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The triple-dip La Niña of
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correlation of ENSO with the
termination of solar cycles

Robert J. Leamon1,2*
1Goddard Planetary Heliophysics Institute, University of Maryland–Baltimore County, Baltimore, MD,
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The Sun provides the energy required to sustain life on Earth and drive our
planet’s atmosphere. However, establishing a solid physical connection between
solar and tropospheric variability has posed a considerable challenge across the
spectrum of Earth-system science. Over the past few years a new picture to
describe solar variability has developed, based on observing, understanding and
tracing the progression, interaction and intrinsic variability of the magnetized
activity bands that belong to the Sun’s 22-year magnetic activity cycle. A solar
cycle’s fiducial clock does not run from the canonical min or max, instead
resetting when all old cycle polarity magnetic flux is cancelled at the equator,
an event dubbed the “termination” of that solar cycle, or terminator. In a recent
paper, we demonstrated with high statistical significance, a correlation between
the occurrence of termination of the last five solar cycles and the transition from
El Niño to La Niña in the Pacific Ocean, and predicted that there would be a
transition to La Niña in mid 2020. La Niña did indeed begin in mid-2020, and
endured into 2023 as a rare “triple dip” event, but some of the solar predictions
made did not occur until late 2021. This work examines what went right, what
went wrong, the correlations between El Niño, La Niña and geomagnetic activity
indices, and what might be expected for the general trends of large-scale global
climate in the next decade.
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sun, solar activity cycle, solar effects, space weather, solar irradiance, El Niño Southern
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1 Introduction

In Leamon et al. (2021), hereafter Paper I, we showed a strong correlation between
the end of solar activity cycles and the warm-to-cold transitions of the El Niño Southern
Oscillation, that held for the 5 cycles 19–23, or from 1966–7 to 2010–11.

The key breakthrough that led to this discovery was thinking not about sunspot number
as the driving measure, the defining measure, of a solar cycle. Rather, a solar cycle’s fiducial
clock does not run from the canonical sunspot min, or max, but instead resets when all old
cycle polarity magnetic flux is cancelled at the equator, an event dubbed the “termination”
of that Hale cycle, or terminator. The terminators occur about 18–24 months after the
canonical minima, and although originally defined through observation of solar EUV and
magnetograph images, i.e., 2-D images, the time when the monthly-averaged solar radio
flux, F10.7 = 90 sfu is a good scalar proxy. For further details on Hale Cycle terminators,
their predictability, and impacts on solar activity and (space weather) output, the interested
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reader is directed to McIntosh et al. (2019), Dikpati et al. (2019),
Leamon et al. (2020, 2022), and McIntosh et al. (2023).

Although published in April 2021, Paper I was originally
submitted in November 2017, a testament, perhaps, of its
introductory paragraph, including:

It is fair, then, to say that searching for the connection
between the variability of the solar atmosphere and that of
our troposphere has become “third-rail science”—not to be
touched at any cost.

Paper I made the prediction that the termination of solar cycle
24 would occur in mid-late 2020, and thus there would be a
transition to La Niña at that time. That was a very bold prediction
when submitted in 2017, less bold on final acceptance. La Niña
did indeed begin in mid-2020, and endured into 2023 as a rare
“triple dip” event. However, some of the solar predictions that
Paper I made did not occur until late 2021. In what follows we
present updated data through January 2023, and examine what
went right for Leamon et al., what went wrong, and what might be
expected for the general trends of large-scale global climate in the
next decade.

