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. NORTHEQN TERRTTORY DROUGHT 1951-52

P .‘j bw He Go Bond '
(W%ather Offlcer Gxade 111, Mascot Aerodrmne)

INTRODUCTION.

- - Most of the Northerm Térritory of australia has recently
';,paSSOd through a severe @rought brought on" by the . general f&11~
ure of seasonal raimns dullng the 1951-52 summer. One nust. €0 -
,back to the 1892-93 scason to find a2 drought .of c@mparable ser-
-iousness, On that occasion a scasen -of marked rainfell deoficiency
.was. followaed by anotmcr sumnmer of below average ralnfall that .
'gawe only partlal rclicf. There have sinéé been several 1nstancos
-OF -dry S0asons,. SUPh.aJ in 1928 and 1933, -but.none of these had
the seriOus consoquencas that atbonded +he Wldosproad drought of .
1951—52 : , o

Pho rocent d*dughu was éeveroét oﬁéf'thé Bérle:Tabiéé
land area. Thce Victoria River district was elmaost as badly
affgcted, -but relief came somewhat earlier . then, over the Barkly

©area, Droumht conditions were threatening to. assume serious

proportlons in the Alice Springs district when, in the late
Spring of 1952 substantial rains saved the 51tuat1@n,;__'

GEOGRAPHICALR

- Tho Nor ern;Torriﬁny comprises four main péstgral
dlstrlcts . _ _ . CR T T I

l) Da¢A1n and Gulf, coverlng a broad coastal strlp,
RN }iiﬁ Victoria nlverQ extending over the northPWest of
'  the Territory and ad301n1ng the KlubOTlGV dlst-

rich of Wost Australia; .. - s

- (211). Baxkly haoleland a wide plateau stretchlng
- acrosa tha: 1nland north-east portlon of the .
Tvrr&»tﬂy: a@ﬂ '

- (aw) Alfeo Springs, 1nclud¢ng almost all of;tho
. - - ‘habitable outhern half of the Terrltory, much
oo ... of thy arsd. bELQb aver 1000 feet in elevation
AT A.-=Bnd F151ng to- over 2000 feet in and about the
T ‘ﬁacdonnell R«ngesogg, e

Of thc four pastoral dlstrlcts DarW1n and Gulf carrles
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the fewest cattle-but.has soms agricultursl potential. The other
three districts are all noted cattle raising areas, so that the
most serious conscquence of the drought im the Territory was the
very comsideocrable Iygs of cattle in the area bdﬁnde&~rough1y by
latitudes 15° and 20. | ~

EFFECTS OF THE DROUGHT.

- .~ - -(a) ‘Barkly Tableland. From Figs., 1 and 2 it will be
-seen that -although the greatest rainfall deficiengy in the 1951-52
summer was in a-band betweenm latitudes 14° ard 16°, the highest
percentage deficiency was across the Barkly Tableland, and it is
‘here that the drought was seversst and most prolonged. The worst
areas were probably Alexamdria and Alroy Downs, from which weak-
- ened ceattle could mot be moved over the considerable distances
_to, country still earrying some pasturage. Cattlo stations hearer
the Quocemsland border, such as Avon Downs, Austral Downs and
Racklands, would have suffered extramely hoavy lossos had they-
not been ablec to move all their stoeck into Quoensland, where the
drought was much Less severa, - g . '

.-+ A romarkable featurc of the situation is that Brunotte
Downs, by reason of a mumber of isolated thunderstorms, recoived
same 46% of its average seasonal rainfall compared with about™
20% in surrounding arcas. Losses at this station were therofore
comparatively light.

