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Aspects of aridiD' and drought In the monsoon climate of Sri Lanka
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ABSTRACT. Typical of the monsoonal rainfall conditions over Sri Lanka are the remarkable inter.
annual and seasonal deficit! of water. 't'af)'ing considerably in temporal and spatial aspects. Therefore,
both the phenomena of aridity and drought are of great significance from the point of the general monsoon
climate of Sri lanka. This paper investigate!' the annual and monthly aridity by using the 'aridity index'
of De Martonnc Lauer (1926/1952) showing the increasing extent of arid ity from the S.W. quarter to the
N .W./N as well as S.E. of Sri Lanka. On the other hand, drought has been studied by the 'drought index'
of Gibbsand Maher (1967) underlining a considerable interannual rainfall variability, being expressed by
the incidence or heavily drought-stricken years as well as by the occurrence of completely drought-free
years . It is pointed out that drought can be called a typical, however irregular and spatially limited
phenomenon in the climate of Sri Lanka. All observations are based on 30-year rainfall data (1931-1960)
of monthly and annual figures.

1. Introduction

The seasonally alternating regimes of two ad­
jacent wind systems of the atmosphere resulting
in periods of wet and dry weather are characteristic
of all monsoon climates of the world. For South
Asia including its southernmost island Sri Lanka,
the equatorial westerlies in the summer season and
the lropical easterlies in the winter season alter­
nate, resulting in wet southwest monsoon and
comparatively drier northeast monsoon conditions
respectively.

2. Basic (eatures of rainfall distribution in
Sri Lanka

The two monsoo ns differ fundamentally in their
structure, origin and composition of the airrnasses,
concerned : The southwest monsoon, as a pan
of the equatorial westerlies, is of unstab le. moist
maritime air, of strong intensity and of great vertical
height reaching 6 to 7 km above Sri Lanka. On
the contrary, the northeast monsoon is weaker,
shallower and generally more stable. Its effect
on rainfall is much less than the southwest
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monsoon. Broadly, rainfall conditions in Sri
Lanka are first of all governed by the seasonally
varying systems of the moist southwest monsoon
on the one hand and the comparatively drier north­
east monsoon on the other. Besides, regional and
temporal variations of rainfall on Sri Lanka are
the results of the wide-ranging influence of the
Central Highlands, reaching upto 2524 m a.s.I.
As to be seen clearly during the southwest mon­
soon, the Highlands cause. on the one hand, ample
orographical rains on the windward side and - at
the same lime - remarkabl e fohn-effects, resulting
in hot dry winds and less rainfall on the leeward
side. Taking the average aunual rainfall total s, the
wettest part of Sri Lanka is situated on the lower
western slopes of the Highlands, the driest regions
are the peripheral northwestern and southeastern
coastal lowlands (Fig. 1). From the aspect of
seasonal rainfall activity, the intermonsoonal
convectional thunderstorms in March/April and
October ovember, when the N.I.C.Z. crosses Sri
Lanka, are as importan t as - at the same time ­
the depressional rains when cyclones from the
Bay of Bengal (and seldom from the Arabian Sea)
can result in heavy widespread rain over Sri Lanka.






