2 New observations

Figure 1 continues, and extends, our presentation of solar
activity markers and proxies back over the past 60 years, combining
and updating figures 1, 4 of Paper I through January 2023.
Progressing down the figure, we see the total and hemispheric
sunspot numbers, with colored shading representing a dominance
of the north (red) and south (blue) hemispheres. Panel (b) shows a
data-motivated depiction of the latitudinal progression of the Sun’s
magnetic cycle bands. As initially developed by (McIntosh et al.,
2014), these “band-o-grams” are set by three parameters (points
in time): the times of hemispheric maxima (the time that the
band starts moving equatorward from 55°) and the terminator
time. We assume a linear progression between those times in each
hemisphere. Above 55° latitude we prescribe a linear progression of
10° per year, in keeping with “Rush to the Poles” seen in coronal
green line data (Altrock, 1997). Panel (c) shows the variation of
the galactic cosmic ray flux (GCR) as measured at the University
of Oulu, Finland, anti-correlated with solar activity as strong (and
complicated) solar magnetic fields essentially block cosmic rays
from entering the Solar System, and hence the Earth’s atmosphere
during periods of high solar activity. Panel (d) shows the Penticton
10.7 cm radio flux, F10.7, which can be viewed as a disk-integrated
measure of magnetic field strength and complexity. Above the ∼65
sfu floor, which is predominantly thermal in nature and produced all
over the solar disk, F10.7 is generated primarily by bremsstrahlung
and gyro resonance with sufficiently strong magnetic field—i.e. in
the corona above sunspots. Note that the final data point (January
2023, F10.7 = 182 sfu) is higher than any single month in Cycle
24! Panel (e) shows the composite index of the Sun’s chromospheric
variability measured through the ultraviolet emission of singly
ionized Magnesium. This serves two purposes: (1) it is a measure
of magnetic field strength in the chromosphere, and (2) it is a close
proxy for solar ultraviolet flux at wavelengths near ∼200 nm that are

important for molecular oxygen dissociation and ozone formation
in the stratosphere Finally, panel (f) shows the NOAAOceanic Niño
index (ONI), our primary measure of El Niño and La Niña. ONI is
defined as the 3-month running mean of ERSST. v5 SST anomalies
in the Niño 3.4 region [5°N–5°S, 120°–170°W]. Through all panels
the vertical dashed lines mark the Hale Cycle terminators, including
now that of Cycle 24 in December 2021 (McIntosh et al., 2023).

2.1 Successes

Paper I predicted that there would be a transition to La Niña
in mid-2020. La Niña did indeed begin in mid-2020. Success! Well,
maybe.

The ∼5% drop in GCRs at the terminator was one of their
defining features in Paper I. The GCRs again drop 5.5% after
observed terminator inDecember 2021. As of January 2023, theGCR
level is below the average of the entire 59-year record, is approaching
the peak (nadir) level of Cycle 24, and is ahead of the same phase of
Cycle 24, a year after terminator. This is not surprising given that
all measures of solar activity have been higher in Cycle 25 than the
relatively weak last Cycle 24.

Not shown in Figure 1 aremeasures of Atlantic hurricane season
activity. Paper I predicted “a particularly active season in 2021,
and maybe even 2020, depending on exactly when the terminator
and ENSO transition occurs,” based on the historical record: all
Atlantic hurricane seasons are relatively strong in the first year of
La Niña after an El Niño, when waters are still warm but upper-
level wind shears are favorable for cyclone genesis (Vecchi and
Soden, 2007). This was indeed the case: 2020 was the most active
Atlantic hurricane season on record, and the 2021 season was the
third-most active. The 2022 season was near-normal. In terms of
economic damage, the costliest season to date was 2017, which
again had a (weak) La Niña after the extremely strong 2015–16 El
Niño.

2.2 What went wrong

Paper I’s prediction for a 2020 La Niña was derived from solar
cycle predictions of Leamon et al. (2020). They forecast late 2020,
which did mean that Cycle 24 would have been short at less than
10 years (compared to almost 13.0 years for Cycle 23).

In reality, the Hale Cycle terminator did not occur until
December 2021 (although November 2020 was a tantalising failure
to launch). This meant that the length of Cycle 24 was 10.75 years,
still (slightly) faster than average. McIntosh et al. (2023) discuss the
failure to launch inmore detail, and present a revised outlook for the
solar activity for the rest of Cycle 25.