In gencral, ovor the Barkly Taklcland thore was no
approciable rclief from tho drought till February 1953. The -
prolongation through much of the secomd summer proved to bYe the
most devastating aspect of the situatiom. However it is ovident
from Fig. 3 that the drought in the Barkly Tablelamnd district
was most effectively brockem by the rains of February 1953. Un-
fortunatcly thers. havc been no appreciable follow-up rains, so
‘that the- situation will again rapidly detoeriocrats if next season's
rains are late or deficicnt, o '

- (B) Vietoria River District. Sufficient information is
to "hand to show thet .¢attle losses wore in most :parts heavy.
Some stations, such as Waterloo and Limbumya, were not badly off
as at October 1952, but the moxt three months of dry hot weathser,
 with abmormally few thundorstorms, caused rapidly mounting losses
over the wholc arca. The situation was mearly as desperatc as
over the Barkly Tablcland when the monsoomal rains of early Jan-
uwary 1953 brought' rolief to most of the district., Useful follow-
up rains oceurred durimg Fobruary 1953 and again in April 1933 as
the result of late cyclomie activity in the Timor Sca.,




IR ) Allce Snrlngs Dlstrlct Although ralnfall Was.
<*generally well below average (approximately 30% of normal). during
© the 1951-52 summer, wWith an extremely dry following, wintor, a
critical situation was averted by the incidence of w1d09proad
moderate raim in late October and sarly November 1952, 4s a
result, cattie lossos proved.to be relatively light - im fact not
more than about ‘5% above seasonal averages,. Further substantial
-rains were. resoived ocarly in January. 1953 (fron tropical im-
fluemcos).and-again in April 1953, thus dssuring-an excellent
season for cattle "turn~off® during the winter” follow1ng. The
only repercussions-of the drought are likely to be in two to .
_.throg-years® time, as calf losses were conS1derably above normal
*“durlng the latter part of* 1952,

. " (d) Darwin and Gulf District. Cattles 1ntorosts in thls
aréa wore not SOTlOuSlj affocted, as thoro was not so great a
deficiency in what is mormally a high rainfall. 4 few hords of
cattlo wore able to be drivem out of tho Territory by re-
opening disused routes adjacent.to tho southern ond of the.

Gulf of Carpentaria. Monsoomal failure was noverloss reflected
in such things as domestiec watoer shortage (Manton Dam, Cheanmcl
Island Leprosarium, Ropor River MlSSlon) and in the curtallnont
of agrlcultural aotiv1ty, particutarly in the Katherlna area,

(e) Gemeral Survey. Fimal flgures on cattls lossss
ﬁhroughout the Northern Territory will mot be kmown till a
survey now beimng carricd out by the 4nimal Industry Division is
corpleted. . ‘

METEOROLOGICAL FACTORS ASSOCIJTED V”Td THE DROUGHT

It 1s clear that a prlnary factor in the drought situat-
ion was the almost completc failure of the north-west monsoon
over the morthorm part of the Northerm Torritory duripg the. .-
1951-52 swmmer, couplod with an abnormally low incidenec of . ..
both cyclomic. and inland depressiomns. The prolongation. of the -
drought {over the northern half of the Territory) well into tho
socond sumer was in tho main duc to lateo arrival of tha‘monsoon
and dolayed eyclomie activity over the northern fripnge of the -
continent. Fig. 4 shows tho tracks of all cyclones that doe-
velopecd in tho northernﬂAustrallan rnglon during thc 1951—52
summer. : _

What factors were associated with the fallure of the
north-west monsoom ? To begin with, the northern typhoon scason
in 1951 (botwoon the Marianas and Indo-Ghlna) .was observad to be
. unusually prolomged. This undoubtedly rctarded tho southward
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advance of the 1ntertroplc convergence zone and the development
of momsconal wind stréams. Tho PhlllppanS region: 8Verages’ one
typhoon for the month of DccoMber “and of such as occur in this
month 75% recurve to the north-east beforc rcachlng the Phlllp—
Pines Islands.- In Doecmbor 1951 there were two typhoons of which
onc, of considorable 1ntcn31ty, noved westward aeross tho Ph iil=
ippines and remainod contred ‘overithe South China Sc& betwsen
-latltudes 100 and lZON for thu wﬁglo weok endlng 18th Doc. 1951.

