Monthly overview
The first ten days of March started off with rain mainly over the Free State, northern Eastern Cape and
KwaZulu-Natal, while the rest of the country remained dry. The rainfall trend during the next ten
days (11 - 20 March) remained the same, but this time Gauteng, North West and Mpumalanga were the
recipients. The overall rainfall during this period varied from normal to below-normal for this time of
year. A trough developed and brought bringing widespread intensive rainfall to large parts of the summer
rainfall region between 21 and 25 March. Heavy rain fell over the eastern Northern Cape, North West,
Gauteng, the northern Free State and KwaZulu-Natal. During the last six days of March, these areas
experienced clear conditions while good rain fell over the western Northern Cape and large parts of the
Western Cape.
After the normal to below-normal rainfall in the beginning of the month, the trough brought intensive
rainfall breaking a number of rainfall records - Bethlehem received 202 mm, Pretoria 256 mm,
Johannesburg 198 mm, Kuruman 109 mm, Bloemfontein 126 mm and Vaalharts 157 mm.
The late rains had a positive effect on the major dams in the country increasing their content:
Bloemhof (75% to 90%), Gariep (68% to 100%), and Vaal (84% to 104%).

Rainfall
More than 100 mm of rain fell over Gauteng, western Mpumalanga, the northern Free State, northern
Eastern Cape and southern and eastern KwaZulu-Natal.

Figure 1: Total
rainfall estimation
in millimetres for
1 to 31 March
2018

Figure 2:
Percentage
difference rainfall for
1-31 March 2018.

Figure 2 indicates rainfall for March. Areas that received above-normal rainfall (most parts of SA), are
indicated in green and blue. Yellow to red indicate areas that received below-normal rainfall, including
Limpopo (isolated areas); Northern Cape (central Northern Cape); Eastern Cape (the western parts).
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This cumulative rainfall map (Figure 3) for 1 October to 31 February highlights the areas that
received more than 150 mm during the period: Light green indicates areas receiving between
150 and 200 mm; dark green indicates areas receiving between 200 and 300 mm; and areas
that received more than 400 mm, are indicated in blue. The northern Eastern Cape, KwaZuluNatal, Mpumalanga and Gauteng all received more than 500 mm the last six months.
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Figure 4 highlights areas that received below-normal and above-normal rainfall during the last 6 months.
Yellow to light brown show areas of concern, while isolated areas throughout the country highlighted in
green, received above normal rainfall during the last 6 months. Overall, most areas of the summer rainfall
region have received between 75 to 100% of the normal expected rainfall this season.

El Nino/La Nina
Background: Periods of below normal rainfall in South Africa are often linked with the El Nino event
while above normal rainfall is linked to La Nina. The latest predictions issued by the Australian Bureau of
Meteorology indicate neutral conditions (Figure 5). Despite cooling of the pacific ocean, La Nina conditions haven’t been reached. Pacific Ocean temperatures expected to increase during the autumn and winter
months.
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Figure 6: This map is created by calculating the difference between March 2018 and the long-term (20-year)
average for March - showing dominant normal vegetation activity (beige). Vegetation conditions are normal to
above normal over most areas of South Africa as a result of the good rainfall in March.
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Drought is a long-term phenomenon. Focusing on longer time-periods is a more reliable
method to monitor and map drought. Areas of concern include the Western Cape, western
Eastern Cape, western & southern Northern Cape and the Free State. Conditions remain neutral over most of the summer rainfall region.

General Discussion

Figure 8: South African dam levels between March 2018 and April 2018
The grain and oilseed markets should be well supplied during the 2018-19 marketing season, which is from May 2018 to
about September 2019 (2017-18 production).
The “National Crop Estimates Committee” predicts the maize crop to be 12.2 million tons for 2017-18 season. This is a
decline of 27% from the 2016-17, mainly because the area planted this season was significantly less, especially in the
drier western regions (where the drought of 2015-16 is still uppermost in farmers minds). Despite this, good and well
dispersed rains have resulted in higher yields. This amount of maize meets the annual local consumption of 10.5 million
tons, while the excess will be exported.
It is estimated that soybean production will be 1.4 million tons up by 5% on the previous season as a consequence of
higher yields from good rains. The eastern sections of the country received fairly good rainfall throughout the season.
Wheat production estimates are less encouraging - yields in 2017 were well below average because of the low winter
rainfall in the Western Cape and drier conditions in the Free State. It is estimated that the national production of wheat
will be 1.48 million tons, 23% lower than the 2016 harvest. It will be necessary to import a roughly equivalent amount to
meet miller’s demands, which is be more than usual.
Livestock farmers should be on the lookout for parasites at this time of the year and treat their animals accordingly. Internal parasites such as roundworms can be a problem due to late rains in the in the summer rainfall regions. Grasses will
start losing their nutritional value as winter approaches and animals will start losing their condition - making them more
them more susceptible to parasitic infestations. Liver flukes pose a threat to animals grazing wet vlei areas and young
animals are susceptible to coccidiosis, a parasite commonly found in muddy conditions.
External parasites including ticks, mites and flies continue to be active in the late summer and autumn months. Many
carry diseases and farmers need to take preventative measures even if animals are vaccinated. Despite vaccines being
highly effective against many diseases carried by external parasites, external parasites can also cause irritation and stress
which adversely affects production. Farmers should consult their local veterinarians or health technicians on which parasites are a problem in their area and what products are effective since many parasites have developed resistance to many
broad spectrum anthelmintics and pesticides.
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