
 1 

UPDATE OF REGIONAL WEATHER AND SMOKE HAZE 
FOR JANUARY 2009 

 
 
 
1. Review of Regional Weather Conditions in Decembe r 2008 
 
1.1 Moderate Northeast Monsoon conditions predominated the region in December 
2008. These conditions brought dry and cool weather to most parts of the northern 
ASEAN region of Myanmar, northern Thailand, Lao PDR, Cambodia, Vietnam and the 
Philippines. In the southern ASEAN region, the Northeast Monsoon marked the onset 
of the rainy season in Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore and 
southern Thailand. 
 
1.2 During the month, occasional strengthening of moisture-laden winds over the 
South China Sea, known as monsoon surges, resulted in the development of 
persistent rain clouds over large parts of the equatorial region between latitudes 10°N 
and 10°S. The surges brought strong winds and spell s of moderate to heavy rain to 
Peninsular Malaysia and Borneo. In particular, the eastern coastal states of Peninsular 
Malaysia were affected by a few occurrences of monsoon surges which led to heavy 
floods in some places.   As for the northern ASEAN region, unseasonal heavy rains hit 
the central part of Vietnam toward the end of December 2008. A cold front moving 
southward from China had triggered the abnormal weather pattern in Vietnam, which 
usually experience dry and cool weather at this time of the year.    
 
1.3 For the month, near normal rainfall was received over most of the southern 
ASEAN region. In contrast, less than 50% of normal monthly rainfall was recorded in 
large parts of the northern ASEAN region except for some parts of Lao PDR and 
Vietnam which received above normal rainfall . The rainfall pattern for December 2008 
is shown in Fig. 1. 
 



 2 

 
Fig. 1 Percentage of Normal Rainfall for December 20 08 

 
 
 
2. Review of Land/ Forest Fires and Smoke Haze Situ ation 
 
2.1 The prevailing rainy season in the southern ASEAN region continued to subdue 
the hotspot activities in Sumatra and Borneo. With the onset of drier weather 
conditions in the northern ASEAN region, occasional hotspot activities were detected 
mainly in parts of Thailand, Cambodia and Myanmar. Satellite pictures depicting some 
of the hotspot activities in the ASEAN region during December 2008 are shown in 
Figs. 2 to 4.  
 
2.2 The hotspot charts for December 2008 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. 5 to 7 respectively. 
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Fig. 2  AQUA satellite picture of Sumatra on 1 Dece mber 2008 showing    
            isolated hotspots in Riau, Sumatra.  
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Fig. 3  NOAA-18 satellite picture of the northern A SEAN region on 5 December 

2008 showing the emergence of increased hotspots in  Thailand with the 
onset of drier conditions in the region. 
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Fig. 4  NOAA-18 satellite picture of the northern A SEAN region on 24 December 
2008 showing isolated hotspot activities in central  Thailand. 

 
 

  Fig. 5   Hotspot Counts in Myanmar/Thailand/Lao P DR/Cambodia/Vietnam                       
for December 2008 
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Fig. 6  Hotspot Counts in Sumatra/Borneo/P. Malaysi a for December 2008 
 

 
 

Fig. 7  Hotspot Counts in Java/Sulawesi/Philippines  for December 2008 
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3. Status of the El Niño/La Niña   
 

3.1 During December 2008, cooler than normal sea surface temperatures (SSTs) 
prevailed in the equatorial Pacific Ocean. By the end of the month, equatorial SSTs 
were between 0.50C and 2.00C below normal across the eastern and central Pacific 
between 170ºE and the South American coast (Fig. 8). For the past few months, the 
easterly Trade Winds were persistently stronger than normal across the western 
Pacific basin, and cloudiness was below average near the date-line. These are 
positive indicators for developing La Niña conditions. 

3.2 Forecast statistical and coupled models are in general agreement that the 
prevailing below-normal SSTs in the eastern and central equatorial Pacific are likely to 
continue through the first quarter of 2009 (Fig. 9). Based on the model forecasts and 
recent trends in the evolution of the equatorial Pacific SSTs, a continuation of neutral 
conditions or developing La Niña conditions can be expected over the next few 
months.  

 

 
Fig. 8   Sea Surface Temperature Anomalies in Tropi cal Pacific 

   (Source US NOAA) 
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Fig. 9  Forecast of the SST Anomalies ( source US NOAA) 
 
4. Outlook 
 

4.1 The prevailing Northeast Monsoon conditions are likely to continue till March 
2009. In the southern ASEAN region, periods of moderate to heavy rain may be 
expected in some areas during the current rainy season, which is expected to last till 
end January or early February 2009. Thereafter, the region can expect drier weather 
and occasionally windy conditions in the later phase of the Northeast Monsoon.  On 
the other hand, drier weather is expected to prevail in most of the northern ASEAN 
region for the rest of the Northeast Monsoon season. 
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4.2 With the rainy season in the southern ASEAN region expected to prevail in 
January 2009, hotspot activities in the region are expected to remain subdued. 
However occasional hotspot activities may be expected in Borneo and Sumatra during 
the dry phase of the Northeast Monsoon in February and March 2009. As for the 
northern ASEAN region, a gradual increase in hotspot activities can be expected over 
the next few months, particularly during periods of persistent dry weather. Vigilance 
should therefore be increased for any escalation in hotspot activities in the fire-prone 
areas during this period.  
 
4.3 With neutral or weak La Niña conditions expected in the first quarter of 2009, 
rainfall in the ASEAN region is expected to be normal or slightly above normal over 
the next three months (Fig. 10).   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 10  Rainfall Outlook for the ASEAN Region (Jan  – Mar 2009) 

Rainfall Outlook for  
Jan  -  Mar 2009 
 
Neutral or Weak La 
Niña  Conditions 

A  - Above Normal (67 th to 100 th 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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