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1.  INTRODUCTION

Substantial climatic changes have occurred in the
tropical Pacific over the last few decades (ABoM &
CSIRO 2011a) and, as concentrations of greenhouse
gases increase, impacts from climate change in the
Pacific are likely to become more serious (Chris-
tensen et al. 2007). Along with many other nations,
the Pacific Island Countries and Territories need to
develop adaptation strategies for the future in order
to reduce any risks associated with these impacts,
ensure sustainable development and to guide di s -
aster risk management. An important requirement in

the development of such strategies is reliable expert
information on how the climate system might
respond in the future. At present, this information is
primarily obtained from climate model projections
but, at the scale of Pacific Islands, these are fraught
with uncertainties and biases (J. N. Brown et al.
2013b). Here we conduct a case study of Nauru and
explore ways to provide more useful information for
this relatively small region.

Nauru is situated in the Western tropical Pacific
Ocean (0.5° S, 167° E). It is a raised atoll, ~6 km long
(NE−SW) and 4 km wide (NW−SE). On weekly to
monthly time scales, rainfall is affected by convec-
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tively-coupled tropical waves including the Madden
Julian Oscillation (MJO). On seasonal and interan-
nual time scales, rainfall patterns are modulated by
the South Pacific Convergence Zone (SPCZ) and the
occasional strong eastward extension of the Western
Pacific Monsoon (WPM). Interannual variations in
these drivers of Nauru’s climate are strongly influ-
enced by El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO). Fur-
ther discussion of these features can be found in the
Pacific Climate Change Science Program Report
(ABoM & CSIRO 2011a).

Nauru has limited water storage capacity and is
reliant on a regular supply of rainfall or costly desali-
nation to meet water needs. It usually experiences
severe drought during La Niña years, often receiving
as little as 10% of average wet season rainfall. Con-
versely, it usually receives significantly above aver-
age rainfall in El Niño years, often ~150% of average
wet season rainfall (ABoM & CSIRO 2011b). How-
ever, this typical response to El Niño is reversed in
so-called ‘zonal SPCZ’ events. For example, in 2
recent extreme El Niño years (1982 and 1997), there
was ~50% less rainfall than normal (B. F. Murphy et
al. unpubl. data). These features of the climate (i.e.
extreme rainfall variability, asymmetry about the
ENSO phase and non-linearity in the ENSO re -
sponse) have wide-ranging implications for water
supply, flood management, transport infrastructure,
agriculture, ecosystems and health (Nauru 1999).

The outputs from Coupled General Circulation
Models (GCMs) have been used to provide estimates
for projected changes to rainfall and temperature

(amongst other variables) at the island scale (Fig. 1).
While GCMs are standard tools for better under-
standing potential changes to the climate system,
their utility at the relatively small island scales is lim-
ited for various reasons. This is often reflected in the
large uncertainties and low confidence statements
that accompany many projections. Of particular con-
cern is the large spread in the projections of rainfall
changes across different climate models over most
Pacific Islands (e.g. Fig. 1a−c).

For small regions, direct model output can be mis-
leading when models fail to adequately simulate the
spatial or temporal features of the key climate driv-
ers. For example, in the Pacific region, errors in the
representation of the sea surface temperatures
(SSTs) can seriously affect the simulations of island
surface temperatures, as well as the position of large
scale rainfall patterns. If the drivers are broadly well
simulated, it is more likely that the models will con-
tain information of relevance to any derived climate
projections.

Downscaling approaches may partially correct for
such errors that arise in the use of relatively coarse
scale grid representations of the surface and some-
times for SST biases (cf. Smith et al. 2013), but they
cannot correct any GCM problems associated with
e.g. ENSO, or the location of the SPCZ or Intertropi-
cal Convergence Zone (ITCZ). Where these are im -
portant in determining the climate of a small region
such as Nauru, any such problems can seriously
affect projected changes, independent of any down-
scaling approach (i.e. dynamical or statistical).
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Fig. 1. Historical and simulated mean (a) dry season precipitation, (b) wet season
precipitation, (c) annual rainfall, and (d) sea surface temperature (SST) time series for Nauru
for the CMIP5 models under the very high emission (RCP8.5). The region analysed is the ex-
clusive economic zone of Nauru evaluated on each model’s native grid (see ABoM & CSIRO
2011b for more details). Anomaly (from base period 1986− 2005) is shown for the Global Pre-
cipitation Climatology Project (GPCP) observation based dataset for rainfall and the HadISST
SST (in red). Orange and black lines: smoothed (20 yr running average) multi model mean
and observed anomalies respectively. Shading: spread of model values (5th−95th percentile).
Dashed lines: 5th−95th percentile of observed inter-annual variability (also added to pro -
jections as a visual guide). This indicates that future surface air temperature could be above 

or below the projected long term averages as expected due to inter-annual variability
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The process of evaluation, synthesis, and re-analysis
described above can, in principle, produce projections
that may differ significantly from those derived from di-
rect (or downscaled) model output. For example, these
could involve a complete change in the most likely sign
of the projected change due to the sensitivity of small
regions to model offset errors. However, in general,
where any small scale climate is sensitive to the repre-
sentation of larger scale features, the model projections
tend to reflect this in the wide range of uncertainty that
accompanies the projections. The process of decon-
structing the large scale features can pro vide an under-
standing of why this large uncertainty exists. It is also
feasible that a careful deconstruction could actually re-
duce any such uncertainty by removing any physically
unrealistic GCM results. Consequently, qualitative es-
timates of any future changes may lead to better inter-
pretations of direct model output.

