What Is a “Super El Nino”’?

Every few years, the Pacific Ocean shifts in a way that can reshape weather across the
entire planet. This phenomenon is known as El Nifio. But occasionally, it becomes much stronger

than usual — a rare and powerful version called a “Super El Nifio.”

The Basics: What Is El Nifio?
El Nifio is part of a natural climate cycle called the El Nifio—Southern Oscillation (ENSO). It
occurs when sea surface temperatures in the central and eastern Pacific Ocean become warmer
than normal. Below reveals both normal conditions vs. what happens with an El Nifio.
Under typical conditions:

e Trade winds push warm water toward Asia

o Cooler water rises near South America (upwelling)



During El Nifo:
e Trade winds weaken
¢ Warm water shifts eastward

e The Pacific Ocean’s heat distribution changes
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Below is an image that conveys how under normal conditions - specific winds are in place
across the Pacific which is what is technically coined as “The Walker Circulation”. Simply
put, it’s a large-scale, east-west atmospheric circulation pattern across the equatorial Pacific
Ocean that is driven by temperature differences between warm western Pacific waters and
cold eastern Pacific waters. It involves easterly trade winds at the surface, air rising over the
western Pacific, and sinking over the eastern Pacific, directly influencing global weather and

the El Nino—Southern Oscillation.
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What Makes It “Super’?
A Super El Niiio isn’t an official scientific category, but meteorologists use the term when El
Niflo becomes exceptionally strong.
This is usually defined by:
e Ocean temperatures +2.0°C (3.6°F) or more above average in the Nifio 3.4 region
e A large, sustained area of unusually warm water

o Significant global weather disruptions

Only a handful of events qualify, including: 1982-83, 1997-98, and 2015-16
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El Nifio Quantification

These events are classified by the strength of how warm specific sea surface temperatures
(SST’s) are in the “El Nino monitoring zone”. How these events are grouped depends solely on
the temperatures of the sea surface temperatures that are draped along the equatorial Pacific. El
Nifio events are classified based on how much sea surface temperatures in the central Pacific

Ocean (specifically the Nifio 3.4 region) deviate above average over a sustained period.
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Scientists typically use a threshold of +0.5°C (0.9°F) or higher for several consecutive
months to officially declare an El Nifio. From there, the strength is categorized by intensity: weak
(+0.5°C to +0.9°C), moderate (+1.0°C to +1.4°C), strong (+1.5°C to +1.9°C), and very strong or
“Super El Nino” (> +2.0°C). These classifications also consider how widespread and long-
lasting the warm water is, since larger and more persistent anomalies (measured standard

observed SST’s relative to normal) tend to have greater impacts on global weather patterns.



EL NINO STRENGTH SCALE

El Mifie events are measured by sea surface temperature anomalies
in the Nifo 3.4 region.
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Global Impacts of a Super El Niiio
Because the Pacific Ocean influences atmospheric patterns worldwide, a Super El Nifio can
trigger extreme and unusual weather. Below shows several standout examples of global impacts

around the world.

During a Super El Nifio, weather impacts vary widely across the globe. In the United
States, the southern tie—including Florida—typically experiences wetter-than-normal
conditions with an increase in storm systems, while the northern U.S. often sees warmer-than-
average winters. In South America, countries along the west coast such as Peru and Ecuador are
prone to significant flooding. Meanwhile, Australia and Southeast Asia commonly face severe
drought conditions and an elevated risk of wildfires. Across Africa, the impacts are more mixed,
with increased flooding in East Africa and drought conditions developing in parts of Southern

Africa.
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The Implications of a Super Nifio
Super El Nifios are especially important now because they can:

o Amplify global temperatures

e Stress agriculture and water supplies

o Increase the frequency of extreme weather events
While still an active area of research, some scientists are studying whether the perpetual changing
climate could influence the intensity or frequency of these events, but with a small sample size
dating back to when records first began, this is very in its “infant” stage as much needs to be

acquired to prove a correlation.




WHY IT MATTERS MORE TODAY
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THE TAKEAWAY

A Super El Nifio is essentially El Nifio turned up to maximum
intensity—a powerful ocean-driven event that can disrupt
weather patterns across the globe for months.

While rare, its impacts are widespread, making it one of
the most closely watched climate phenomena on Earth.

Final Takeaway
A Super El Niflo represents one of the strongest natural climate disruptions on Earth,

capable of temporarily reshaping global weather patterns and amplifying extremes. From heavier
rains and flooding in some regions to intense drought and wildfire risk in others, its impacts are
far-reaching and often costly. It can also contribute to spikes in global temperatures, sometimes
helping push the planet toward record warmth. While these events are relatively rare, they serve
as a powerful reminder of how interconnected the ocean and atmosphere are. This is why close
monitoring is essential, as communities worldwide should be on the lookout for sharper swings in

weather and climate when a Super El Nifio develops.



