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Widespread heavy rain brings welcome relief!   

An extensive band of tropically-sourced air, together with an upper air trough system currently lies 

over the eastern interior of South Africa, promoting cloudy to overcast, humid conditions with rain 

of a fairly widespread nature. Much of this rain has been heavy, with localised flooding at 

numerous localities. More rain is expected during today as well as tomorrow across these regions, 

with further heavy falls likely over parts of Limpopo and Mpumalanga. 

A broad upper air trough feature dominates the circulation pattern over southern Africa at the 

current time. This upper air trough, located at an altitude of about 6 000 metres above the Highveld 

plateau, has been the major driving mechanism of the circulation pattern over the subcontinent this 

week. Earlier in the week, the upper trough moved in over the western parts of the country, bringing 

mostly isolated showers and thundershowers to the Cape provinces on Sunday 6th March.  

Upper air troughs are not at all uncommon and are familiar weather systems, typically promoting 

scattered showers and thundershowers over the country. However, when upper troughs advance 

slowly across the interior over the course of a few days, there is occasionally the opportunity for such 

systems to modify the prevailing airflow within the lowest 6 to 8km of the atmosphere and to 

encourage synoptic scale southward migration of tropically-sourced air from neighboring countries 

to our north. This type of airmass, usually associated with the tropical and equatorial regions, has 

both a great capacity to transport moisture from one region to another as well as a significant ability 

to deliver copious quantities of rain, as we have seen from the current system (see discussion of 

rainfall, further below). 

This type of circulation pattern is neither rare nor unusual, however, what is particularly interesting 

and noteworthy is that this rain system marks a clear departure from the sunny, hot and 

predominantly dry weather which has characterized the first three months of the year. The hot, dry 

weather over the interior, punctuated at times by heatwave outbreaks, was largely triggered and 
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controlled by an upper air high pressure circulation pattern, which was almost exclusively 

anticyclonic for weeks (and months) on end, exacerbating the drought conditions over most 

provinces. Such upper air highs tend to inhibit or suppress the development of thunderstorms and 

are also responsible for excessive heat arriving at the Earth’s surface.  

 

 

Figure 1: Geostationary satellite image (“DayNatural” RGB composite, Meteosat 9) at 12h00SAST, indicating the band of 

tropically-sourced cloud associated with rain, encompassing eastern Botswana, Zimbabwe, southern Mozambique as well 

as the north-eastern provinces of South Africa. © EUMETSAT 2016.  
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So, how much rain has fallen? Where have the heaviest falls occurred? With reference to Figure 2, 

we can gain a quick visual impression from a composite of 24 hour rainfall maps in the four day 

period extending from the 6th March to the 9th of March. Note that 24 hour rainfall, as reported by 

the South African Weather Service, extends from 08h00 through to 08h00. By convention, rainfall 

measured early on say, the 7th March, will be recorded as having occurred on the 6th.  

In Figure 2 (at top left), one can infer that rain was limited mainly to the Cape provinces on the 6th. 

Moreover, falls were light, below 10mm. Moving to the 7th, heavier falls occurred over the Eastern 

Cape, with some of these surpassing 50mm (indicated in medium blue on the relevant map). Bhisho 

recorded 51mm, Dohne 56mm, while Fort Beaufort received 66mm. Queenstown was also blessed 

with 55mm of rain.   

During the 8th, the rainfall shifted further east and north-east, with a number of falls in the 30 to 

40mm range (eg. Estcourt 35mm) being recorded over KwaZulu-Natal. Mpumalanga also enjoyed 

rainfall on this day, with Ermelo notching up 28mm, while Skukuza in the Kruger National Park 

measured 25mm. A notable outlier for Mpumalanga was a spectacular 95mm at Komatipoort. 

Apparently, many of the major rivers within the Kruger National Park are now flowing very strongly, 

with numerous low-water crossings currently impassable. The public are strongly urged to consult 

the SANParks website at www.sanparks.org for the latest information in terms of which roads and/or 

bridges may be closed due to flooding. While this situation represents a potential hazard for 

travellers, the rain across this national park is particularly welcome, as the region has been extremely 

dry all summer. 

Overnight, from the 9th through to the 10th, further significant falls continued to occur over drought-

stricken KwaZulu-Natal as well as the provinces north of the Vaal river. In particular, it appears as 

though overnight rainfall was very heavy across many localities in Gauteng, with a number of stations 

even exceeding 100mm! Springs and Irene, at 119mm and 113mm respectively, topped the official 

list. Bronkhorstspruit measured a hefty 88mm, while Unisa (University of South Africa - Pretoria) was 

not far behind, registering 80mm. Not to be outdone, the Botanical Gardens site in central 

Johannesburg measured a whopping 101mm. Ogies and Witbank (in Mpumalanga) received 58mm 

and 43mm respectively. Limpopo received rain at many localities but mostly in the lower to upper 

teens, the highest value being 27mm at Marken. Whilst the Free State and NorthWest have not 

enjoyed as much rain from this system (when compared to other provinces), the eastern and north-

eastern parts of these drought-ravaged provinces nevertheless still recorded some decent falls here 

and there. Hartebeespoort dam (in NorthWest) received 64mm while Ficksburg (Free State) recorded 

77mm.  

 

 

http://www.sanparks.org/
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Figure 2: A composite of four maps, each indicating 24hour measured rainfall for the period 6 March to 9 March 2016. 

Medium blue indicates 50-100mm, while the darkest blue shade indicates measured rainfall of 100mm or more. The 

gradual eastward migration of rainfall (associated with the movement of the upper trough) is also identifiable. Source: 

SAWS. 

 

The South African Weather Service (SAWS) is confident that this rain system still has the potential to 

deliver further heavy falls over parts of the north-eastern provinces this evening, overnight as well as 

tomorrow. In particular, SAWS predicts that heavy rain, exceeding 50mm/24hrs can be expected over 

the central and escarpment regions of Mpumalanga overnight. As this region is already saturated 

from previous rainfall, any further rain will readily result in overland runoff into rivers which are 

already flowing strongly. By tomorrow, rainfall with a 60-80% probability is expected to continue 

over Limpopo, with the eastern and north-eastern parts of the province expected to experience 

heavy rain. Once again, with rivers already flowing strongly, especially in the Punda Maria and 

Shingwedzi regions of the northern Kruger Park, localised flooding and/or river flooding remains a 

concern. Motorists as well as pedestrians intending to cross flooded bridges or causeways should 
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exercise extreme care and caution and are strongly urged to avoid doing so, unless absolutely 

necessary.   

The South African Weather Service will continue to monitor further developments during this period 

and will issue subsequent updates as required. Furthermore, the public is urged to regularly follow 

weather forecasts on television and radio. Updated information may also be accessed on 

www.weathersa.co.za as well as via the SA Weather Service twitter account @SAWeatherServic 

  

Compiled by Kevin Rae, Chief Forecaster. 
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