In Paper I we consciously tried to avoid discussion of causation,
which, due to its controversial nature could lead to dismissal of the
empirical relationship, and we wanted to open a broader scientific
discussion of solar coupling to the Earth and its environment. But
Paper I did suggest that corpuscular radiation—specifically galactic
cosmic rays modulated by the large-scale heliospheric magnetic
field—appears to have greater influence on ENSO than photons,
independent of the exact mechanism by which they couple to the
atmosphere. As Figure 1 shows, the second of the triple dips does
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FIGURE 1
Comparing more than five decades of solar evolution and activity proxies, combining and updating Figures 1, 4 of Leamon et al. (2021). From top to
bottom: (A) the total (black) and hemispheric sunspot numbers (north—red, and blue—south); (B) a data-motivated schematic depiction of the Sun’s 22
years magnetic activity cycle; (C) the Oulu cosmic-ray flux; (D) the Penticton F10.7 cm radio flux; (E) the Mg II index of ultraviolet variability from the
University of Bremen; and (F) the variability of the Oceanic Niño Index (ONI) over the same epoch. The black dashed lines mark the cycle terminators,
including the December 2021 end of Cycle 24.
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align with the big drop in cosmic rays. There is a small drop (from
the peak) that alignswith the onset of LaNiña in 2020, but this is only
a ∼1% drop in GCRs, compared to the ∼5% drop at the terminator
in 2021. So it is plausible, then, that the onset of La Niña in 2020 was
just “random” internal fluctuations of the atmospheric system, and
the second and third years were sustained by whatever mechanism
drives the external coupling.

Nevertheless, independent of the exact coupling mechanisms,
the question must be asked, why has the pattern occurred
and reoccurred regularly for the past five solar cycles, or
60 years?

3 Discussion

3.1 Mechanisms

So if we cannot conclusively link the flux of incoming cosmic
rays or other charged particles, how else might we explain a solar
influence? We offer two potential solar-terrestrial mechanisms: (1)
the effects of the Heliospheric Current Sheet, and (2) the effects of
geomagnetic activity indices.

Figure 2 again shows the F10.7 radio flux, Oulu GCR count, and
the ONI record, but adds the computed Heliospheric Current Sheet
(HCS) tilt angle from the Wilcox Solar Observatory (Scherrer et al.,
1977; Wilcox et al., 1980). Note that the Wilcox Solar Observatory
has only been extant since 1976, so we only show the 4 + cycles since
then (It did, conveniently perhaps, come online at the nadir of the
Cycle 19 minimum.)

Thefirst thing to observe in Figure 2 is that, like F10.7 = 90, when
the HCS tilt exceeds the Earth’s orbital obliquity, 23.4°, is also a good
(scalar) proxy for the terminator. Similarly, on the downslope of the

cycle, there seems to be a correlation between the decay of the post-
maximum El Niño and when H = 23.4°.

The rapid rise in F10.7, and the increasing number and
complexity of solar active regions that lead to the increasing tilt
of the HCS, all occur at the terminators. When the slope of the
change in solar activity is the steepest, that is, the period when the
gradients in our atmosphere are the largest. It follows that there
should be two such times, once during the ascending phase and
again during the declining phase of the cycle. There is a difference
in Figure 2 in the decay of tilt between two odd and the two even
cycles, something that also visible in the production of X-flares
(Leamon and McIntosh, 2022), and does seem to track in the timing
of the El Niño to La Niña transition. The six terminators in Paper
I, while highly statistically significant for N = 6, was a tough pill
to swallow for some readers; a correlation for 4 (or even 2) is too
much.

Figure 3 shows the relationship between the geomagnetic
activity indices Ap (red) and Kp (green) and ONI record. The Kp
and Ap record extends back further (1932) than ONI (1950), but
we show the full record to see that the gross behaviour of Ap
within a solar cycle remains similar independent of cycle strength.
Two things are immediately apparent: 1) The El Niño near solar
minimum (that precedes the El Niño to LaNiña transition described
in Paper I at the terminators—the dashed black lines) corresponds
quite well to the local minimum of Ap. The transition to La Niña
then occurs as the solar cycle and geomagnetic activity ramps up
at the terminator. 2) We identify the strongest mid-cycle El Niño
peaks (and mark them by pink dashed lines). These tend to be
associated with the highest levels of geomagnetic activity. Note
also the close—but not exact—correspondence of the dotted lines
marking the 2/5 of the cycle phase and the El Niño peak pink lines,
especially for the last 4 cycles (after 1978). Not every local maximum
or minimum in Ap corresponds to an El Niño (and vice versa),

FIGURE 2
Showing the relationship between the tilt of the HCS current sheet (black) and ONI (red). The zero point for the ONI trace is offset to 23.4° (Earth’s axial
tilt), and the horizontal dotted lines correspond to ONI=±2. The top and bottom sub-panels show F10.7 and the Oulu GCR flux as context for the
landmarks of the solar activity cycle. In all panels the dashed vertical lines correspond the Hale Cycle terminators, and the dotted vertical lines
correspond to the 3/5 “pre-terminator” point as described in Chapman et al. (2020) and Leamon et al. (2022).

