zone where the northern hemisphere trades meet the southern hemisphere trades. When active the ITCZ is squally and rainy, otherwise winds can be light with cloudy skies. If it’s a narrow band and the trades are strong expect more intense conditions than if a wider band with lighter trades. The ITCZ is situated north of the equator at between 5 to 10 degrees.

2. Highs, Lows and the Trades.  In the southern hemisphere winds circulate opposite to that of the northern hemisphere. So the wind around a high goes counterclockwise and clockwise around a low. These Highs and Lows are not symmetrical in shape. A ridge is a bend in the isobars of an elongated High –similar to the ridge of a hill. A trough is a bend in the isobars of an elongated Low-like a valley between two hills. We know Highs as areas of subsiding air and normally this means sunshine; but many times in the South Pacific you may experience cloudy and sort of gloomy conditions. This is because the normal heat buildup of fair weather cumulus clouds meets a “lid” at about 1000 meters or so, and can’t rise—so they spread out as stratocumulus. The tradewinds, which blow generally from the Southeast originate from the Semi-permanent High that sits just off the west coast of South America; much the same as the Azores High provides the Caribbean trades.

3. The endless march of Highs and Lows. All moving from west to east (generally). The anticylone (High) track from November to April is about the latitude of New Zealand but migrates a bit northward during the cruising season (the winter, or May to November). Between every two Highs is a trough that is normally attached to a Low that tracks eastward along about 40 to 60 degrees south. The trough can extend up to the Islands and the following is a typical sequence: as a new High approaches to the south the wind is usually southerly and backs to the southeast to east as the High progresses east. You can tell when the High is passing us by: because the winds will back to the northeast. This shift heralds the arrival of the Trough. At this point we may experience a further shift to the north and even the northwest as this trough moves across, but as the trough passes, a rapid shift to the south and then the southeast occurs as the next High moves in. Simply remember that the first sign of an approaching trough is a northerly shift in the trades, then a southerly shift as it passes. On the occasion of a cold front penetrating to the tropics a more action filled day is in store. Although the surface winds are easterly the front will move against the flow toward the east. Towering cumulus, thunderstorms, and heavy rain is typical at its passage along with a wind shift from the westerly quadrant. This can make many anchorages quite dangerous.

4. El Nino. During normal conditions the intense Sun heats the sea surface around Australia and Indonesia and huge volumes of hot air rise creating lower pressure. The rising air produces much rainfall, then moving further aloft and much cooler, heads east to the Americas where it eventually sinks, contributing to the big semi-permanent High off Peru. El Nino changes all this. The surface pressures over Australia and Indonesia rise higher than normal while pressures over French Polynesia are much lower than normal. The trade winds become weak allowing warm water to spread eastward. There will be more clouds than usual at the equator. Hurricanes can likely occur as far east as Tahiti and certainly more rainfall occurs in the eastern Pacific than normal. La Nina conditions are basically enhanced “normal” conditions and bring stronger trades than usual.

5. Upper level winds. These are winds at 18,000 feet or higher and generally move from west to east. They mostly undulate horizontally like a snake. When the undulation moves poleward warm air is brought into the sub tropics, and as the undulation moves equatorward cooler air moves toward the tropics. This is nature’s thermostat-she’s always trying to eliminate extremes of heat or cold. For now just remember that an upper level ridge (warm air) supports a surface high and an upper level trough (cooler air) supports a surface low. Frequently an upper level trough can bring cloudy and rainy weather when no surface low exists.

6. Some unusual weather terminology. Here are a few commonly used: Instability Line—a band of unstable air that may develop into thunder storms. Bomb – any depression whose pressure falls more than 14mb in 24 hours. Shear line—a narrow zone across which wind direction changes rapidly. Quasi-stationary front—part of a surface low that has become disassociated (the parent low moves on leaving the remaining front); expect rain or showers with a wind shift across the front, and it moves at less than 5 knots.

7. The South Pacific Convergence Zone. Oh yes, another beast. The SPCZ typically runs from Indonesia, more or less SE down thru the Islands as far east as French Polynesia. It can be seasonal, non-existent, fragmented, mild, or ugly. It’s a result of a clashing of two air streams: the equatorial easterlies from the semi-permanent High off South America and the southeasterlies from the traveling Highs to the south. Weather is cloudy, rainy, squally, with wind shifts.

8. Bob McDavitt. Bob is a New Zealand meteorologist whose book, the Met Service Yacht Pack, is informative, quite useful, and a must buy if you want to learn more. Via email you can receive Bob’s weekly weathergram which covers conditions from NZ up to the Island chain and east to French Polynesia. This is excellent for passage planning especially the trip out of the tropics in October or November. To get on the list email Bob at mcdavitt@metservice.com, or get it on winlink (catalogs-WL2K- global-s/pacific wx).

9. Radio weather. Apart from the current plethora of computer grib files and other data, there are two superb sources available via SSB. These are most useful on the passage to New Zealand. The first is Taupo Radio out of NZ.  They broadcast clearly and slowly Island weather and NZ weather. The coverage extends to the equator, half way to Oz to halfway to Chile. More important, if you have a safety or medical problem these are the people you need to contact. The second source is Russell Radio, commonly referred to as Des’s net. Des is in NZ, and you report in to the net daily and you’ll get an amateurs view( a very experienced one) of the weather you can expect the next day, plus any warnings. This is a laid back net and very friendly. In the French chain good broadcasts are available but in French. Please pick up times and frequencies on the nets.

10. Sailing from the Tropics to New Zealand. Weather features which may affect your passage:

a. Be wary of developed convergence zones (which may spawn a low).

b. In the tropics closely watch any Low (closed isobars).

c. An intense slow moving High in the Tasman may intensify a convergence zone, or a surface low, to it’s north.(Highs over 1040 are especially slow moving)

d. At the 500mb level, even a gentle trough in the tropics is a worry as it may generate a surface low with winds exceeding 30 knots.(Some will remember the bomb that resulted in the Queens Birthday Storm)

e. The succession of Highs and Lows moving past New Zealand occurs about every 7 days as a general average.

f. Squash zones. Any southerly High above 1030mb will create a squash zone in the tropics (a compression of the isobars) with winds of 30 knots and 3 meter seas. These winds are called a Bogiwalu in Fiji and Mara’umu in French Polynesia. Avoid a squash zone forecast just north of New Zealand.

11. When to leave for New Zealand. Generally late October or early November, before hurricane season. Tactics: You’ll hear plenty. One idea is to use the weathergrams as Bob will flat say if it’s a good week or not. An idea that has worked is to reckon that a Low and associated front will pass to your south every 7 days. Leave so that you strike the front in the lower latitudes (where they are less intense), then go like blazes (motor if you have to) as the new High rolls in, and reach New Zealand before the next Low. If you are slow or curious, a stop at Minerva Reef is great. Wait for your window there and enjoy the fishing. (If spear-fishing be wary of the rather aggressive sharks). Upon arrival in New Zealand pull out your woolies.

This is an amateur endeavor with a simplified view of a complex topic. Don’t construe any of it as advice ‘cause it’s not. Email Dave on Chameleon wtc4760@sailmail.com  to complain. 16Dec03.

