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Before the Harvest Falls: Keeping El Ninio a Weather Event, Not a
Global Crisis

Elevated sea
levels indicate
warmer-than-normal
waters associated
with El Nifo.

The EI Nino-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), or El Nino, is a weather pattern that
occurs every two to seven years and makes some parts of the world drier while making
others wetter. This year’s El Nino is predicted to have especially large impacts. As a
result, this fall’s iteration of the weather pattern has earned the colloquial title of the
“Super El Nino”. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration announced on
June 11th that the event is projected to cause a 63% increase in surface sea level
temperatures exceeding 2.0°C, a threshold that would classify it as a “very strong” El
Nino.



This year’s El Nino is expected to upend some of the world's most important
seafood-producing sectors and heavily impact the livelihood of local Pacific
communities because of droughts, cyclones, floods, extreme heat, and more.'

The June 11th announcement is a clear warning to take immediate action. An El
Nino of similar magnitude to this year’s projections occurred in 1997 and 1998. If this
year's El Nino is even remotely as catastrophic as its thirty-year-old predecessor,
worldwide losses can be expected to total around $686 billion. If local and national
policymakers fail to take immediate action, this number can surpass $3.1 trillion over
the next five years.

This policy brief offers recommendations based on models and predictions of
the impacts of one of the largest EI Ninos in history. NOAA’s latest outlook gives an 81%
probability that this year's El Nino will reach peak intensity from October to December
this year.’ Given this high percentage, governments and international institutions
ought to take action before the El Nino becomes highly destructive. Policy should focus
on protecting the vulnerable, preventing temporary agricultural shocks from
becoming food crises, and safeguarding the fiscal and economic stability of middle-
and low-income countries.
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El Nino is a Shock Multiplier

This year’s El Nino is particularly concerning given high global temperatures
resulting from climate change.* The World Resources Institute warns that climate
change will amplify the already drastic effects of El Nino as communities are already

experiencing warmer, drier, and more erratic conditions.’
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As a result, the El Nino’s impacts will vary across geographic locations. Some
countries will get lucky with helpful rainfall, while others will face extreme drought,
flooding, wildfires, and more.°

We saw El Nino’s intense humanitarian consequences from 2015 to 2026, when
the World Health Organization estimated that more than 6o million people were
affected by the weather pattern.” Drought, flooding, heat, and food insecurity led to
high levels of malnutrition, heat stress, infectious disease, and respiratory illness.

The 2026 EI Nino has the potential to trigger a particularly severe food price
shock. Analysts predict that major commodities will see price increases of 10-50%,
while highly exposed crops such as rice, palm oil, sugarcane, and coffee could
potentially experience price increases of 50-100% or more.*
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Photograph: A firefighter moves beehives away from flames while battling a wildfire in San Martin de Valdeiglesias,

west of Madrid, Spain, July 26, 2026. (AP Photo/Manu Fernandez, File)

Who is Disproportionately Affected: Micro and Macro

The first and most vulnerable group to consider is smallholder farmers and
agricultural workers in developing countries. Subsistence farmers not only face the
risk of a failed harvest causing lost income, but also face the risk of losing their
household’s food supply and ability to purchase others’ food.’ Climate shocks in and of
themselves can trap farmers in poverty.” India, being reliant on its monsoon rainfall,
serves as an example of this." Current forecasts suggest that this year could give a
drier monsoon since El Nino is historically associated with weaker monsoons, thus
threatening agricultural production and increasing food inflation. Indonesia, the
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Philippines, Vietnam, Kenya, and South Africa are all among emerging economies
facing food inflation pressures from El Nino."”"

Food price shocks disproportionately impact impoverished households who
must spend a larger share of their income on necessities. A poor household does not
get the privilege of being able to eliminate discretionary spending. It is forced to
eliminate vital spending on education, food, or even medical care. By threatening an
agricultural shock, El Nino threatens a nutrition crisis for the most vulnerable.

The final and most important factor to consider when creating policy
surrounding El Nino is unequal fiscal capacity. Developed countries are typically able
to provide adequate solutions to disasters without catastrophic disruption to their
economies. This does not ring true for developing countries with much less fiscal
wiggle-room. The World Bank finds that developing countries make up more than 10
percent of global economic disaster losses while simultaneously making up only about
1 percent of global GDP. Historically, we can look at the 1997-98 El Nino. The United
States was estimated to have lost 0.03 percent of its GDP, while Ecuador was estimated
to have lost 14.6 percent of its GDP. This is not an isolated blow to Ecuador’s economy,
however, it is a complex accumulation of events that erodes a country's ability for
future growth. Because of El Nino’s aforementioned effects on agriculture, food import
prices go up and divert investment from foreign countries. The elevated disease
burden diverts productivity and focuses resources on reactionary treatments rather
than growth and investment.*
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Recommendations

e The first policy should be an internationally coordinated El Nino early action
fund. It has been found that with respect to climate-related disasters, countries
tend to face widening sovereign spreads when they need to borrow and
maintain investment in social spending.”® Coordinated policy can be enforced
by organizations such as the World Bank, regional development banks, and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF). Funding should be automatically available
to affected countries when a climate disaster surpasses a set threshold for
drought, rainfall, heat, crop failure, or food prices. The money should be used to
finance evacuation and emergency shelters, clean-water systems, emergency
medical supplies, heat-response centers, flood-control measures, emergency
cash transfers, mosquito and infectious-disease prevention, pre-positioning of
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food and medicine, and temporary employment programs.” A policy such as
this is supported by decades of evidence including a UN assessment after the
1997-98 El Nino which concluded that improved forecasting and preparedness
could substantially reduce recurring human and economic losses and
recommended institutions capable of coordinating preemptive responses and
readiness.”

e The other desperately needed policy is a global food shock reserve. El Nino
driven agricultural shocks create changes in food prices that are foreseeable
and to a certain extent, preventable. The World Food Program has had its
funding decked in recent years as a result of energy crunches and a push for
rearmament in North Asian, North American, and European advanced
economies.” There is now a pressing need for capital. The international
community should establish a temporary reserve of staple grains, particularly
rice, maize, and wheat in the regions identified to be most vulnerable to climate
disasters. The international community should also discourage emergency
export bans on staple crops. When countries simultaneously ban exports to
protect their domestic supplies, a global shortage can arise. Instead, countries
ought to coordinate temporary trade agreements guaranteeing minimum
export volumes to food-importing nations.

The international community possesses a tool it did not always have: advance
warning. With this knowledge and our predictions, humanitarian aid preparation
needs to begin before El Nino’s narrow policy window closes. Our forecast gives
governments the opportunity to purchase grain before prices surge, move emergency
goods before roads are no longer passable, provide vulnerable farmers with the tools
and resources they need before the season, strengthen climate disaster defenses, and
provide financing to developing countries their fiscal positions deteriorate. We have
the unique opportunity to prevent El Nino from turning into a disastrous and
prolonged development setback.
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