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SANTA CRUZ — The warm
ocean waters and fogless summer
days of El Nino may be ending,
scientists say, but the weather
pattern’s legacy continues in a

lack of ocean food and starving

sea lions.
L&s& year, a breakdown in wind
patterns, which stir up nutrient-

-rich ocean water and fuel the

food chain, resulted in the death
of thousands of sea lions along
the Califorma coast.

This" year, the winds are re-
turning, but the food chain has
yet to recover, according to scien-
tists who say fish populations ap-
pear smaller than normal.

“So far the feeling is there

aren’t a lot of young fish even

thpugh food (source) condition is

d, ” said Frank Schwing, an
oceanographer with the federal
Pacific Fisheries Environmental
Group.

“It may be residual from last
year’s El Nino when the adults
were in such poor condition that
they couldn’t reproduce effective-
ly this spring. It could take anoth-
er year to recover.”

For the second year, scores of
gaunt, yearling sea lions have be-
g\m appearing on local beaches

nd offshore rocks. Young sea
lions normally stay in the Chan-
nel Is off Santa Barbara, but
a lack foodhascmtsed m to
move north in an often futile
search f r survival.
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Windsurfers like these off West Cliff Drive are taking advantage of strong winds that have retumed to the
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warm water associated with El
Nino never quite dissipated and
there are a lot of young sea lions
who went through a tough winter
and are now coming up here.”

Scientists, however, are en-
couraged by a period of strong
spring winds, which tore through
the north Santa Cruz coast with
near gale force over the past
three weeks.

For the first time in two years,
cold ocean water from deep un-
der the surface has been rising to
the top as part of a process called
“upwelling.”

“Even though the upwelling is
late this year, it appears normal,”
said David VenTresca, a marine
biologist with the state Depart:

ment of Fish and Game. “Last™

year, there was no upwelling for
a long period. We've had plank-
ton blooms due to the increased
upwelling this month. And even
though some fish, like the salmon
they are catching are very skin-
ny, the normal food chain is get-
ting started. It's just a’*’};ttle late
this year.”

Upwelling and the northwest
winds, which typically come each
spring and summer afternoon,
are considered the engine that

food chain. As the cold
rises, it brings nutri-
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warm oceans can strengthen win-
ter storms and El Nino years are
often marked by heavy rains and
big waves. o

The recent E1 Nino began dur-
ing the winter of 1990-91. Whether
it has died is uncertain, accord-
ing to meteorologists, who note
the ocean has large areas that re-
main warmer than normal.

«“There is another occurrence
or continuation of the warm
phase some call- El Nino,” said
Russell Martin, a meteorologist
with the national Climate Analy-
sis Center in Washington D.C. “1t
is a little less than last year but
still going on to some extent. ... It
is a little bit unusual.””

Whether the El Nino will re-
turn or slowly die is not known,
Martin said.

Often the El Nino begins off Pe-
ru, where a warming of the ocean
affects trade winds near the equa-
tor and eventually wind patterns
over the entire western Pacific.

The weather phenomenon was
naimed by fishermen in Peru, who
noticed the changes near Christ-
mas time, and therefore named
El Nino — “The Child,” in honor
of Jesus Christ.
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Whether the weather patterns
of strong afternoon winds will
continue and whether El Nino
will fade away remains to be
seen. But for now, scientists say,
the ocean winds and food produc-
tion appear to be returning to




