Chapter 15 The Hot, Wet Equatorial Climate

Distribution
e i ot, wet climate is found between
5°a ° north and f the tor. Its greatest

extent is found in the lowlands of the Amazon, the
Congo, Malaysia and the East Indies.

away from the equator, the influence of the on-shore
Trade Winds, gives rise to a modified type of equato-
rial climate with _monsoonal _influences. Within
the tropics, the equatorial highlands have a distinc-
tively cooler climate, modified by altitude, such as
the Cameron Highlands in Malaysia, the Northern
Andes, and the Kenyan Highlands in Eas ica.

Fig. 121 shows the regions of the world which expe-
rience the hot, wet equatorial climate.

Climate
Temperature. The most outstanding feature of
the equatorial climate is its great uniformity of
The mean
monthly temperatures are always around 80°F,

with very little variation. There is n inter.
Cloudiness and heavy pmﬂwm{w
the daily temperature, so tht\ev::;r:a_tﬁ_eﬁ_uggr

itself, the climate is not unbearable. In addition.

regular land and sea brcezes assist in maintaining a
truly equable climate. The diurnal range of tempera-
ture is small, and so is the annual range.

Fig. 122 (a) and 122 (b) show the ryhthm of
climate experienced in two different equatorial re-
gions, one on a lowland (Kuala Lumpur) and the
other on a highland (Bogota). The uniformity in
temperature is apparent at once. Kuala Lumpur
has its hottest month with 80°F, and its coolest
month with 78°F. The annual range is not more
than 2°F. Th monthly temperatures for
Bogota are comparatively low because of its altitu-
dinal différences. It is located in the Andes, 8,730
feet above sea level. Its annual range is equally
small, also 2°F. (59°F.-57°F.). The dotted line
in the temperature graph shows its temperature
reduced to sea level. Statistics taken from the
various equatorial stations indicate that the annual
range of temperature is small: Singapore, 2.3°F.,
Djakarta 1-8°F., Quito 0-7°F., Colombo 3-2°F.
Over the oceans, the range is even smaller, e.g.
Jaluit in the Marshall Islands in the Pacific Ocear
records a range in temperature of only 0-8°F.

-hot. wet equatorial regions

Fig. 121 The hot, wet equatorial regions
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Fig. 122 (a) Equatorial Climate - -a lowland station
Place: Kuala Lumpur (3°N., 102°E.)

Altitude: 54 feet

Annual precipitation: 95 inches

Annual temperature range: 2°F. (80°—78°F.)
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Fig. 122 (b) Equatorial Climate—a highland station
Place: Bogota (4°, 38'S,, 74° 16'W.)

Altitude: 8,730 feet

Annual precipitation: 63.4 inches

Annual temperature range:2°F. (59°—57°F.)
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Precipitation. Precipitation is heavy, between 60
inches and 100 inches, and well distributed through-
out the year. There is no month without rain, and
a distinct dry season like those of the Savanna or the
Tropical Monsoon Climates, is_absent. Instead,
there aré two periods of maximum rainfall, in April
and October as shown in Fig. 122 (a) and 122.(b),

Leasl

which _ocgur_shortly after the AL
rain falls at the June and December solstices. The
double rainfall peaks coinciding with the equinoxes
dfe 1-charactefistic feature of equatorial climates

‘mot found|in any other type of climate. But this

simple pattern may be upset by local conditions,
g Kota Bharu, Kelantan receives most of its
rainfall from the North-East Monsoon at the end of
the year and Rangoon, Burma, from the South-West
Monsoon between June and September. As one
goes further north and south of the equator, parti-
cularly in coastal districts open to_the influences.of
the trades, the tendency is towards a monsoona!
patiern with the heaviest rainfall coming in the

summer_monihs, i.e. June, July and August in_the
northern hemisphere and December, January and

February in the southern hemisphere.

Due to the great heat in the equatorial belt,
mornings are bright and sunny. There is much
evaporation and convectional air currents are set
up, followed by heavy downpours of convectional
rain in the afternoons from the towering cumulo-
nimbus_clouds (see Chapter 13). Thunder and
lightning often accompany the torrential showers
and the amount of rainfall recorded in one single
afternoon may be as much as the deserts receive for
the entire year! Besides the convectional rainfall,
mountainous regions also_experience much orogra
phic_or reliel ram. In addition, there are some
intermittent showers from cyclonic atmospheric dis-
turbances caused by the convergence of air currents
in the Doldrums.

