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UPDATE OF REGIONAL WEATHER AND SMOKE HAZE 
FOR FEBRUARY 2009 

 
 
 

1. Review of Regional Weather Conditions in January  2009 

1.1 The prevailing Northeast Monsoon conditions strengthened in January 
2009. A number of occurrences of monsoon surges, defined by the 
strengthening of winds over the South China Sea due to the intensification of the 
high pressure system over northern China, affected the region during the month.    

1.2 The traditional dry season in the northern ASEAN region continued to 
bring dry and cool conditions to most of the region in January 2009. During the 
first half of the month, the development of a very intense high pressure system 
over China led to a surge of strong winds and colder than normal weather 
conditions that affected many parts of the region. In particular, Thailand 
experienced a cold snap that lasted for several days around mid January 2009, 
with temperatures dipping to a low of 2oC in the northern parts of the country. 
The surge of strong winds also generated high waves along the coasts of 
Vietnam that led to heavy flooding and massive damage to properties in coastal 
areas including Ho Chi Minh City.  

1.3 In the southern ASEAN region, the monsoon trough was located mostly 
south of the equator over the Indonesian archipelago in January 2009. The 
occurrences of monsoon surges during this period brought heavy rainfall to 
several Malaysian states including Sabah and Sarawak, Brunei Darussalam, 
and southern regions of Indonesia and the Philippines. However, Sumatra, 
Singapore and parts of Peninsula Malaysia were spared of the extensive rain 
clouds and experienced mainly dry and windy conditions during this period.  

1.4 For the month, less than 50% normal rainfall was received over the 
northern ASEAN region except for coastal parts of central Vietnam where 
substantially above normal rainfall was recorded. In the southern ASEAN region, 
rainfall was 150% above normal in northern Borneo and southern Philippines, 
while the rest of the region received normal to slightly below normal rainfall. The 
rainfall pattern for January 2009 is shown in Fig. 1. 
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Fig. 1.  Percentage of Normal Rainfall for January 2 009 

2. Review of Land/ Forest Fires and Smoke Haze Situ ation 

2.1 The prevailing dry weather conditions in the northern ASEAN region led 
to an emergence of increased hotspot activities in Cambodia and parts of 
Thailand and Myanmar during the second half of January 2009. In the southern 
ASEAN region, wet conditions continued to subdue the hotspot activities in 
Borneo and Sumatra. However, a spell of dry weather in central Sumatra 
sparked a brief surge in hotspot activities in Riau province on a few days in late 
January 2009.  Satellite pictures depicting some of the hotspot activities in the 
ASEAN region during January 2009 are shown in Figs. 2 to 6.  

2.2 The hotspot charts for January 2009 for 
a) Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, Lao PDR and Vietnam; 
b) Sumatra, Borneo and Peninsular Malaysia; and  
c) Java, Sulawesi and the Philippines 

are shown in Figs. 7 to 9 respectively. 
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Fig. 2  NOAA-18 satellite picture of the northern A SEAN region on 
13 January 2009 showing scattered hotspots detected  mainly in 
Cambodia and parts of Thailand and Vietnam.  
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Fig. 3  NOAA-18 satellite picture on 22 January 200 9 showing the 
emergence of hotspots with thin smoke plumes in cen tral Sumatra 
during a short spell of dry weather. 
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Fig. 4  NOAA-18 satellite picture of the northern A SEAN region 
on 23 January 2009 showing escalated hotspot activi ties in 
many parts of the region.  
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Fig. 5  NOAA-18 satellite picture on 24 January 200 9 showing isolated 
hotspot activities near the coastal parts of centra l Sumatra.   

 
 



 7 

 
 
Fig. 6  NOAA-18 satellite picture 30 January 2009 s howing 
persistent hotspot activities in the northern ASEAN  region.   
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  Fig. 7   Hotspot Counts in Myanmar/Thailand/Lao P DR/Cambodia/Vietnam                       

for January 2009 
 

 

 

Fig. 8  Hotspot Counts in Sumatra/Borneo/P. Malaysi a for January 2009 
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Fig. 9  Hotspot Counts in Java/Sulawesi/Philippines  for January 2009 

3. Status of the El Niño/La Niña   

3.1 The eastern to central equatorial Pacific Ocean showed slight warming in 
January 2009 following the cooling which occurred in December 2008. As a 
result, equatorial sea surface temperatures (SSTs) in the far eastern Pacific 
have eased back to neutral values. By late January 2009, equatorial SSTs 
between 110ºW and the South American coast were 0.50C-2.00C above normal 
(Fig. 10). In addition, the trade winds were close to normal across much of the 
central and eastern equatorial Pacific and cloudiness near the date-line 
continued to be below average. 
  
3.2 Most statistical and coupled models and recent trends indicate that the 
equatorial Pacific SSTs are likely to remain in the neutral range. Based on 
current observations and the model forecasts, neutral conditions are likely to 
prevail through the first half of 2009 (Fig. 11).   
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Fig. 10   Sea Surface Temperature Anomalies in Trop ical Pacific 

   (Source US NOAA) 



 11 

 
 

Fig. 11  Forecast of the SST Anomalies ( source US NOAA) 
 
4. Outlook 
 
4.1 The prevailing Northeast Monsoon conditions are likely to continue till 
March 2009. The dry phase of the monsoon is expected to bring generally dry 
weather and occasionally windy conditions to Malaysia, Singapore and Sumatra. 
On the other hand, wet weather conditions are expected to prevail in the 
southern ASEAN region south of the Equator. Over in the northern ASEAN 
region, the weather is likely to remain dry and cool during this period. With the 
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transition to the Inter-Monsoon in late March 2009, the ASEAN region will see 
the return of diurnal weather conditions characterised by afternoon showers and 
thunderstorms.  
 
4.2 In the southern ASEAN region, occasional surges in hotspot activities can 
be expected in Borneo and Sumatra during the dry phase of the Northeast 
Monsoon in February and early March 2009. Similarly, escalated hotspot 
activities can continue to be expected in some parts of the northern ASEAN 
region over the next two to three months, particularly during periods of persistent 
dry weather conditions. Vigilance should therefore be maintained for any 
escalation in hotspot activities in the fire-prone areas during this period. 
 
4.3 With neutral conditions expected over the next three months, normal to 
slightly above normal rainfall is expected in most of the ASEAN region. However 
slightly below normal rainfall is expected for Sulawesi and most parts of Sumatra 
and Borneo during this period. (Fig. 12).   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 12  Rainfall Outlook for the ASEAN Region (Feb  – Apr 2009) 

Rainfall Outlook for  
Feb -  Apr 2009 
 
Neutral Conditions 

A  - Above Normal (67 th to 100th percentile)  
SA  - Slightly Above Normal (50 th to 83 rd percentile) 
N  - Normal (33 rd to 67 th percentile) 
SB  - Slightly Below Normal (17 th to 50 th percentile) 
B  - Below Normal (0 to 33 rd percentile)  
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