Frontiers in Earth Science 04 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/feart.2023.1204191
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/earth-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Leamon 10.3389/feart.2023.1204191

FIGURE 3
Showing the relationship between the geomagnetic activity indices Ap (red) and Kp (green) and ONI (red and blue, hot and cold). At the bottom the
F10.7 radio flux (and SSN for 1932–1947) are shown, smoothed and scaled, as context for the landmarks of the solar activity cycle. As in Figure 2, the
dashed vertical lines correspond the Hale Cycle terminators, but here the dotted vertical lines correspond to the 2/5 point—which closely corresponds
to the sharp drop in F10.7 seen here, and the reformation of the sun’s polar coronal holes Leamon et al. (2022). The magenta dashed lines mark the
dates of the (strongest) mid-cycle El Niños. Note the close correspondence of the 2/5 dotted lines and El Niño peak dashed magenta lines, especially
after 1978 (i.e., the past 4 cycles).

but this simple correspondence can explain almost 90% (17/19) of
El Niño events (ONI>0.5) since 1950. With 2 misses and 4 false
alarms, the Heidke skill score for this forecast (or rather, hindcast)
is H = 0.71.

Historically, scientists have looked at the extrema of the solar
cycle, trying to correlate the timing of solar max and solar min with
dynamic changes in terrestrial climatology and weather. Instead,
we should be investigating the timing of the extrema of the first
derivative of solar cycle activity and looking for correlations with
global dynamic changes in our atmosphere during those periods. It
is then no small wonder things appear more clearly when using the
terminator as the fiducial time to anchor terrestrial climate epoch
analyses. Summarizing, it would appear that an El Niño tends to
develop starting at solar min and shortly after solar max, when the
solar inputs to the atmosphere are relatively stable, and the ensuing
transition to La Niña occurs when solar output is undergoing most
change.

3.2 Other recent results

A common suggestion from previous studies is that a multi-year
La Niña tends to occur after a strong El Niño. Iwakiri andWatanabe,
2021 argued that the duration of La Niña is strongly influenced
by the amplitude of the preceding El Niño in both observations
and a long climate model simulation, presumably due to a large
initial discharge. The weird thing about 2020–23, however, is that
this prolonged La Niña, unlike previous triple dips, has not come
after a strong El Niño, which tends to build up a lot of ocean heat

that takes a year or two to dissipate. Where’s the dynamics for this?
(Jones, 2022, quoting NOAA’s M. L’Heureux). Paper I noted that the
period of terminator-ENSO correlation corresponds to the close-to-
monotonic rise in global sea surface temperatures over the same time
period. As the world warms, and ice sheets melt, a slowdown of the
Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) is expected
from the influx of fresh water (Boers, 2021). Orihuela-Pinto et al.
(2022) modelled a collapse of the AMOC, and showed that such a
collapse would strengthen Pacific Trade Winds, push warm waters
to the west, thus creating more La Niña-like conditions.

Generally, large-scale global climate models predict a shift to
more El Niño-like states as the oceans warm, but this is not what
has been observed for the past 50 years or so—as Figure 1 shows.
Similarly, wemay consider the shift fromnegative PDO to positive in
1976–77 (e.g., Mantua et al., 1997; Minobe, 1997, 2000), previously
referred to as the Great Pacific Climate Shift (e.g., Trenberth, 1990;
Miller et al., 1994), and the subsequent reversal to negative PDO in
2002–03, but neither phase shift is immediately apparent in Figure 1.
The observed AMOC indices flipped from positive to negative in the
early 1960s, but the statistical correlations of Paper I endured after
the return flip in the late 1990s.