Meanwhlla, ovor tho hustrallan rcglon, a v1gorous and
persistont umtncycl@mo ecntred. ovor the Greoaot Australiamn Bight
. during late Deecembar 1951 causcd. deop - southerlies to ponotrate
to tho Equaetor in tho first wock of January 1952 and . an unusuelly
fine pericd of weather was oxpcericnececd (for this time of year)
over a-wide arcs of ‘the- tronlcs betwesn. longltudas 120O and 1400

Durlng January 1952 thc 1rtortron1c convorgonce zZono -
was over the northern fringe of the Territory from 17th-to'27th
- inclusive,.’ penctrating on 19th -to -about .lat, 1408 (Plne Oroek).
. The only cyclonic depressicn of the: season to: affect northern -
Australia formed near Melville Island on ‘17th, moved castward-
for three days and then recurved along Capsé York Peninsula. p&ut
Burketown into the arca bhotwsen Camoowscl and Tompant  Creck. .
Thoncc,_ﬂftor throc days of comperative indetivity (Iittle. ruln)
in this ‘arce, tho weckonod systoei moved rapidly eastward. imbo 7 ..
Queensland. During this period the soutk-sast portion of the'
Barkly Tablclend roeccived practically its cmbiré rainfall, for
the scasom. (Bruncttc Downs, with 4 inechos, had tho highost known
rocording. Over the surrounding:&reas.less than 2 1nches of™”

For the romalmdor of . tho summer ths 1mtertron1c ‘Gonvor< -
gence zomno was ontircly morth of the Northorn' Tcrrltory and all-
districts thereof uxperlcnceﬁ axn cxtramely dry period: at a. tlno
when normally good rains are: exporlonccd. Tho- cLlef foatureof
symoptic charts of tho poriod was an unbrokon.belt of* hlgh pross—
ure across the contrc of tha continent, giving a“circulatigh of
dry econtinental air over: practically thc wholo:of the Tvrrltory.
dloft there was a por51stcnt rlng»of hlgh,prcssuro at tho 700

mbe. lcvel. ST g,A,m

: What llttlo pasturage app0ared in scattorod l@calltie
sarly im 1952 was soon shrivellsd by the. hlgh February ‘and Mareh
temporatures, frequently in oxecoss:of” 100°, and low bhumidities
exporlenced over all but tho coastal frlEFG*Of the Torrxtory._

It may bo statod as a gunordllsatlon, thut tho Darw1n f¢;f
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and Vietoria River Districis depend on the north-west to west
monsoon-for the bulk of theiTr secasomal rain. As in ndia and .

the ecuntries of south--cast Aasia, fallura of the annual monsoon |
is usually . attended by serious consequenooU. .Over the morthern .
inland portlons of the Territory rainfell is der1ved.ma1nly fron
thunderstorms and from the operation of tropical depr0551ons
gemerally origimating over the waters of the Gulf of Carpentaria,
and. the Arafura and Timor Seas and moving inland. The southern
half of the Territory dcpends less on tropical influences and is
just as likely to bonefit from Southern low pressure systems and
their associated fronts, Depressions moving south-esastward across
the comtineént ars the best source of summer rains in 1nland areas.

BREAKING OF THE DROUGET,

The breaking of tie drought in the Alicc oﬁ;lngs Dlstrlct
(koeping to chronologizal scquencce) occurrced in two secparate .
poeriods of Wwdcsprna@,mﬂdﬁﬂ"*c rain betwceen 23rd and 27th Octoher
and 4th and 7th Novanbor 1952, with total recordings ranging from
2 to' 7 irches, In cach of the two rain pericds precipitation
was caused. by iseatropic upslide (moist WNW winds of tropical.
origin rising over & cold dome of air from succossive anticy-
clonés, to produce thiek alto-stratus ¢loud.) The process
was, of course, assisted by the high terraim of the area. .

