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Autumn rain and a cold winter 2015 
 
 

The South African Weather Service has recently been approached by the media regarding an existing 

perception that the winter of 2015 will be the coldest on record – following a “much wetter than 

usual” autumn – especially in Gauteng (Johannesburg). As usual, the influence of climate change was 

also added as part of the question.  

 

The discussion below aims to clarify the fact that rain in Gauteng during autumn is not unusual and 

that, in spite of colder and wetter winter conditions forecast by the SAWS seasonal forecasters, SAWS 

cannot support the statement that the coming winter will be the “coldest on record”.  

 

Autumn – the transitional season 

Autumn, just like spring, is a ‘transitional’ season from one ‘main’ season to another – a change which 

occurs gradually - and therefore, one may expect blended characteristics of those two seasons. As 

such, weather conditions that are experienced during autumn can vary a lot over short space of time - 

one day being “summer-like” and the next few “winterish”. During this ‘transitional’ period, there is a 

shift in the general position of large-scale weather systems. An example would be the mid-latitude 

surface high pressure belt which moves northwards during the winter. 
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Typically over the north-eastern interior of South Africa, there will still be thundershowers and, at the 

same time, the nights would be getting longer and colder. Furthermore, some parts of the country 

could still be experiencing thundershowers, while the southern parts could already be having 

occasional cold frontal systems affecting them. Incidentally, a cold frontal system brushed past the 

extreme southern parts of the country on Thursday, 16 April 2015, resulting in snow on some of the 

mountains. This cool change is expected to affect the remainder of the country on Friday and 

Saturday. 

 

Rain during autumn 

SAWS meteorologists and climatologists agree that the recent higher rainfall experienced during the 

first half of April 2015 in Gauteng (specifically Johannesburg) is not unusual. In fact, SAWS’ rainfall 

records, measured at the weather station at the Johannesburg Botanical Gardens, show that 23,8 mm 

of rain has fallen thus far for April 2015 – compared to an average April rainfall for this station of 31,7 

mm. Furthermore, it should be noted that the rainfall in April is highly variable, with, for example, 0 

mm measured in 2014, and a highest rainfall of 130 mm in 2010. 

 

Warming temperatures 

With regards to temperature, historical measurements of temperature show that South Africa is 

generally warming due to climate change, in line with most other regions of the world. In addition, 

temperatures in autumn appear to be rising at a faster rate than other seasons. However, as these 

changes in temperature are gradual and relatively small, compared to fluctuations on a day-to-day and 

year-to-year basis, they will not be noticeable to an observer without doing actual measurements over 

a long period of time. 

 

Winter 2015 - a seasonal forecasting perspective 

As reported in the seasonal forecast edition issued in March 2015, the possibility for unusually wet 

conditions for the south-western part of South Africa, with a tendency of cooler than average 

temperature conditions, was noted. There are certain indicators that may favour cooler than average 

conditions. However, the likelihood for the country at large and Gauteng in particular to experience 
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unusually chilly weather conditions for mid-winter is slim, although the possibility may not be forfeited 

completely due to the uncertainty factor. It is worth emphasizing that unusual conditions usually 

relate to the inherent climate variability that tends to recur on regular time intervals.  
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