We have focused here (again) on ONI, a single scalar quantity
of an area-averaged SST anomaly, rather than 2D maps of SST.
McKenna and Karamperidou (2022) report a difference in the
response of atmospheric blocking events, synoptic weather patterns
that divert the jet stream from its typical path in the mid-to high-
latitudes between “canonical” and “Modoki” (or Eastern andCentral
Pacific) flavors of El Niño. Put another way, there is more to
teleconnections than just a scalar index can convey: the different
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teleconnections and impacts on themid-latitude circulation coming
from Eastern and Central Pacific flavors of El Niño demonstrate
different effects in blocking frequency and characteristics; significant
disruption of weather patterns caused by blocking can have severe
ecological and socio-economic impacts.

Similarly, the difference between flavors of El Niño (Trenberth
and Stepaniak, 2001; Kao and Yu, 2009; Yeh et al., 2009) may be
associated with the difference between those forced by “fixed”
solar cycle landmarks and those responding to oceanic/atmospheric
dynamics, although increasingly warming sea surface temperatures
may just be the dominant Modoki El Niño driver (Yeh et al.,
2009).

3.3 The “standard” cycle

As previously discussed, it is clear from themodified superposed
epoch analysis of Leamon et al. (2021) that there is a coherent
pattern to solar output and the terrestrial response from terminator
to terminator. The logical next step, then, is to average the five solar
cycles for which we have data into a “standard” unit cycle that we
may use for skillful prediction of future cycles. As first discussed
in Leamon et al. (2022), the monthly series data are interpolated
into 100 points from terminator to terminator, and an average and
standard deviation are computed at each interpolation point for each
of 5 cycles. This is shown in Figure 4 for F10.7 and the ONI El Niño
index. Given the almost 100% variation in peak F10.7 from cycle to
cycle, the average rises more smoothly from solar minimum to solar
maximum than any of the individual cycles of Figure 1; however,
the changes in standard deviation (i.e., the edges in the red shaded

envelope) are clear at x ∼ 0, 0.4 and 0.6, and are driven by changes
below the solar surface as discussed in Leamon et al. (2022).

We may use this standard cycle as a prediction tool for future
ENSO events. In the language of the state vector simple dynamic
system formulation of ENSO of Penland and Sardeshmukh (1995),
it is clear that the forcing term f(t) must have a strong negative
impulse at the terminator, a (strong) positive impulse through
sunspot minimum to the terminator (and one—or two, for each
hemisphere—weaker positive impulses associated with increased
(E)UV insolation around solar maximum). As the Appendix A
and Figure 6 show [and as Torrence and Compo (1998) and Wang
and Wang (1996) showed], there is always power at shorter scales
(3–7 years), between the terminators, corresponding to the intrinsic
mode(s) of the system. Even if it is likely that the mid-cycle El Niño
peak is related to increased solar output, we do not attempt to fit
every bump and wiggle, or explain every (non-terminator) feature
as solar-induced.

Nevertheless, it is an interesting exercise, if not an acid test,
to predict Cycle 25: we already can estimate the date of the next
terminator date as the brightpoints revealing the Cycle 25 activity
band (cf. Figure 1B) have been present on disk long enough such
that we may make a (well-constrained) linear extrapolation for
when the Cycle 25 terminator will be and thus convert the unit
cycle to real time out beyond 2030. This is shown in Figure 5:
The lower panel updates Figure 1B, and shows the progression of
the EUV brightpoint distribution for cycles 22–25. That the cycle
25 progression is well-established and, more importantly, linear, is
clear. From extrapolating observations of the distribution of EUV
brightpoints and their equatorward progression, we can already
estimate that the Cycle 25 terminator will be late 2031—early 2032,

FIGURE 4
“Standard” cycle for F10.7 (top) and ONI (bottom). The black trace is the average of the past five cycles [cf. Figures 1D, F], and the red envelope is
defined by one standard deviation. The dots correspond to 2019 May, the blue horizontal dashed line in the F10.7 panel corresponds to the terminator
proxy threshold of 90 sfu, and the blue vertical dashed lines correspond to the “Circle of Fifths” outlined in Leamon et al. (2022).
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FIGURE 5
(A) “Standard” cycle from Figure 4 projected forward in (real) time from March 2019 to the Cycle 25 terminator, currently predicted (Leamon et al.,
2022, from extrapolation of the band progression shown in Panel (B)) to be late 2031. EL Niños may be expected around 2026 and 2031, and La Niñas
in 2020–21, 2027–28 and 2032–33. The green trace shows the observed ONI from March 2019 to December 2022.