: Wh*le pa5uo£allsts rsjoiced, residonts of uhG m1n~no
townshlp of Tenmant Crcek had their fun._a a uniquc event in
tho form of a boat race, This took plaec on a flocded wabtercoursc
erossing the north-south hlbhway a little to the north of the
town. The presence of boats in this normally arid country
must have been even more remarkable them the sheoet of water om .
which thej were rowed. -

rlscwhorO'vn the Territory the drought persisted, as
the pattern of the provicus summcr was bcing repeatoed. AgaLm-
there were latc tyohoops pasclﬂg across thc PhlllDDlAOS, akl’
throe of those occurring im Deeombor 1952 having westward tra—
Jectbrles The sccond of these typhoor# was unusudlly intense
causing much destruction in its path across soubthcrn Luzoh on
21st and 22nd December 1952. At the same bime anvicyeloniec cir-
culation dominated the Australiar comtirent ard in Thé succos-
sive outbursts of dry sir over the Northern Territcry only
very isolated Light “rontal thunderstorms wers expuricnced.

In the Taau week of Decembor 1952 & rapld vhange in the
overall situatiom occurred. Over the Philippines - Malay areca
there wers pronounced’ proaﬂurc rises in the wake of the intocnse
PhlllppanS typhoon, whilc over the Austiralian continont anti-
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cyclonic activity was rapidly reduced.,: The. lﬁtertronlc con— :
vergence zome moved rapidly south across Timor and on 28th Dsc. -
1952 a tropical cyclome had developed in Central Timor Sea. -
As the system intensified and moved slowly SSW subsbantial rains
occurred over the Darwin and Victoria River districts, eXucndlng
gradually into the kwmberleys of WCst Anstralla e
The mensoon’ was now very nronounced over Indones1a where
flood rains occurrcd, On Tlth,Janudrj 1953 a second cvolonc
formed im the Gulf of Carpentaria, deeponed and moved southward
pasgt Burkcotown, thence inland nast Camooweal to about Alcxandria
Downs , rapldly filling. Little rain therefore foll over nastoral
areas of the Torritory, only the eastern end of the Barkly Table=-
Iand receiving slight benefit. (However this system caused
flood rains at Urandanglo in far wostern Queensland)., Fig. 5
shiows the tracks OT all troplcal cyclones that developed in
Dac. 1952 - Jan. 1953, : _—

: Substantial drought-brseaking rains oceurred over the
whole ol <o 3;::1; Tobklcland after the third e¢yclore of the
scason formed im the Gulf of Carpentaria on lst February 1953
and moved SW to Daly Waters, despening to below 1000 mbs., hear
Daly Waters the conbtre rocurvod sharply to the SE and moved - o
along the full length of the Barkly Tablceland, giving falls
ranging from 5 to 13 inches. The Victoria River distriect also
benefitted to & esrtain exttnt from the monsoonal rains induced
by this system. The track of the cyolonc ig illustrated in

Fig. 6. : .

It was now goncrally considersd that the dreught hadj
broken in &ll par®s of the Territory. TFurther late season rains
fell in coastal arcas, and tho Aliee Springs distriet has exesl-
lent Wlnter pasthrage es a result of furthcer raims in 4pril 1953.

ASPECTS OF THu S uOPTIC SITUATION.

In considering the causes of the Northe Tﬁrrktory
drought, omne must seek reasons for the failurc of the North-west.
monsoon and the associatsd lack of cyclonic deprcsgions over the
nmorth Australien region. The sonsoon results from the oubflow
of air from the Asiatic malnland and casttrn watcers during the
northern winter. This air strean, cerossing the 3qnabor is
deflected towards the uE or ESE, toward Indoncsia, New duinca and
the morthern part or the Aubuwallan. continent, 4 pressurc gradient
bocomcs establishod between south-cast Asia and novthcrn.ﬁus~‘.
tralia, w1thgmanummwdovelopmont as a rule, in January anG.- -
FQJTUurJ. 4s Tar as the Northyrn.Torrltory is concerned the _='