The purpose of this study to explore how we can
provide a more meaningful and reliable climate pro-
jection for Nauru using a qualitative method based on
expected changes to large scale drivers (for which we
have greater confidence) rather than direct model
output at the local scale (which may be subject to
large biases). We are not attempting to provide new
model projections, but rather to re-interpret existing
results found in the literature while taking into ac-
count limitations and biases in the climate models. We
begin by determining the key climate features that af-
fect Nauru. We then use the output from climate mod-
els as well as surveying results from the literature to
establish expected changes to these large scale driv-
ers. The results are then interpreted for their relation-
ship to what might happen locally at Nauru (similar to
the method applied by Risbey et al. 2002), and the
level of certainty in such a projection is discussed.

2.  DATA AND METHODS

Climate model data was obtained from the World
Climate Research Program (WCRP) Coupled Model
Intercomparison Project Phase 5 (CMIP5) database
(Taylor et al. 2012). The ‘historical’ climate simula-
tions were examined from up to 29 CMIP5 models.
For each model, a single realisation (denoted by
ensemble number r1i1p1) was analysed. Simulations
performed with the CMIP5 models show some
improvement in the simulation of current climate
 features of the Western tropical Pacific compared to
earlier CMIP3 models (e.g. Jourdain et al. 2013);
however, many of the biases in the Western Pacific
remain.

The ‘historical’ climate simulations are compared
with observations and are used to evaluate how well
the main climate features are simulated. The future
changes in the features and implications for climate
projection of Nauru are discussed using current the-
ory and results based on CMIP5 projections (mainly
using the Representative Concentration Pathway 8.5
[RCP8.5] scenario).

Observed data products used in this study include
merged multi-satellite/gauged products and latest
generation reanalyses, including (1) CMAP: precipi-
tation data from 1979 to 2008 (Xie & Arkin 1997);
(2) Global Precipitation Climatology Project (GPCP)
(Adler et al. 2003); (3) HadISST: sea surface tempera-
ture data from 1950 to 2000 (Rayner et al. 2003); and
(4) ERA-I: ERA Interim (Simmons et al. 2006).

They were chosen as they provided the most com-
prehensive data sources available that matched the
1950−2000 period studied.

Local Nauru rainfall data from 1927 to present were
provided by the Australian Bureau of Meteorology
(ABoM), merging observations from a number of rain
gauges in the Yaren province: ‘Nauru1’ (until April
1950), Nauru coastal station (to September 1977),
Nauru Airport (1982 to January 1986), Nauru Auto-
matic Weather Station (AWS) ‘Nauru Arc-2’ (July
2003 to December 2008) and a manual rain gauge
within the AWS enclosure (January 2009 to present).

La Niña and El Niño years are defined here when
NINO3.4 monthly anomalies exceed 60% of their
standard deviation. An extreme El Niño is defined
here as one when the NINO3.4 anomaly exceeds
150% of the standard deviation, with all other El
Niño events being classified as ‘moderate’. These
standard deviation thresholds were chosen to corre-
spond to NINO3.4 anomalies of >+0.5 and +1.2°C in
the observations (for moderate and extreme El Niño
respectively). This definition is easily applied to
model values which can be both biased and liable to
exhibit larger or smaller ENSO variability. The pres-
ent-day period used for assessment is 1979 to 2008,
a period when observational products are deemed
more reliable than previously due to the inclusion of
satellite data. The following events were identified:

(1) La Niña: 1984/1985, 1988/1989, 1995/1996, 1998/
1999, 1999/2000, 2000/2001, 2005/2006 and 2007/ 2008;

(2) Moderate El Niño: 1986/1987, 1991/1992, 1994/
1995, 2002/2003 and 2006/2007;

(3) Extreme El Niño/ zonal SPCZ: 1982/1983 and
1997/ 1998.

Note that 1991/1992 is classified as a moderate El
Niño, although this year was a zonal SPCZ event
(Vincent et al. 2011).
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Here and in our following analysis it is not statisti-
cally valid to compare the small number of La Niña
and El Niño events from the observational record
with a large array of climate models run over long
time periods. Nevertheless the biases in the model
simulations of the events are clear.

3.  RESULTS

The 4 climate features relevant to Nauru are the
Western Pacific Warm Pool (WPWP), the Western
Pacific Monsoon (WPM), the South Pacific Conver-
gence Zone (SPCZ) and Intertropical Convergence
Zone (ITCZ). Changes to El Niño Southern Oscilla-
tion (ENSO) modulate these features on interannual
time scales. Here we discuss each climate feature,
how well it is simulated in the GCMs, the expected
changes from both the GCMs and current theory
and, finally, the implications for Nauru.

3.1.  Western Pacific Warm Pool 

3.1.1.  Historical period

Nauru lies at the edge of the WPWP (Fig. 2a). In La
Niña years the warm pool contracts westward leav-
ing slightly cooler water surrounding Nauru (Fig. 2c).
In El Niño years, the warm pool expands eastward
(Fig. 2e,g). However, there is relatively little change
to the temperature of the water surrounding Nauru
during these events. Seasonally there is also little
variation in surface temperature (<0.5°C; see Fig. 3c,
red line; Fig. 3d, black line). The low seasonal vari-
ability is a feature of the warm pool, in contrast to the
cold tongue (east of the warm pool edge) where
 seasonal variability in SST is higher (Fig. 3d).

As was found in an assessment of the earlier
CMIP3 models (J. N. Brown et al. 2013b), many
CMIP5 models continue to simulate an equatorial
warm pool edge situated further west than observed
(Fig. 2b compared to Fig. 2a). An overly westward
extension of the cold tongue means that, in many
models, Nauru is effectively situated within the cold
tongue instead of the WPWP. On interannual time -
scales the simulated SST variations at Nauru are
therefore too strong (Fig. 2d,f,h). In effect, in some
models Nauru is simulated to lie in the wrong ‘cli-
mate zone’ for the present-day climate.