with an uncertainty of about 9 months. Following the method
outlined by Leamon et al. (2022), we can confirm, refine, or revise
our estimate for the length of Cycle 25 as early as its polar
field reversal, which we currently estimate to be early-mid 2024.
While the timing of the 2020 La Niña turned out to be perhaps
more serendipitous than a fantastic prediction 3 years in advance,
the triple-dip that endured into 2023, and its previous analogue
of 1998–2001, one whole Hale Cycle ago, we may be cautiously
optimistic for the general trends of large-scale solar climate in the
next decade.

The year 2023 does present an immediate acid test: Figure 5
suggests, statistically, that there will not a (strong) El Niño
until around 2026, after the peak of the sunspot cycle, and
ENSO-neutral conditions will endure from now until then. This
is in contrast with the increasing drumbeats of a (strong) El
Niño from various government agencies and NGOs worldwide.
For instance, the European Center for Medium-Range Weather
Forecasting (ECMWF) model, predicted on 1 Feb 2023 that the July
measurement would be +0.91, a ∼2° shift from January. That model
might be the outlier in the ensemble, and we are the wrong side of
the classic “spring Predictably Barrier,” but such a +ENSO swing is
a rare feat indeed, even after the triple dip La Niña. And, as Figure 3
shows, we have to go all the way back to 1957 to get a (strong) El
Niño prior to solar maximum. Reiterating, the year 2023 presents
an immediate acid test.

3.4 What have we learned?

It is all to easy to dismiss the solar cycle terminator–ENSO
correlation of Leamon et al. (2021) as a quirk, a curiosity. Indeed, its
citation record—4, plus one self-citation (Leamon et al., 2022) for
the modified superposed epoch method—might concur with that
sentiment.

Climate Science is messy; this is not a topic to wrap up neatly
and put a bow on it. Interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary science is
even harder. Not only does one have to wrap things up neatly and
convince one’s own discipline community, but then to convince the
other community requires speaking their (specialized) language to
communicate with them. The stacked time series plots of scalar
quantities in all the Figures here rather than maps suggest I am still
operating in an “above-the-atmosphere” mindset.

Paper I was written with an open mind as to what the
coupling mechanism from the Sun to the ocean was and reported
just the statistical correlations. We suspected that cosmic rays
or precipitation of other charged particles might be modulating
the teleconnections (e.g., Bjerknes, 1969; Domeisen et al., 2019)
from equator to higher (terrestrial) latitudes, and the fact that
these correlations turned on in the 1960s came from the warming
planet. Rather than increased tropospheric temperatures, other
long-time-scale trends, such as phase of the Atlantic Multi-decadal
Oscillation (AMO; see, e.g., Omrani et al., 2022) could aid (or
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FIGURE 6
Wavelet power spectra for the NOAA indices ONI 1950–present (top) and the extended “Multivariate ENSO Index” (MEI) 1871–present (bottom; note
change of abscissa scale). Cross-hatched regions on either end indicate the “cone of influence,” where edge effects become important. Horizontal
dashed and dotted white lines refer to periods of 3, 7, and 11 years; Vertical white lines indicate June 1966 (the Cycle 19 terminator), and, in the MEI
panel, January 1911 (see text). Significant power is seen at solar cycle scales from the mid-1960s on, consistent with the results of Torrence and
Compo (1998), and Wang and Wang (1996).

hinder) teleconnections, driving the observed ENSO variability.
The AMO turned negative in the mid-60s, in time for the Cycle
19 terminator, but that negative phase ended around 2000, and
there have been two more Hale Cycle terminators since then, with
associated (multi-year) La Niña events.

The GCR flux did drop off slightly in mid-2020, corresponding
to the onset of the current multi-year La Niña event, but the big
(5.5%) drop corresponded to the late-2021 decrease in ONI, or
return to values below −0.5. Tinsley et al. (1989) noted that while
the GCR flux recorded by neutron monitors in Oulu (as used in this
paper and elsewhere) lies in the range 1–10 GeV, it would be more
appropriate to use as comparison with (storm intensity) the flux of
particles with energies an order of magnitude lower, being “themain
source of ionisation and a source of chemical species in the lower
stratosphere and troposphere.” This is consistent with the biggest
change inOxygen fluxes (ACE-SIS) from themid-2020 peak came in
the 7.3–10 MeV/nuc range (so 115–160 MeV total for an 8-proton,

8-neutron Oxygen nucleus) with a 30%–40% drop over the last half
of 2020, and a further decrease aligned with the terminator (JS
Rankin, personal communication; but see also Rankin et al., 2022).

