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SC475 Tropical Soils, Crops and Farm Systems      NCDC Information by Allison Level 
Assignment for monthly and annual rainfall           January 2009 
 
NCDC Website—www.ncdc.noaa.gov 
The NCDC site is available for free only on a computer with an .edu domain. You can access the 
site from any computer, but if the computer doesn’t have an .edu domain, you will be prompted 
for payment. You should be able to use any computer on campus that has an .edu domain and get 
the data for free. Sometimes while you are trying to get data, you will get asked if you want the 
data put in a shopping cart (they will want you to pay for it). NO NO don’t pay for it.  
 
The data is free from a campus .edu domain computer. 
 
Instructions: 
 
On the homepage  www.ncdc.noaa.gov choose: Weather/Climate Events, Information… 

 
 
 
On the Weather/ Climate Resources page, on the left bar select Data Access tools 
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At the Data Access Tools, select: climate and weather 

 
 
From Climate and Weather page, select Global Surface Data 

 
 
The Global Surface Data URL as of 1-23-09 is: 
http://cdo.ncdc.noaa.gov/CDO/cdo 



 3

 
At the Global Surface Data page, select country 

 
 
 
 
 
Then select a country from the list. For this handout I will use Malawi. 
Highlight the country you want to select then click Access Data/Products 

 
 
From this page, highlight the dataset you want which is: 
Surface Daily Monthly Global on the right side of the screen then click access data 

 
 
 



 4

From this page click continue. You will see that Malawi is selected 

 
 
From this page, click continue: 

 
 
Then look at your list of stations, and select one 
In this case, Lilongwe Airport is selected, then press continue 
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On this screen, you will have to make several changes. Under select date restrictions, you will 
have to change the from and to, to match the years you want. Select output format: delimited 
without station name. Select output format delimiter: comma  Click on continue 
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Check and make sure you are asking for the data you need. Put your email address in the box. 
You also have to put a check mark in Inventory Review Click submit request  

 
 
 
 
This is the next screen you get. Usually the data comes through in about 1-2minutes, so you 
often don’t have to check your email you can just click on the URL below the line that says: 
NOTICE! 

 
 
Click the URL. 
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This is the page that will have your dataset. 

 
 
 
The data file is the first file, the other files have other information you may need. 
File contents: 
 
Surface Data, Monthly Global DATA FILE—this is your actual data, and it is this file you 
will want to save as a .txt file and then import into excel to create your spreadsheet. 
 
Surface data, monthly global INVENTORY—this file gives station name and year and months 
of data available. This is helpful information to have 
 
STATION LIST —just list’s the name of the station. This isn’t that helpful. 
 
Global format documentation (file size—not available) but the file content IS AVAILABLE. 
You will want to click into this file, it gives the field names and descriptions. THIS 
DOCUMENTATION IS VERY IMPORTANT.   From this you will be able to tell things like 
is the precipitation in inches or centimeters. Is the temperature in degrees F or degrees C. 
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If you click on the URL for the data file, this is what you will see: 
 

 
 
You will need to save this data file, then import it into Excel. You will then have to do some 
manipulation of the data to complete your assignment. 
 
How do you get the information from this file that was generated, into an excel 
spreadsheet.  
 
First of all, you will be working with the file that is the top one and says DATA FILE. 
 
Click into that file. You will see lots of numbers and columns. 
 
Then go to the upper left corner of the computer to “file” 
In the drop down menu, select save as 
The window will pop up for you to save it to your computer’s hard drive, a floppy, etc. 
You can change the file name if you want, but save it as a .txt  extension 
 
 
 
 
Then open up excel and open up your file. 
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You will then be prompted in some screens and asked for information. 
 

 
 
This first screen, towards the top the bullet will be in Fixed width 
CHANGE the bullet to Delimited   
Then click next 
 
 
On this next screen: 

 
 
it will come up with a checkmark in the TAB box, 
UNCHECK this and put the checkmark in COMMA 
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On this last screen, 

 
Click on  finish. 
 
All your data will now be in separate columns. 
You will have to add a column for annual precipitation and then total the monthly amounts to get 
the annual precipitation amount. 
 
You will also have columns for data you don’t need. You can delete them after you MAKE 
SURE you don’t need the data. 
TOTAL PRECIPITATION (mm)  is TOTP, this is monthly 
For annual, you will have to add the monthly data 
 
Your Excel file will now look like this. 
You are not finished yet, you still have quite a bit of work to do. 
MMMMM=missing data 

 
 
Follow the instructions from Dr. Tinsley on which columns you need, and how to manipulate the 
data to get the totals needed for your assignment. 