Finding the ‘corresponding climate location’ for
Nauru in each of the models is one method for
accounting for this bias. Using the method of

J. N. Brown et al. (2013a), we locate the edge of the
warm pool in each model by finding the location
where the salinity gradient is a maximum. We align
these warm pool edges at 0° in Fig. 3d. J. N. Brown et
al. (2013a) also determined a set of better performing
models based on how well they simulate the mean
longitude of the warm pool edge. For the models that
do perform well at simulating the WPWP edge (filled
lines) the seasonal variability is generally weaker in
the west of the edge than in the east. For the poorer
performing models (those with a warm pool edge too
far west: dashed lines) the seasonal variability is
 generally too strong.

3.1.2.  Projections

Around Nauru, there has been a warming trend in
SST since the 1950s, with a rate of warming of
~0.12°C per decade since the 1970s (ABoM & CSIRO
2011a; Fig. 1d). Physical arguments and modelling
studies suggest that mean temperature will con-
tinue warming throughout the tropical Pacific (e.g.
Ganachaud et al. 2013). Climate model projections
of the SST warming around Nauru (Fig. 1d) are
dependent on the warming scenario studied, the cli-
mate sensitivity of the model used, but are also influ-
enced by individual climate biases. Dynamically, the
processes that cause warming within the warm pool
are thought to be different to the processes in the
cold tongue (DiNezio et al. 2010). Therefore it is
 useful to look at the warming structure at the edge
of the WPWP when interpreting possible changes
for Nauru.

A recent analysis by J. N. Brown et al. (unpubl.) de -
termined the location of the dynamical warm pool
edge at the equator as simulated in each model
and displayed the projected changes in its properties
over time. They estimated that the mean edge of the
warm pool, for later this century (2050 to 2100) under
a high emissions scenario (RCP8.5), would remain
(on average) within 10° (east or west) of its present
longitude and would warm by about +2 to +3°C
(see their Fig. 5). They also found that the mean SST
east of the warm pool edge warms significantly more
than to the west. The warming patterns were also
found to be a function of how well the model could
simulate the WPWP—with better models warming
less in the Western Pacific. A direct projection of SST
change at the location of Nauru was up to 2.8°C dif-
ferent to that projected by this method that adjusts
for the errors in the simulation of the edge of the
warm pool.
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Projections of changes to the position of the WPWP
edge are crucial for estimating changes in other
 features of the system. Near the edge, strong atmo -
spheric convection occurs once the water warms above
the convection threshold, currently estimated at close
to 28.5°C (Sud et al. 1999). In the future, this isotherm is
projected to move eastward with an expected equato-
rial warming. Theory and models, however, show that
the threshold for convection should increase at a
similar rate to the SST (Johnson & Xie 2010). The net

result of the projected warming is that the zone of
strong convection actually does not move far from its
present day location, but just occurs at higher tempera-
tures. This is most likely to have been the case during
the Last Glacial Maximum (Hoyos & Webster 2011).
Knowing that the models indicate little change in the
location of the WPWP edge is also important for more
complex projection studies involving ecosystems and
fisheries where ocean convergence is important (e.g.
Bell et al. 2013), not just changes in local temperature.
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Fig. 2. Observed (OBS) sea surface temperature (SST) contrasted with the CMIP5 multi-model mean (MMM) over the
1950−2000 period for (a) HadISST all years, (b) CMIP5 MMM all years, (c) HadISST La Niña years, (d) CMIP5 MMM La Niña
years, (e) HadISST moderate El Niño years, (f) CMIP5 MMM moderate El Niño years, (g) HadISST extreme El Niño years and
(h) CMIP5 extreme El Niño years. Historical simulations: HadISST data and CMIP5 model data for years 1950−2000. X: loca-
tion of Nauru. Black line: edge of the dynamic warm pool for the observations and each CMIP5 model; curved white line:
multi-model mean position of warm pool; straight white line: South Pacific Convergence Zone (SPCZ) position as determined 

by linear fit method in Brown et al. (2011)
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3.1.3.  Implications for Nauru 

Nauru presently lies on the WPWP edge and in a
region of active convection in the present day. Based
on GCM the projections for the Warm Pool, it seems
likely that Nauru will remain within this warm SST,
highly convective regime, and in a similar position
relative to the edge of the dynamic warm pool. The
surrounding waters are expected to warm by ~2 to
3°C over the 21st Century under the RCP8.5 emis-
sions scenario.

3.2.  Western Pacific Monsoon and seasonal cycle
of winds and rainfall

3.2.1.  Historical period

The region affected by the WPM undergoes a sea-
sonal reversal of low level winds from dry season
easterlies to wet season westerlies (Wang & Ding
2008). Nauru lies on the equatorial edge of the sum-
mer WPM region (Fig. 4a, red line). As such, Nauru’s
climate is not monsoonal, but is best described as
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lying within a continuously convective regime with a
relatively weak seasonal cycle in climatological zonal
wind. The climatological low-level mean winds have
an easterly component all year round which weakens
slightly during December to February (DJF) when
rainfall also peaks (~50% stronger than the dry sea-
son; Fig. 3a,b).