The US$ billion socio-economic impacts of ENSO are such that
it behooves us, as a community, to mitigate them by being able
to predict ENSO on decadal timescales. We need an experiment,
or series of experiments, field campaigns, models, both in the
neutral atmosphere and plasma space above, to deduce the coupling
pathway and mechanisms. Is charged particle precipitation properly
accounted for in coupled circulation models, for instance? The
method described here to describe the “unit cycle” of irradiance
can then be forecast to a given/predicted solar cycle length and
strength for use in higher-fidelity long-range future climate models.
The various studies and authors quoted in Jones (2022) agree that
the IPCC models are missing something—usually incorporation
of ice sheets—but why not incorporation of upper atmosphere
phenomena?
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3.5 Where do we go now?

Any connection, or attempted connection between solar
variability and oceanic variability is viewed with deep scepticism.
Nevertheless, any prognostic skill at all, frankly, is mind-boggling.
The correlations presented here and in Paper I are not happenstance.
As previously mentioned, the year 2023 presents an immediate acid
test of the predictions here (ENSO relatively neutral) and recent
computer models calling for a strong El Niño, albeit while highly
cognizant of the Spring Predictability Barrier.

To advance higher-fidelity long-range future climate models,
we need a (large) team of open-minded individuals to explore
what needs to be included. And, of course, not just funding, but
interdisciplinary funding. Finally, there has in the last year or
so, been a rapid increase in interest of Artificial Intelligence and
Machine Learning for the scientific process—methods for predicting
natural phenomena, and also discovering new physical insight based
on hitherto unforeseen patterns in the data. Such a Neural Net
technique was demonstrated for geomagnetic storm predictions by
Cheung et al. (2017), and provides a clear pathway forward for our
interests: What potential mechansisms can be found to explain the
empirical sun-atmosphere correlation through correlated variations
in the solar corona, EUV spectral irradiance, and solar wind down
to the radiation belts, ITM structures and the stratosphere?

4 Conclusion

In Paper I (Leamon et al., 2021) we showed a strong correlation
between the end of solar activity cycles and the warm-to-cold
transitions of the El Niño Southern Oscillation, that held for the 5
cycles 19–23, or from 1966–7 to 2010–11. Paper I then predicted
that the next such transition would be in 2020. La Niña did indeed
begin in mid-2020, and endured into 2023. However, some of the
solar predictions made in Paper I did not come to pass until late
2021.

It would appear, then, that the galactic cosmic ray-driven
modulation suggested by Paper I to explain the El Niño to La Niña
transitions is not correct. In lieu of GCRs, but still searching for a
solar-modulated mechanism, we considered the we considered the
tilt of the Heliospheric current sheet and the geomagnetic activity
indices Kp and Ap. When the HCS tilt exceeds the Earth’s orbital
obliquity, 23.4°, is a good (scalar) proxy for the terminator, and thus
an El Niño to La Niña transition.

The geomagnetic activity indices are a far more promising
mechanism: 17 of the 19 significant El Niño events since 1950 are
closely correlated in timewith a local extremum inKp andAp.The El
Niño to La Niña transition at the terminator comes as geomagnetic
activity rises from its solar cycle minimum, and any mid-cycle
El Niños are associated with local peaks in geomagnetic activity
(especially that event that always seems to occur within a year of the
2/5 cycle landmark).

So, revising the conclusion from Paper I, maybe it is an El Niño
that is driven by solar-terrestrial coupling, and a La Niña just follows
as the coupled ocean-atmosphere system relaxes. However, these
temporal correlations do not explain the magnitude of an El Niño

event, or the LaNiña event that follows, nor does it explainwhy post-
terminator La Niña events tend to endure for two or more years,
especially those at the end of even-numbered solar cycles, such as
the 2020–23 event just ended.

