
DustWatch Report – April 2015 

Dust activity – lowest since May 2014 – no dust at most sites. 
Wind strength – windiest April since 2004. 
Groundcover – steady with some growth in central rangelands. 
Rainfall – above average for large areas. 
Land Management – paddock preparation in wheat/sheep belt. 

Dust activity has almost completely ceased in April 2015 (Figure 1). The hours of 
strong winds (>30km/h) across the network were almost 50% above the ten-year 
average of 83 hours (Figure 2). The reduction of dust is largely due to the above  
Figure 1. Hours of dust (number in brackets) with visibility less than 10 km recorded at each DustWatch site in April 2015 
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average rainfall recorded in April 2015 across most of southern 
Australia (Figure 6a).  
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Figure 2. Average hours of strong winds (>30km/h) in April 



Groundcover remained above the wind erosion threshold of 50% 
(yellow and green colours in Figure 3) in large parts of New South 
Wales and Victoria during April 2015. 

Some dryland and irrigated cropping paddocks in the New South 
Wales and Victorian wheat / sheep belt have dropped below 50% 
groundcover (orange and red colours in Figure 3). 

Rangeland areas below 50% groundcover are visible in the north 
western corner of New South Wales and even more dominantly  

Figure 3. Percentage groundcover for April 2015 as determined from MODIS data using the method published by J. Guerschman et al in 2015 
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across the border into the South Australian and Queensland 
rangelands. The eastern rangelands of Western Australia have some 
areas below the wind erosion groundcover target of 50% but not as 
extensive as the other states. 

In Victoria cropping area in the Mallee (red circle in Figure 3) are 
clearly visible on the groundcover image, with large areas now either 
ready for sowing or already sown. These areas will remain with very low 
groundcover until the cereal crops are well established. 
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Figure 4. Percentage groundcover change from January 2015 to April 2015 as determined from MODIS data using the method published by J. Guerschman et al in 2015 

OEH 2015/0323 

Groundcover change 

DustWatch Report April 2015 3 

Groundcover reduction (>20% decrease = red colours in Figure 4) has 
slowed markedly compared to the last two months in New South Wales, 
South Australia and Victoria. For details see previous DustWatch 
reports (e.g.http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/dustwatch/150156DWNL.pdf). 

Isolated paddocks in the wheat / sheep belt show substantial 
groundcover reductions, most likely due to the stubble burning occurring 
in the area. Due to their small size they are not easily visible on the 
MODIS images. This stubble burning was also detected by 

the MODIS satellite (Figure 7). Substantial groundcover increase 
(>20% increase = green colours in Figure 4) occurred in northern 
South Australia and across the border into Queensland and the 
Northern Territory. This is in line with the above average rainfall 
received in these areas in April 2015. 

A similar pattern is visible in western and south eastern 
Western Australia where areas with above average rainfall are 
consistent with areas with increasing groundcover. 

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/resources/dustwatch/150156DWNL.pdf


Moderate rainfall was recorded in April 2015 along the southern and 
eastern coastline of Australia with some falls exceeding 200mm 
(Figure 5). 

Good falls away from the coast occurred in the south west of New 
South Wales in the Western LLS and across the borders into the 
Mallee and North Central CMA in Victoria and the South Australian 
Murray Darling Basin CMA. 

North eastern New South Wales recorded some good falls of up 
to 200mm in the Central and North West LLS areas. 

Figure 5. Rainfall totals for April 2015 
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The moderate falls in April 2015 along the southern and eastern 
coastline of Australia were unusual for this time of the year. Some 
areas ended up in the wettest 20% of records (blue colours in Figure 
6a). 

Nevertheless, these falls were not enough to move large areas in 
eastern Australia and South Australia out of the below average 
categories (red colours in Figure 6b) for the 3 monthly deciles.  
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Figure 6. Rainfall deciles for April 2015 (a) and 1 February 2015 to 31 April 2015 (b) 

(a) 

(b) 



The total number of fires in April climbed sharply as the total fire ban 
ended in the southern states. South western Western Australia in 
particular saw an extraordinary number of fires, particularly towards the 
end of the month (red and blue dots in Figure 7). 

Figure 7. Fires detected by MODIS satellite during April 2015. Colour markers indicate the week of detection 
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The DustWatch Team                 Contact us at dustwatch@environment.nsw.gov.au 
The MODIS image is courtesy of MODIS Rapid Response Project at NASA/GSFC; the fire data is courtesy of the Fire Information for Resource Management System (FIRMS) and the rainfall map is from the Australian Bureau of Meteorology. This project would not be possible 
without funding from: Caring for our Country; Riverina, Western, Central West and Murray Local Land Services (LLS) in NSW; the NSW EPA, the Mallee CMA and North Central CMAs in Victoria; Department of Agriculture and Food WA, Wheatbelt Natural Resource 
Management in West Australia; and in-kind contributions from: Eyre Peninsula and Murray Darling Basin NRMs in South Australian; and Griffith University in Queensland. We also thank volunteer DustWatchers who provide observations and help maintain the instruments. 
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Fires in the eastern states were more evenly spread across the 
months with a considerable number of fires occurring in New 
South Wales and Victoria in the week ending 20 April 2015 
(yellow dots in Figure 7). 
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