However, the region is subject to very large inter-
annual variability relative to the climatological annual
cycle (Fig. 4b, red line compared to blue). In particu-
lar, during DJF, the easterly component frequently

weakens and reverses due to ENSO-dominated vari-
ability as evidenced by the strong relationship be -
tween the zonal wind component and Nino3.4 (Fig. 4b,
green line). In strong El Niño events (such as 1997/98
and 1982/83) westerly winds typically extend across
Nauru and far to the east (Fig. 4a, pink lines), con-
tiguous with the WPM region to the south.

Smith et al. (2012) found that relatively few CMIP3
models were able to reproduce the cycle of both
winds and rainfall for regions located within the
Western Pacific monsoon region. In the vicinity of
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Nauru, the low-level winds are not well simulated.
The multi-model mean winds have an overly strong
easterly component, with a double peak in magni-
tude during DJF and June to August (JJA) (Fig. 3a).
While the models appear to capture the gross fea-
tures of rainfall seasonality (i.e. the maximum in DJF;
Fig. 3b), they tend to underestimate the total annual
rainfall, and fail to reproduce the peak of rainfall
in March to April. Instead, they display a spurious
additional JJA peak, the source of which is not yet
understood.

The mean position of the monsoon edge is simu-
lated to be too far west (January mean position is
shown in Fig. 4a, cyan line). This is tied to the cold
tongue bias discussed above which affects most mod-
els and shifts climatological features too far west. The
strong bias in the easterly wind component, together
with the bias in WPWP, also indicates that the models
effectively place Nauru too far from the region of
mean convection associated with the upward branch
of the Walker Circulation.

3.2.2.  Projections

There is little change to the simulated location of
the edge of the WPM in the CMIP5 models
(Fig. 4a, blue lines). Consequently, the projections
suggest that it is likely that the monsoon will play
a similar role in Nauru’s climate as it does today
(despite the fact that in the climate models the
biased extent of the WPM means that it plays
essentially no role on Nauru’s climate in present
day simulations).

Conversely, we have shown that the seasonal cycle
of winds and rainfall over Nauru do contain some
biases (Fig. 3b,c) and any future changes to these
cycles should be carefully interpreted given that the
models tend to simulate the monsoon edge too far
from Nauru.

3.2.3.  Implications for Nauru

Although the models locate the monsoon region
too far west and south, the projections suggest that
changes to the WPM and associated impacts on
Nauru are likely to be modest. As Nauru lies on
the edge of the WPM, if the WPM was to expand
in the future, it may encompass Nauru, making
Nauru’s  climate more monsoonal; however, there
is no indi cation from the models that this is likely
to occur.

3.3.  South Pacific Convergence Zone and 
Inter-tropical Convergence Zone

3.3.1.  Historical period

Nauru is also located in the region where the SPCZ
and ITCZ merge (Fig. 5a). In the wet season (Novem-
ber to April), it is located in a wet, convective regime
as the SPCZ intensifies and the ITCZ moves equator-
ward (not shown). In the dry season (May to Octo-
ber), rainfall decreases as the SPCZ weakens and the
ITCZ moves northward.

In general, model representations of the SPCZ tend
to be too zonal (Fig. 5b compared to Fig. 5a), as
demonstrated by J. R. Brown et al. (2013). The simu-
lated SPCZ and ITCZ also merge further west than
observed due to the cold tongue SST bias and asso -
ciated dry bias in this region. This contributes to
the cold and dry bias in climatological rainfall over
Nauru (Fig. 3b).

Fig. 5 also demonstrates that the CMIP5 models are
able to realistically simulate meridional excursions
of the SPCZ in response to ENSO events, consistent
with previous studies (J. R. Brown et al. 2011, 2013).
However, because the SPCZ tends to be simulated in
the wrong location to begin with, the actual position
of the SPCZ during ENSO events tends to be differ-
ent to what is observed. In addition, only a subset of
CMIP3 and CMIP5 models are able to realistically
simulate the rarer ‘zonal SPCZ’ events (cf. Cai et al.
2012) that occur when eastern equatorial SSTs are
significantly warmer than what is typically found in
an El Niño event.

3.3.2.  Projections

In response to the greater warming near the equa-
tor, the equatorward side of the SPCZ, at the longi-
tude of Nauru, is projected to become wetter in both
seasons. This is a robust response in the majority of
CMIP5 models (J. R. Brown et al. 2013) as well as in
model results where SST biases have been reduced
(Widlansky et al. 2013). Widlansky et al. (2013) note
that a moderate warming of only 1 to 2°C has a weak
decrease in SPCZ intensity, while a warming of >3°C
leads to a wetter SPCZ.

Using direct output, >80% of CMIP5 models pro-
ject an increase in Nauru rainfall during the dry sea-
son (Figs. 6a & 1a), and the majority (>67%) of mod-
els project an increase in rainfall during the wet
season (Figs. 6b & 1b). These increases are consistent
with both ‘thermodynamic’ (i.e. increased water va -

172

jcsanger
Sticky Note
None set by jcsanger

jcsanger
Sticky Note
MigrationNone set by jcsanger

jcsanger
Sticky Note
Unmarked set by jcsanger



Brown et al.: Exploring qualitative regional climate projections

pour carrying capacity of the warmer atmosphere)
and ‘dynamic’ (i.e. circulation change) effects (e.g.
Held & Soden 2006, Seager et al. 2010, J. R. Brown et
al. 2013). Even though models do not correctly simu-
late the position of the SPCZ and ITCZ relative to
Nauru, the projection of increased rainfall is consis-
tent with these physical arguments. The spatial uni-

formity of the projected increases along the equator
(Fig. 6) suggests a high level of consensus amongst
the models or, alternatively, a systematic bias affect-
ing all models.

