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Monthly Seasonal Climate Outlook and Disaster Preparedness Coordination Meeting
[bookmark: _Toc239067851]Introduction
El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) is a naturally occurring, cyclical climate pattern driven by coupled ocean–atmosphere interactions in the tropical Pacific. In Sri Lanka, its warm phase, El Niño, is associated with characteristic shifts in seasonal rainfall and temperature and has coincided with wetter conditions during the October–November inter-monsoon period, followed by pronounced dry spells and elevated temperatures between January and April. Because these effects cut across water resources, agriculture, energy, health, and biodiversity, anticipating and coordinating in response to emerging El Niño event requires input from multiple agencies rather than any single sector acting alone.
As of August 2026, ocean-atmosphere indicators point to a very strong El Niño event developing through the remainder of the year and into early 2027, compounded by a positive Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) phase that tends to reinforce the same seasonal pattern over Sri Lanka. In response, the Disaster Management Centre (DMC) convened this coordination meeting to bring together national technical agencies, sector focal points, and district-level officials to share the latest forecasts, review current water and resource status, and align on a shared preparedness posture. The meeting also featured a demonstration of the ENSO Outlook, a decision-support dashboard developed by the International Water Management Institute (IWMI to give stakeholders a common, data-driven reference point for tracking the event and informing anticipatory action.
This report summarizes the proceedings of the meeting, consolidates the seasonal outlook presented by each agency, and highlights IWMI's contribution as the meeting's dedicated technical lead for ENSO Outlook tool demonstration.
[bookmark: _Toc239067852]Background and Objective
The Disaster Management Centre (DMC) convened this meeting to review the evolving El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) situation and its expected impact on Sri Lanka's rainfall, temperature, water resources, agriculture, energy, health, and wildlife sectors. The chair, Secretary of the Ministry of Defence framed the meeting as the first in an intended monthly series to bring together the key preparedness agencies to share sector-specific forecasts and data, identify emerging hazards, and coordinate a multi-sectoral mitigation and early-action plan.
The meeting followed the general structure of a multi-stakeholder briefing: (i) opening and context-setting, (ii) sector technical presentations, (iii) a dedicated demonstration of a decision-support tool, and (iv) discussion and forward planning.
[bookmark: _Toc239067853]Meeting Proceedings
[bookmark: _Toc239067854]Participating Agencies
●	Ministry of Defence — chair and welcome remarks
●	Disaster Management Centre (DMC) — coordination and opening/closing remarks
●	Department of Meteorology — ENSO status and seasonal forecast
●	Mahaweli / Water Management Secretariat — reservoir storage and hydropower planning
●	Department of Irrigation — district-wise reservoir and cultivation status
●	Department of Wildlife Conservation — human-elephant conflict (HEC), water provisioning, and marine ecosystem impacts
●	International Water Management Institute (IWMI) — live demonstration of the ENSO/climate monitoring and anticipatory-action dashboard
●	25 district-level officials (virtual participants)
[bookmark: _Toc239067855]Welcome Remarks
The Secretary, Ministry of Defence, Air Vice Marshal Sampath Thuyacontha opened the meeting welcoming all participating departments, the three-armed forces, and other technical agencies present at the meeting. He noted that media reports had indicated ongoing engagement by a special committee of cabinet ministers in the planning of an integrated national response mechanism. He emphasised, however, that the Ministry of Defence remained the accountable authority for taking this planning forward and for arranging the necessary requirements in anticipation of the developing El Niño conditions.
The Chair acknowledged some uncertainty as to whether the coming period would lean more towards excess rainfall or drought and stressed the importance of obtaining clarity on this before agencies finalised their preparedness plans. He explained that the purpose of convening this meeting was to establish a recurring forum; held at least once a month to review the evolving situation and assess the country's ability to mitigate the vulnerabilities it may need to cope with. He expressed his hope that the meeting would allow all participating agencies to remain closely and reliably connected with one another going forward.
The Chair reiterated that the core requirement of this coordination effort was to identify possible hazardous conditions early and to put in place the proper mechanisms to address them. Before inviting the technical presentations to proceed, he asked all participating agencies to identify the specific risks the country is facing as a result of this unusual seasonal pattern, and to ensure that each agency's contribution is positioned correctly within the wider national response. He closed by underlining that no single agency could manage this in isolation but a combined, coordinated effort across all sectors would be needed to arrive at an optimum solution.