The Te1ative humidity is constantly high (over 80

Forested slopes of Mt. Kinabalu. The lower slopes have
been cleared in places for cultivation. The vegetation on
the higher slopes gradually changes in response 1o lower
temperatures Paul Popper
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per cent) ing one feel ‘sticky’ and uncomfo 5
The monotonous climate, oppressive and enervating,
taxes one’s mental alertness and physical capability.
though along the coasts refreshing sea breezes do
bring some relief. As a result, most of the white
settlers, whose bodies are attuned to

Siore VareT condlfions ks to the Sonms mes

whenever they can.

Equatorial Vegetation
High temperature and abundant rainfall in the

equatorial regions support a luxuriant type of
vegetation—the (ropical rain forest.
[efo CS| CNSE 2

vegetational extravag a hat a_spe ern :
is used. Unlike the temperate regions, the growing

season here is all the year round -seeding, flowering,
fruiting and decaying do not take place in a seasonal
pattern, so some trees may be in flower while others
only a few yards away may be bearing fruit. There
is neither drought nor cold to check growth in any.
part of the year. The characteristic features of the
equatorial vegetation may be summarized as follows,

1. A great variety of vegetation. The equatorial

vegetation EO%EM a_multitude of evergresn. tuces.
that yield tropical hardwood, e.g. mahogany, ebony,

cabinet woods and dyewoods. There
;‘%.‘_ﬂe;' palm cﬁqti_ng plants like the J;
W be hundreds of feet long and

epiphytic and parasitic plants that live on other plants,

Under the trees grow a wide variety of ___ferns,
orchids and lalang.

2. A distinct layer arrangement. From the air, the
tropical rain forest appears like a (h; of
foliage, broken only where it is € rivers

or cleared for cultivation. All plants struggle up-
wards for sunlight resulting in a peculiar layer
arrangement. The tallest trees attain a height of

Fig. 123 Sketch to show the three distinct layers of an
equatorial forest
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over 150 feet (Fig. 123). Their slender trunks pierce
skywards with wide-spread branches at the top.
The smaller trees beneath form the next layer, and the
ground is tooted with ferns and #erbaceous plants
which can tolerate shade. Because the trees cut out

3. iple species. Unlil
where only a few species in a particular area,

the trees of the tropical rain forests are not found
in pure stands of a single es. It has been esti-
mated that in the Malaysian ;\nigh as many as 200
species of trees may be found in an acre of forest.
This has made commercial exploitation of tropical
timber a most difficult task. Many of the
tropical hardwoods do not float readily on water
and this makes haulage an expensive matter. It is

therefore not surprising that many tropical countries
4. Forest Clearings. Many parts of the virgin
tropical rain forests have been cleared. either for
lumbering or shifting cultivation. 2a

N2S 4re¢ aba s luxuriantsecc

gro 4 Ps,
mangrove forests thrive.

Life and Development
in the Equatorial Regions

The equatorial regions are generally sparsely.

populated. In_the forests most primitive _people
live as hunters and collector, e more advan

@W-ﬁwﬁ 50 abun-
dant in a habitat that many people worry very
little about the life of the next day. There are numer-
ous animals, birds and reptiles that can be hunted
to serve the needs of the community. The ever-
flowing rivers and streams provide an inexhaustible
supply of fish that the people spear or trap. From
the forest, they gather leaves, fruits, nuts and
other forest products. In the Amazon basin the

Indian tribes collect wild rubber, in the o Basin
t Bym@ww:ﬁm&%

the i e all sorts of cane ucts and
sell them to people in villages and towns. In the
clearings for shifting cultivation, crops like manioc
(tapioca), yams, maize, bananas and groundnuts
are grown. When the fertility is exhausted, the
clearing is abandoned and they move on to a new
plot. Such farming practices are becoming more and
more widespread even among backward tribes.

With the coming of the Europeans, many large
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Harvesting oil Im fruits in Malaysia

plantations have been established, especially in Java,
Sumatra, Malaysia, West Africa and Central America.
The climate has proved to be very favourable for the
cultivation of certain crops that are highly valued
in the industrial West. The most_outstanding is
natural rubber, called hevea brasiliensis. Though
it was first discovered in its wild state as Para rubber
in the Amazon basin, it has since been transplanted
to other parts of the equatorial lands and is grown

very profitably on large estates. Malaysia and
Indonesia are the leading producers, each accounting

for more than a third of the wor uction. The
hox_ne pountxy_,_Brazd exports practically no natural

rubber. The problems of tree diseases and the
lack of commercial organization of the Indians in the
Amazon lowlands have brought about this unex-
pected ‘shift’ of rubber cultivation.