If we focus on just those models which have been
assessed as ‘better performers’ in terms of their simu-
lation of the warm pool edge and equatorial SST
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fit method (Brown et al. 2011). X: location of Nauru
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structure (Brown et al. 2013a, Grose et al. in press)
we can nominate the NorESM1-M, ACCESS1.0 and
CNRM-CM5 models. These simulate weak de -
creases in rainfall for Nauru which are not statisti-
cally significant (p > 0.05). The output from the
NorESM1-M model is shown in Fig. 6c to demon-
strate how one model can differ from the multi-model
mean. Limiting projections to the results of just a
few models is not desirable as this would in crease
the uncertainty and may unfairly weight other biases
that may not have been detected. If anything, these
results suggest that projections of very large in -
creases from the poorer performing models should
be treated with caution.

3.3.3.  Implications for Nauru 

The task of simulating the present-day climate and
generating rainfall projections for a region such as

Nauru is a highly difficult and complex problem.
 Different models and projection methods lead to dif-
fering conclusions. Projections of the northern edge
of the respective SPCZ in each model suggest an
intensification of rainfall. However caution should be
taken as the models with better SST representations
project little or no change. This is one area that
requires further research.

3.4.  El Niño Southern Oscillation

3.4.1.  Historical

El Niño Southern Oscillation (ENSO) is responsible
for most of the interannual climate variability in the
tropical Pacific by altering the position and magni-
tude of many climate features including the WPWP,
WPM and SPCZ. Nauru rainfall fluctuations provide
a perfect illustration of this and can be understood in
terms of movements of the SPCZ. During El Niño
events, the ITCZ and SPCZ tend to both move toward
the equator in the wet season (Fig. 5c) bringing
above average rainfall to Nauru. During La Niña
events, the ITCZ and SPCZ tend to retract from the
equator compared to their average wet season loca-
tion, and so Nauru experiences relatively dry condi-
tions.

However, during 2 recent extreme El Niño events
(1982/1983 and 1997/1998), the SPCZ became more
zonal, and the centre of convection associated with
the SPCZ moved to the east of Nauru (Vincent et al.
2011, Cai et al. 2012) (Fig. 5g). Consequently, during
these zonal SPCZ events, Nauru failed to experience
the wet conditions normally associated with El Niño
events (B. F. Murphy et al. unpubl. data), as shown in
Fig. 7.

A further complication is that El Niño events some-
times involve warm SST anomalies that are more evi-
dent over the central equatorial Pacific than in the
east. These have occurred more frequently in recent
decades (McPhaden et al. 2011). In these situations
Nauru tends to receive much more rainfall (ABoM &
CSIRO 2011a, (B. F. Murphy et al. unpubl. data).

Simulations of ENSO in climate models are ex -
pressed through the drivers we have discussed.
Therefore ENSO-related biases are also apparent in
the warm pool position, and the position and orienta-
tion of the SPCZ. Any changes to ENSO related vari-
ability in a climate model are also conditional on how
the biases manifest. How well ENSO is simulated in
climate models is a much discussed topic. The latest
CMIP5 models have improved ENSO simulations
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compared to CMIP3, but this is partly attributable to
the removal of the poorest performing models (Guil-
yardi et al. 2012). Biases still exist in the ENSO dy-
namics and SST perturbations (Kim & Yu 2012, Zhang
& Jin 2012, J. N. Brown et al. 2013a) and the atmo -
spheric teleconnections (Catto et al. 2012, J. N. Brown
et al. 2013b). Further, it is unclear how ENSO will
change in the future which is critical to understanding
the future climate of Nauru (Vecchi & Wittenberg
2010, Guilyardi et al. 2012, Ganachaud et al. 2013).

3.4.2.  Projections

Changes in rainfall in Nauru from ENSO will likely
occur through changes in SPCZ intensity and location.
All models project that ENSO will continue in the
 future, implying that the north−south movements of
the SPCZ relative to Nauru will continue also. Fig. 8
shows the projected rainfall during both phases of
simulated ENSO-like events and can be compared to
Fig. 5d,f. During La Niña-like phases, Nauru is simu-
lated to effectively fall into a dry regime as the SPCZ
and ITCZ separate (as seen in observations; Fig. 5c,d).
However, the same projections indicate that this dry
regime does become slightly wetter in the models
(compare Fig. 5d with Fig. 8a).

During El Niño phases, the SPCZ is observed to lie
over Nauru (Fig. 5e) leading to relatively large rain-
fall amounts (~12 mm d−1). Model projections suggest
that the SPCZ gets wetter with a multi-model mean

increase of about +20% (from ~10 to 12 mm d−1),
indicating this might be the expected projection for
Nauru (compare Fig. 5f with Fig. 8b). If instead the
projection is calculated directly from the location of
Nauru in the models, the projection is a change from
~8 mm d−1 in the present day to 10 mm d−1 by the
end of the century. Both increases correspond to an
increase of 2 mm d–1; however, one is based on
changes in the intensity of the SPCZ (which lies over
Nauru in reality) while the other is based on changes
in the rainfall at the intersection of the SPCZ and
ITCZ (which lies over Nauru in models).

It has been suggested (Cai et al. 2012) that zonal
SPCZ events may become more common — primarily
due to background SST warming, rather than any
change to the frequency of extreme El Niños. While
only 2 such events have been detected over recent
time, an increase in the frequency of these events has
the potential to seriously threaten water security for
Nauru. 