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Air Vice Marshal Sampath Thuyacontha – Secretary, Ministry of Defence, delivering the welcome remarks. (Photo: IWMI)
[bookmark: _Toc239067856]Opening Remarks
Following the Secretary's welcome remarks, Mr. Chathura Liyanaarachchi, Assistant Director – Mitigation at the Disaster Management Centre, thanked the Secretary and introduced the participating stakeholder agencies. He noted that these were the agencies working together with the Disaster Management Centre to prepare for adverse weather situations of all kinds across the monsoons as well as extreme conditions such as those associated with El Niño. He further noted that, in addition to those physically present, officials from 25 districts were joining virtually, alongside other officials unable to attend in person, reflecting the broad national reach of the coordination effort.
[bookmark: _Toc239067857]ENSO and Seasonal Outlook — Department of Meteorology
Mr. Meryl Mendis, Director of Forecasting, Department of Meteorology presented the current ENSO status, noting Pacific sea-surface temperatures at historically high levels and a Niño 3.4 index of approximately 1.8°C, corresponding to a "very strong" El Niño classification (index thresholds: 0.5–1.0°C weak, 1.0–1.5°C moderate, 1.5–2.0°C strong, ≥2.0°C very strong). The forecast probability for a very strong El Niño persisting from September through January was reported at greater than 90%. A concurrent positive Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) phase was also flagged as compounding the effect on Sri Lanka.
Seasonal expectations presented:
1. September–December: above-normal rainfall expected, with elevated risk of low-pressure/cyclonic development in the Bay of Bengal during the October–November inter-monsoon period
1. January–April: below-normal rainfall (dry spell), consistent with historical El Niño years
1. March–April: above-normal temperatures expected nationally, with associated heat-related risk
1. Near-term (next few weeks): mostly dry conditions countrywide, with maximum temperatures around 36–38°C in the north-central, eastern, and northern areas
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Mr. Meryl Mendis, Director of Forecasting, presenting the ENSO status and seasonal outlook. (Photo: IWMI)
[bookmark: _Toc239067858]Water Resources Status and Seasonal Operation Planning — Water Management Secretariat
Eng. Nilantha, Secretary of the Water Management Panel, Water Management Secretariat, reported current reservoir storage levels across the Mahaweli, Kelani, and associated basins, noting historical El Niño-year rainfall patterns (wet-zone peaks around February; dry-zone rainfall concentrated in October–December). Current major reservoir storage was reported at a comparatively strong position relative to prior El Niño years (2015/16, 2023), supporting inter-basin water transfer from wet to dry zones. Hydropower generation was reported at roughly 23% of national supply, tracking above the annual target, with planning to commence the Maha cultivation season between 1–15 October pending rainfall confirmation.
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Eng. Nilantha, Water Management Secretariat, presenting the water resources status and seasonal operation plan. (Photo: IWMI)
[bookmark: _Toc239067859]District-wise Reservoir and Cultivation Status — Department of Irrigation
A district-by-district review covered 74 major reservoirs (overall storage ~36%) and several hundred irrigation schemes nationally. Ampara, Batticaloa, and parts of Monaragala and Trincomalee districts were flagged as having comparatively low storage, though drinking-water supply was assessed as manageable through November in all districts reviewed. Of 370 minor/major schemes assessed nationally, 89 could start cultivation ahead of monsoon rainfall while 289 required the monsoon's onset first; roughly 296,000 acres were assessed as cultivable immediately against about 397,000 acres pending rainfall.
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A representative of the Irrigation Department, presenting the district-wise Reservoir and Cultivation Status. (Photo: IWMI)
[bookmark: _Toc239067860]Department of Wildlife Conservation
The Department reported ongoing water provisioning to national parks (solar-powered systems providing over 1.5 million litres/day at major parks) to sustain wildlife during the dry period and indicated no extreme-condition intervention has yet been required. Human-elephant conflict indicators were reported as improved year-on-year (72 fewer elephant deaths, 2 human deaths recorded). Plans were noted to restrict visitor access to Yala Block 1 and divert tourism to other blocks in anticipation of worsening dry conditions, alongside continuing coral-reef bleaching recovery work (coral replanting, in partnership with other agencies).