Another tropical crop that has achieved an
~amazing success is cocoa. It is most extensively
cultivated in West_ Africa, bordering the Gulf of
Guinea. The two most important p roducers are
Ghana and Nigeria. Thereis a keen écmana for the
crop a ana acreages are rapldly on the increase. Most
of the crop leaves West Africa for Europe or North

America for the cocoa and chocolate industry.
From the same area another crop, oil palm, has done
equally well and many countries outside Africa have
now taken to its cultivation. Other crops that have
been found suitable for the hot, wet equatorial
climate and are extensively cultivated are coconuts,
sugar, coffee, tea, tobacco, spices, cinchona, bananas,
pineapples and sago.

Factors Affecting the Development
of Equatorial Regions
| quntorial climate and health. Under conditions

of excessive heat and high humidity, Man is subject

sical and mental handicaps. He
perspires profusely and loses vigour and energy in
such an enervating environment. He exposes him-
self to such dangers as sun-stroke and to such diseases
as malaria and yellow-fever. Consequently, his ca-
pacity for active work is greatly reduced and his
resistance to diseases is much weakened. Unless
there is adequate provision for satisfactory sanita-
tion, physical and mental health are bound to be
affected. Nowadays malaria eradication schemes

are in progress in most tropical areas and vaccines

Market gardening in Singapore. In many parts of the
equatorial zone intensive farming, to supply city-dwellers
with vegetables, is profitable Primary Production
Department Singapore
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have been developed to counteract other diseases.
2. Prevalence of bacteria and insect pests. The hot,
wet climate which stimulates rapid plant growth,
also encourages the spread of insects and pests. As
germs and bacteria are more easily transmitted
through moist air, equatonal conditions are ideal for
the survnval of such organisms. Insccts and pests
not only spread diseases but are |njunoux 10 LIOpS.
They plague both men and animals.
3. Jungle hinders development and maintenance.
The jungle Ts so luxuriant that it is quite a problem
to clear a small patch of it and even more
difficult to maintain it. Lalang (tall grass) and thick
undergrowth spring up as soon as the shade trees
are cut and unless they are weeded at regular intervals,
they may choke crops and overwhelm estates. In
the same way, roads and railways constructed through
the equatorial lands have to cut through forests,
dense thickets and swamps and those who build
and maintain them encounter wild animals, poiso-
nous snakes and insects. Once completed, they
have to be maintained at a high cost. Many remote
parts of the Amazon basin, the Congo and Borneo are
without modern communication lines. The rivers
form the only natural highways.
4. Rapid deterioration of tropical soil. It is a
mlsconcemon that tropical soils are rich. In_its
\_IFE untouched state, due to hegyy leaf-fall and
decomposmon of lea_gs _by_bac tena, a ;mgk
mantle of ;s makes the soil fair ile. This
is clear from the shifting cultivators’ heayy croppings
in_their newly clearedjadapes  But once the humus
is used and the natural vegetative cover is removed,
the torrential downpours soon wash out most
of the soil nutrients. The soil deteriorates rapidly
with subsequent soil erosion and sonl 1mpovcrlshmcnt
One may quote the lndonesna slan :
excep ] ashes
energetic. m " Malaysia, Smgapore and
eastern Brazil much progress has also been made in
the development of the tropical lands through
systematic planning and the will of the people to
succeed.

Difficulties in lumbering and livestock farming. As
mentioned earlier, though the tropics have great
potentiﬂl in timber resources, commercial extraction
is difficult. The trees do not ocgur in homogenous
stands, there are no frozen surfaces to facilitate
logging and the tropical hardwoods are sometimes
too heavy to float in the rivers, even if these flow in the
desired directions.
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Livestock farming is greatly handicapped by an
absence of meadow grass, even on the highlands.
The few animals like bullocks-or buffaloes are kept
mainly as beasts of burden. Their yield in milk or
beef'is well below those of the cattle in the temperate
grasslands. The grass is so tall and coarse that it is

not nutritious. In Africa, domesticated animals are

attacked by iscise flics that cause ngana, a_deadly

dlsease
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I. The above two graphs taken from two

different stations, Alor Star in West Malaysia
and Bombay in India, show two different types
of climate.