All models project that ENSO will continue to be
an important source of variability in the future. By ex-
amining long control simulations from the climate
models (figures not shown) we find that ENSO changes
projected in many models lie within the range of the
models’ internal ENSO variability. Future projections
therefore are really an exercise in sensitivity assess-
ments considering the possibility that ENSO may con-

Fig. 7. Total December−February (DJF) rainfall at Nauru for
each year for 1900−2009. ENSO phase: El Niño (red), neutral
(grey) and La Niña (blue). Observations are from a com-
bined Yaren rainfall site. Data is missing in years 1906−1909 

and 1940−1944

Fig. 8. CMIP5 multi-model mean December−February (DJF)
rainfall (mm d−1) for (a) La Niña years and (b) El Niño years
for RCP8.5 (2070−2099) simulations. Solid line: South Pacific
Convergence Zone (SPCZ) position for RCP8.5; dashed line:
SPCZ position for Historical (1970−1999). Lines are fitted us-
ing linear fit method (Brown et al. 2011). X: location of Nauru
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tinue unchanged, or it may increase or decrease in
magnitude or frequency. This is critical information
however; an increase (decrease) in the frequency of
ENSO would mean dry La Niña and wet El Niño years
occurring more (less) often. The spatial SST and sur-
face wind structure of El Niño events may also
change, with associated changes in rainfall impacts.

3.4.3.  Implications for Nauru 

In summary, relatively wet and dry years for
Nauru, associated with moderate El Niño and La
Niña events, are expected to continue. Zonal SPCZ
events due to changes in background temperature
may also increase, which may cause more atypical
dry conditions during El Niño events. The fact that
atmospheric moisture is expected to increase sug-
gests rainfall associated with typical El Niño and La
Niña events is likely to increase. Over at least the
next 20 to 30 yr, changes to regional climate associ-
ated with natural ENSO variability are expected to
be as important as any climate change signal.

3.5.  Frequency and intensity of rainfall

3.5.1.  Historical

Extreme rainfall events tend to be associated with
tropical convective cells which are moderated by the
MJO, the SPCZ, ENSO and interactions between
them. Note that Nauru is not affected by tropical
cyclones as it is situated too close to the equator.

The relationship between station rainfall and the
MJO in the western Pacific has been analysed by
Matthews & Li (2005). They were unable to include
Nauru station data in their analysis due to insuffi-
cient data; however, they found that nearby stations
in Kiribati had a strong MJO signal within their rain-
fall variability. The MJO must pass over Nauru to
reach Kiribati, therefore if the MJO is significant for
Kiribati, then it is likely to also be significant for
Nauru.

Unfortunately, there are relatively few available
long-term observed daily rainfall records for Nauru
to allow us to investigate the processes leading to
extreme rainfall. However, long-term, monthly rain-
fall records are available and it is possible to identify
extreme events at this time scale (Fig. 7). For exam-
ple, in December 2009, 880.1 mm fell compared to
the December long-term average of ~250 mm. Since
2009 was an El Niño year, this wet anomaly is not sur-

prising. Outgoing longwave radiation (OLR) data
during this period indicates that the rain most likely
arrived via an MJO event that stalled in the region of
Nauru (Fig. 9). Other similar examples can be found
where OLR data indicates a relationship between
MJO behaviour and the monthly rainfall totals at
Nauru.

To determine more robust relationships between
the MJO and extreme rainfall, daily data is needed.
A useful next step will be to obtain a longer time-
series of daily data and link the high rainfall events to
local convection patterns. This approach has already
been trialled on the available high resolution data at
Nauru since 1999 showing the relationships between
precipitation and column water vapour (Holloway &
Neelin 2010) and atmospheric circulation (Lintner et
al. 2011).

Analyses of model outputs suggest that they do a
reasonable job of capturing rainfall variability at the
monthly timescale, despite the fact that the represen-
tation of the MJO in climate models is problematic
(Lin et al. 2006, Hung et al. 2013). Studies of possible
changes to the MJO suggest an increase in the vari-
ance of precipitation in the MJO frequency band (Liu
et al. 2012). However the problems in simulating the
MJO, as well as many other climate features, limit
our ability to place high confidence in these pro -
jections, in particular the extent to which we can
address possible changes to extreme rainfall events
caused by any changes to the MJO (e.g. Dai 2006).
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Fig. 9. Outgoing long wave radiation (OLR) anomalies aver-
aged between 5°S and 5°N from mid-October to December
2009. Negative OLR anomalies are indicative of enhanced
deep convection and increased rainfall. Thick black line:
passage of the Madden Julian Oscillation (MJO) which stalls 

near the longitude of Nauru (167°E)
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3.5.2.  Projections

Analyses of extreme rainfall events is commonly
assessed by quantifying the daily totals associated
with a particular return values (e.g. the 1-in-20 year
return events). Analysis of the simulation of these
extremes in CMIP3 (Kharin et al. 2007) and CMIP5
(Sillman et al. 2013) have shown that model-based
estimates for these measures vary considerably, par-
ticularly in the large inter-model disagreements in
the Tropics. This is not unexpected given the fact that
rainfall at small spatial and time scales is affected by
many factors including surface topography (Smith et
al. 2013).