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Mr. M.S.L.R.P. (Ranjan) Marasinghe, Director General, Department of Wildlife Conservation, presenting the precautionary measures being taken to safeguard wildlife. (Photo: IWMI)
[bookmark: _Toc239067861]Introduction and Demonstration of the ENSO Tool — IWMI
IWMI's contribution was the meeting's dedicated demonstration segment, showcasing a global-to-national decision-support ENSO Outlook developed to give disaster-preparedness stakeholders direct, self-service access to climate and hazard data rather than relying solely on sector-by-sector reporting. During the session, Dr. Niranga Alahacoon highlighted the following capabilities:
●	Integration of the sector datasets discussed earlier in the meeting into a single dashboard, allowing any stakeholder to visualise current ENSO status, temperature trends, and forecast population exposure without needing to log in.
●	Multi-scale forecasting: global view down to country- and sub-national-level views for Sri Lanka
●	Long-range outlook products (IRI dataset, 4-month lead; ECMWF dataset, 6-month lead) showing the same above-normal Sept–Nov and below-normal Jan–Apr rainfall pattern reported by the Department of Meteorology
●	Sub-seasonal forecasts (2–3 week lead) and short-term forecasts (10–15 day lead), updated weekly, and a daily commercial rainfall/temperature product with an assessed track record of roughly 1.5 years for accuracy monitoring
He further reinforced several key messages that aligned with the discussions held throughout the meeting:
●	The importance of comparing current climate conditions with historical drought records to determine the severity and progression of emerging anomalies, drawing on national drought-hazard information maintained by DMC and NBRO.
●	Recent Standardized Precipitation Index (SPI) assessments indicate an intensifying dry signal across parts of Sri Lanka by August 2026, providing early evidence of developing drought conditions.
●	Reservoir storage levels in several irrigation systems are showing noticeable reductions compared with long-term averages, highlighting increasing pressure on water resources and the need for close monitoring ahead of the next cultivation season.
●	Climate forecasts and hazard-monitoring information should be translated into anticipatory action measures, enabling government agencies to undertake preparedness interventions before conditions escalate into a disaster.
As a worked example, Dr. Niranga presented a comparative rainfall-deficit analysis for the current period against the 2024/25 season, showing a more geographically concentrated dry anomaly in 2026 — including deficits in Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa, and Vavuniya (Vavuniya at roughly −87% against the seasonal norm) — illustrating how the tool can pinpoint which districts are diverging most from historical El Niño-year patterns.
Dr. Niranga noted that this tool builds on prior coordination with DMC to establish an institutional data-sharing arrangement linking historical records, real-time monitoring, and forecast products into a single reference for early-warning decision-making, positioning IWMI as a technical bridge between the meteorological, hydrological, and agricultural data streams presented by other agencies.
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Dr. Niranga Alahacoon, IWMI, demonstrating the ENSO Outlook tool highlighting the 2026/27 seasonal climate outlook for Sri Lanka. (Photo: IWMI)
[bookmark: _Toc239067862]Discussion and Forward Planning
In closing, the Director General of the Disaster Management Centre asked all agencies to plan explicitly for a worse-than-forecast scenario, given the compounded risk of a very strong El Niño overlapping with a positive IOD phase. Agreed next steps included:
●	Continuation of this coordination meeting, monthly (online where needed) to review updated forecasts
●	Each sector agency to prepare and share standing worst-case-scenario contingency plans
●	DMC to consolidate and redistribute agency data/bulletins to all district-level stakeholders
●	Continued use of the IWMI dashboard as a shared reference tool for cross-sector monitoring and anticipatory action
●	Scheduled pre-Maha-season water panel meeting on 18 September to confirm cultivation start dates
[bookmark: _Toc239067863]Conclusion
The meeting confirmed a consolidated multi-agency assessment of a very strong El Niño event through the 2026/27 season: wetter-than-normal conditions from September to December, followed by a pronounced dry spell and elevated temperatures from January to April 2027. IWMI's ENSO and anticipatory-action dashboard was highlighted by the chair as a valuable, shared resource for translating this dispersed sector data into an accessible, decision-ready format for both national and district-level stakeholders, reinforcing the meeting's stated goal of coordinated, evidence-based disaster preparedness.
[bookmark: _Toc239067864]Annexures
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Front cover photo: Participants of the Monthly Seasonal Climate Outlook and Disaster Preparedness Coordination Meeting. (Photo: IWMI)
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