Based on the solar cycle correlations shown in Figures 1, 3,
we computed the average ENSO for a solar cycle, and predicted it
forward for the next decade.

The rest of 2023 presents an immediate acid test for the statistical
correlations presented here: we do not predict a strong El Niño,
in opposition, perhaps, to dynamical forecasts. Statistical forecasts
have no experience of the current unprecedentedly warm ocean
waters worldwide; have dynamic forecasts properly included such
sea surface temperatures? If any solar cycle-dependent model is to
be believed, we have to go all the way back to 1957 to get a (strong)
El Niño prior to solar maximum. We shall see.

To conclude, in light of the theme of this Frontiers Research
Topic, “Impact of Solar Activities on Weather and Climate,” we have
shown that there are rapid changes in solar output, in terms of
energetic photons, particulate ejecta and the large-scale heliospheric
structure at specific, predictable times in the solar cycle, and that
major swings in the various ENSO indices are correlated with at
least one (The El Niño to La Niña transition at the terminator), if
not two (the post-maximum El Niño peak), of these landmarks. As
such, the results presented here suggest that solar (cycle-modulated)
inputs are not properly captured in current models of ENSO, and
thus we offer great utility for improving the fidelity of atmospheric
and climate modelling in future.
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Appendix A: Wavelet analysis

Given that the key result of the present paper is that ENSOvariability
is correlated with the terminators, which occur not at a fixed
temporal frequency but at a fixed phase of the solar cycle, we are
reticent to include a Fourier spectral analysis. Nevertheless, the
question “Would you expect there to be significant power in a
Fourier spectrum of the entire ENSO signal?” is a valid one, as there
have been several previous spectral analyses of ENSO. Indeed, the
seminal wavelet analysis paper (Torrence and Compo, 1998) uses
ENSO data (the Niño3 timeseries) as its “practical example.”
As such, Figure 6 shows wavelet power spectra for the ONI index
as discussed above, and also for the longer term “Multivariate
ENSO Index,” MEI, (Wolter and Timlin, 2011) that combines air
pressure, temperature and wind speed data along with sea surface
temperatures, normalized such that the mean value for 1871–2005
is zero and the standard deviation is unity.
As a sanity check, the spectra of the two indices agree, and our
analysis agrees with previous ENSO wavelet analyses (Wang and
Wang, 1996; Torrence and Compo, 1998) that “the principal period
of ENSO has experienced two rapid changes since 1872, one in
the early 1910s and the other in the mid-1960s.” Thus in both
panels of Figure 6, vertical dot-dashed lines indicate June 1966
(the cycle 19 terminator), and in Figure 6B, somewhat arbitrarily,
January 1911 marking the extent of the significance contour at
12–14 year scales and low power at scales shorter than about

4 years. An abrupt alteration anywhere between 1911 and 1914
would not be inconsistent with Figure 6B. However, given the
likely role of tropospheric warming and stratospheric cooling in
changing the properties of ENSO (Ramaswamy et al., 2006), and
polar vortex—QBO teleconnections (Labitzke and van Loon, 1988;
Toohey et al., 2014), it is believable that the June 1912 Novarupta
volcano eruption in Katmai National Park, Alaska (Fierstein and
Hildreth, 1992)—the largest eruption of the 20th century in terms
of ash volume expelled, and which, unlike other major eruptions
with stratospheric consequences, happened at high rather than
equatorial latitudes—could be the trigger of the 1910s phase change
seen in Figure 6. Another suggestion from Figure 6 is that another
abrupt alteration of oscillation period occurred around 2003–5 to
a dominant 3-year periodicity. Even though one could then argue
that a 3-year intrinsic periodicity would also make a 2019–2020
prediction, the power at scales of a few years (almost always) exceeds
that at solar cycle scales, and there is consistent, significant, power
at 11-ish year scales over the past five solar cycles.
Not unrelated to the change in ENSO principal period and the
onset of a significant signal at solar cycle scales in the mid-1960s,
Wang (1995) noted that the onset of El Niño experienced an abrupt
change in the late 1970s. He attributed the change to “a sudden
variation in the background state, associated with “a conspicuous
global warming” and deepening of the Aleutian Low in the North
Pacific.”
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