In addition, coarse-scale GCMs can differ in their
parameterization of important convective systems
which contributes further to uncertainty in projec-
tions. Examples from 2 CMIP5 models (Nor-ESM-1M
and CNRM-CM5) are presented here to demonstrate
the diversity of projections (Fig. 10). Both these mod-
els are classed as having low biases in the western
Pacific (Grose et al. in press). The NorESM1-M
model shows a general tendency for increased 1-in-
20 year return event values, with increases in the
east but decreases in the west. The region surround-
ing Nauru is characterised by decreases. On the
other hand, the CNRM-CM5 model also shows a ten-
dency towards values for wetter 1-in-20 year events
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Fig. 10. Extreme rainfall values (mm) for the 1-in-20 yr event in 2 CMIP5 models: Nor-ESM1M (left) and CNRM-CM5 (right),
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2 time periods. White rectangle: location of Nauru
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over all regions (including Nauru) within the Pacific
basin (Fig. 10e,f). The NorESM1-M model shows an
increase in the east and decrease in the west for
intensity of the 1-in-20 year event, while the CNRM-
CM5 model has a noisy response, but is more sugges-
tive of a basin-wide increase (Fig. 10e,f)

Theoretical arguments suggest that, globally, light
rainfall events will occur less often and heavy rainfall
events will become more common (Sun et al. 2007).
Observational studies support this idea demonstrating
that global average precipitation intensity is increas-
ing under global mean warming, though observational
estimates put this rate at ~23% K−1 (Liu et al. 2009),
compared to climate model estimates of 2% K−1 (Sun
et al. 2007, IPCC 2012), suggesting models are severely
underestimating the response to climate warming.

A number of studies have explored the changes to
some of the mechanisms that bring about projected
rainfall changes in the tropical Pacific (Chou et al.
2009, 2012). Using 10 models from CMIP3, projected
to 2081−2100 under the A1B scenario, Chen et al.
(2012) found that, for the climate features relevant for
Nauru, mean precipitation increases in a warmer cli-
mate due to an increased frequency and intensity of
medium to heavy rain events, and fewer light rain
events. Chen et al. (2012) demonstrated that thermo-
dynamic changes to precipitation over
the tropics do not show a strong spatial
variation, and the magnitude of this
contribution is close to that predicted
by the Clausius−Clapeyron relation-
ship, i.e. ~7.5% K−1. The dynamic com-
ponent of rainfall change introduces
greater spatial variability in the tropics
and largely controls whether there is
an increase or decrease in precipita-
tion frequency in the future. As is
the case with projections for large
scale features such as the SPCZ, small
scale extreme rainfall projections are
dependent on the spatial structure of
the simulation of climate features and
gradients in SST.

3.5.3.  Implications for Nauru

Process-based studies suggest an
increase in the frequency and intensity
of extreme rainfall events over Nauru.
At this stage there is no strong evi-
dence indicating any dependence on
season, phases of interannual variabil-

ity, or features such as the MJO. Consequently, it is
unclear whether coarse-scale model estimates of ex -
treme rainfall are a useful guide for projected change
to extreme rainfalls.

5.  DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Global climate models are important tools for
understanding the global climate system and provide
useful information for adapting to climate change.
For some variables and regions, the present day cli-
mate is well simulated providing greater  confidence
in projections taken directly from the model output
(Fig. 11). In other cases, particularly in regions of
large model biases and for variables with spatially
heterogeneous projected changes, a process based
understanding can complement model output and
assist in determining the confidence and rationale of
a climate projection. In cases where there is no clear
indication of future change, then the full range of
possible changes should be explored. Where model
uncertainty is large, or where critical biases exist,
raw model output is unlikely to produce useful guid-
ance. In such cases, a process-based study, such as
the one presented here, can provide an alternative
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What are the relevant climate features for 
the variable of interest?

Can the models simulate these features well over the 20thC?
- right position
- correct variance
- underlying mechanisms

Use direct model 
output for 
projections

Do we know how the climate feature might 
change in the future?

YES NO

Interpret what this means for 
island and adjust projections 
accordingly

Conduct sensitivity tests 
for the range of possible 
climates

YES NO

Synthesize projections across methods

Fig. 11. Decision tree around methods for developing climate projections.
When a climate model is able to simulate the relevant climate features well,
then the use of direct model output is appropriate. If not, then either the bi-
ases in the climate features can be corrected or physically plausible future
scenarios can be discussed. In any case, the outputs from each method 

should be synthesized in generating the final result
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approach that can (1) explain why the model results
are uncertain, (2) identify why some model results
are less likely than others, and (3) better convey to
end-users how their climate may change in the
future. This approach is in line with the advice given
in the IPCC Guidelines (Mastrandrea et al. 2010) for
determining confidence ratings.

In the specific case of Nauru, raw model outputs
indicate:
• An increasing trend for SST (Fig. 1d). While the

direction of change is consistent across models, the
magnitudes vary considerably.

• A very large diversity in rainfall projections
(Fig. 1a−c). Reports that use this output (e.g. ABoM
& CSIRO 2011b) often give accompanying confi-
dence ratings to account for model biases and
ranges of disagreement between model projec-
tions. In the case of Nauru’s rainfall, this confidence
is low. The interpretation of these results can only
be that direct model output provides  little guidance
for Nauru’s future rainfall, though there is a sug-
gestion that an increase in rainfall is more likely
than a decrease.
One of the goals of using a more qualitative pro-

cess-based approach, based on more robust changes
to climate features, is to draw out additional informa-
tion and provide a more solid foundation for confi-
dence ratings. By analysing the mechanisms driving
rainfall variability we can assess which of these
mechanisms has a more robust response and why,
thus allowing us to say more about expected changes
to the mean, extremes and variability. It also allows
for confidence in the climate change signal to be
increased in some cases. From reviewing the litera-
ture of projected changes to climate features, our
study has led us to the following conclusions:

(1) Surface waters around Nauru will almost cer-
tainly continue to warm over the next 100 yr for
global warming under the range of RCP emission
scenarios. The range is likely to be 2 to 4°C by 2100
under the RCP8.5 scenario.

