CYCLONE SEASON 2005/2006 

IN THE SOUTHWEST INDIAN OCEAN

The 2005-2006 cyclone season was scarcely active in the South-West Indian Ocean. Both in terms of number of phenomena (three tropical storms and three cyclones) and days of cyclone activity, it ranked fifth among the least active seasons since the beginning of the satellite era (in 1967) dropping behind the normal by nearly 50% for the cumulated number of days of activity. After the record 2005 cyclone season in the Atlantic, the Cassandra, who by too hasty and simplistic a generalisation, had announced a recrudescence of cyclone activity and a difficult season to come, had to bear the brunt of their misconceived prediction.

Thirteen depression systems elicited the issuance of advisories by RSMC La Reunion, less than during the preceding seasons. In fact, since the RSMC started operations (in the early 1990s), only one season saw fewer systems being monitored (in 2000-2001 with only 11 systems), another evidence which supports a season of reduced activity. Out of those thirteen systems, six were graded as tropical storms (including one unnamed), which is a rather weak rate of conversion into mature phenomena, this index of cyclogenesis efficiency being also a good criterion to evaluate the seasons’ activity given that seasons which show a ratio under 50% are usually less active than the norm (which, as a reminder, amounts to 9 tropical storms in the basin). Looking more in detail, one can observe that the season was rather unbalanced in this way : after a rather disturbed start, with six monitored phenomena before 31st December (as many as in the previous season), but for a very poor yield though (only one mature storm developed against three in the previous season), the rest of the season was abnormally unproductive in cyclogeneses attempts (only seven other systems were monitored), but turned out to be much more efficient (five cyclogeneses converted successfully).

The amount of six tropical storms places this season at a very low level in terms of activity considering that since 1967 (beginning of the satellite era) only four seasons remained under this threshold. The same statement applies for the number of days of disturbed activity, which is a more representative parameter to the actual activity of the season, with a total of 30 cumulated days with the presence on the Southwest Indian Ocean of a depression system of an intensity equal to or greater than that of a moderate tropical storm (to compare with a mean of 53 days and the median of 48). Three of the observed tropical storms turned into tropical cyclones – a normal ratio –, including two intense cyclones. The number of cyclone days (cumulated number of days with the presence of a tropical cyclone on the zone) nevertheless remained far from the normal amount with only 10 days – instead of 20 in climatological average. The regular trend to a rather fast drop in disturbed activity observed in recent years (trend started after the peak season of 2001-2002) has thus been confirmed (see page XX). 

This cyclone season 2005-2006 exhibited much similitude with season 1998-1999. Season of low activity, laborious start, drought anomaly on the basin, all statements applying in 2005-2006 alike in 1998-1999 which had been an equally tardy season (while in 2005-2006 it was necessary to wait until the last decade of February to name the third system of the season,  –a record since 1960 from which time tropical depression systems started being named in the basin –, in 1998-1999 the first storm of the season was only named on 16 January, the second most tardy date for a season to begin). 

From a purely numerical point of view, these two cyclone seasons were nearly clones, either in terms of number of days of cyclone activity or number of systems, considering that those two seasons were not only credited the same number of named phenomena (five), but also had in common another additional feature, namely a sixth ephemeral tropical storm which deserved to be named but which was not. In 1998-1999 it concerned the faraway tropical storm HAMISH which came from the South-East Indian Ocean under the Australian responsibility and which had not been renamed by the Mauritius Meteorological Services on the far edge of the basin after its crossing of longitude 90°East. This time could have borne out more consequences since the Number 09 system, a tiny midget-type storm was threatening Mauritius at the time of its peak of intensity. Last point in common between those two seasons: in both cases, the sister islands of Mauritius and La Reunion had to undergo –despite a low activity for the basin – the significant influence of a depression system each time in March, and of the ‘Ds’-system (cyclone DAVINA in 1999, tropical storm DIWA in 2006), those meteors having had a major impact during their respective warm season either to mitigate or eliminate altogether the effects of a previous drought.

The cyclogeneses spread over two well-identified zones: after a first part of the season lasting until end of December when all monitored systems had appeared either over the eastern part of the basin or close to its eastern boundary, i.e. over the Southeast Indian Ocean, the formations then concentrated mainly north of the Mascarenes. No system formed nor developed between the Chagos Archipelago and the islands situated in the western part of the basin, which is an unusual situation. The Mozambique Channel was also rather calm and devoid of any cyclogenesis, considering that the rejuvenation of BOLOETSE cannot be qualified as a purely endogenous cyclogenesis. 

The tracks were quite varied with however a dominant southwestward climatological orientation in the tropical domain. Unlike the previous season when extratropical transitions were legion, most systems this year dissipated within the tropical domain.

This cyclone season was rather clement to the populations, the African continent being spared once more and Madagascar having been only slightly influenced by the only phenomenon, BOLOETSE, which with its track similar to that of ERNEST’s a year earlier, caused many less casualties on the southwestern coast of Madagascar. The heavy rainfall related to DIWA affected the Mascarenes and namely La Reunion, where its impact caused directly or indirectly the death of several people.