In accordance with global warming, the surround-
ing waters of Nauru are expected to warm, and con-
sequently so will temperatures over Nauru. Nauru
lies at the edge of the WPWP. Studies that explore
changes to the region at the edge of the warm pool
(rather than at the location of Nauru) in climate mod-
els suggest a warming of ~2 to 4°C through the 21st
Century under RCP8.5. Determining the warming
rate from this adjustment to the edge of the warm
pool leads to a lower projection on average. This is
because many models place Nauru in the cold
tongue instead of the warm pool, which is warming

at a faster rate. While a warming trend is consistent
with the CMIP5 model direct outputs, it can be seen
with higher confidence due to the process-based
understanding shown.

(2) It is likely that dry season rainfall totals will
increase on average. Wet season rainfall totals may
increase, or have little change, but a large decrease
is unlikely.

Nauru lies in a region of convective rainfall in the
current climate. It is projected to stay in such a
regime, with a warming of the surrounding SST,
leading to increased atmospheric moisture and
hence increased rainfall (via thermodynamic pro-
cesses) in all seasons. Most climate models project
increased rainfall via dynamic processes in the equa-
torial region, particularly in the dry season (May to
October). In the wet season (November to April),
shifts in the position and intensity of the SPCZ are
more important for Nauru. As the position and inten-
sity of the SPCZ is strongly influenced by underlying
SST gradients, it is difficult to provide confident pro-
jections of future change based on the current gener-
ation of models. Further research is needed into the
dynamics of the SPCZ and how it is affected by
changing SST patterns.

(3) Heavy and extreme rainfall events are expected
to increase in frequency and intensity.

In addition to changes in seasonal and annual
mean rainfall, recent studies suggest that there will
be an increase in the frequency and intensity of
heavy precipitation, and a decrease in the frequency
and intensity of light precipitation. Such changes
may have adverse impacts, for example producing
flooding or damaging crops. Changes to MJO could
influence the incidence of extreme rainfalls, but there
is insufficient physical understanding on the projected
trend in MJO to infer changes to extremes through
this mechanism.

Similarly the extreme rainfall events are expected
to intensify. Models vary in their simulation of ex -
treme events, and are not always spatially coherent
in their projections over the western equatorial
Pacific. However, extreme events have some of the
greatest impacts, and improved simulation of such
events is of great importance for Pacific Island
nations (Nauru 1999).

(4) Strong interannual variability in rainfall will
continue; however, both La Niña and El Niño are
projected to be wetter than in the past. Zonal SPCZ
events may become more frequent resulting in lower
rainfall than what is normally expected in an El Niño.

Future changes (if any) to ENSO behaviour will
strongly affect water security for Nauru. At this stage
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there is no consensus on how ENSO will alter in mag-
nitude, frequency or even type. It is expected that
this mode of variability will continue and will affect
the climate features in similar ways to the present.

The ENSO signal in Nauru’s rainfall occurs due to
the north−south movements of the SPCZ, ITCZ and
changes in the eastern edge of the WP monsoon.
During La Niña, the SPCZ moves away from Nauru;
however, models show that the rainfall will still in -
crease in these events. The bias in the position of the
SPCZ in models however may impact this finding.

During El Niño, the SPCZ is projected to intensify
(J. R. Brown et al. 2013). As the SPCZ lies over Nauru
during ENSO events, it is expect that the typical
amount of rain in this phase may increase. An excep-
tion is the zonal-SPCZ events, such as occurred in
1997/1998 and 1982/1983. In these cases the SPCZ
moved away from Nauru, meaning rainfall was
below average. Zonal SPCZ events are projected to
become more common in the future, though irrespec-
tive of how the characteristics of El Niño are pro-
jected to change.

Some of Nauru’s main concerns around climate
change are related to drought and extreme rainfall.
Our study shows that these issues will remain signifi-
cant, and may become more problematic in the future.
Despite indications of increased rainfall over Nauru on
average, the dry La Niña years will continue, and the
possible increase in zonal-SPCZ, El Niño will not al-
ways return the rainfall in the ‘good’ years. By contrast,
extreme wet events damage infrastructure, and cause
contamination of ground water with consequences for
human health. It is very likely that these extreme rain-
fall events will continue in the future and they are pro-
jected to become heavier and more frequent.

This research highlights some key areas of uncer-
tainty that require further exploration:

(1) How ENSO will change in the future.
(2) How the SPCZ will respond to changing SST

patterns.
(3) Changing structure of the western Pacific warm

pool.
(4) Understanding the MJO and how its impacts

will change in the future.
(5) Relationship between changes to extreme rain-

fall and longer modes of variability.
(6) Closely monitor and compare current trends

with model projections.
Our qualitative method of constructing a climate

projection offers an alternative way to extract addi-
tional projection information from climate models at
the island scale when direct model output is not
appropriate (Fig. 11). In some cases our findings are

consistent with the direct model output, but this is
often fortuitous, as the processes responsible for
change may be different. A process based analysis
provides reasoning for the climate change. Physically
plausible projections, where values of change are
underpinned by a physical understanding of the
likely changes driving them, can be used with more
confidence than projections given without context.
Down-scaling and regional models provide another
approach to overcoming limitations related to low
resolution of climate models (something that our
qualitative approach does not tackle). However,
downscaling does not remove the inherent biases in
the externally forcing from climate models (see Ris-
bey & O’Kane 2011, J. N. Brown et al. 2013b for fur-
ther discussion around these issues)

An additional value of this qualitative approach is
that the rationale for the projections and their limita-
tions or confidence ratings is made explicit. We argue
that there is higher confidence in our conclusions,
given that they have, to the extent possible, ac -
counted for model biases. This discussion may pro-
vide further guidance for both users of climate
 scenarios and in targeting critical uncertainties for
further research.
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