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A killer typhoon and a climate conference.
“Typhoons such as Yolanda (Haiyan) and its impacts
represent a sobering reminder to the international
community that we cannot afford to procrastinate on
climate action. Warsaw must deliver on enhancing ambition
and should muster the political will to address climate
change.” Yeb Saño, Philippines Representative to the UN Climate
Change in Warsaw, November 11, 2013.

On November 7, 2013, Typhoon Haiyan tore into the
Philippines with terrifying force, becoming what was
probably the most intense typhoon to make landfall during
the era of reliable scientific observation. A confirmed death
toll of over 5,000 possibly underestimates the real scale of
the disaster by a factor of two. Wind speeds of 235 km per
hour persisted for 10 minutes - and for 1 minute they
actually achieved 315 km per hour. Brief gusts roared at an
astonishing 378 km per hour! Most of the casualties,
however, appear to have been caused not by the blasting
gale, but by the massive storm surges which they caused. At
their worst, these may have reached a height of 6 m, and a
wave which hit Tacloban Airport on the island of Leyte and
destroyed the terminal building was 5.2 m high. Tragically, a
surge rose above the first floor of the Tacloban City
Convention Center, which was being used as a shelter.
Top: A street in Tacloban, Leyte island. Photo: Eoghan Rice - Trócaire /
Caritas (Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic License). Upper
left: Typhoon Haiyan photographed by Astronaut Karen L. Nyberg from
the International Space Station. Lower left: Haiyan on November 7,
2013, as it moved towards on the Philippines. NASA.

Heart-rending pictures of the devastation filled TV screens world-wide. As delegates gathered at the
UN's 19th annual climate conference (COP 19) in Warsaw, Poland (Nov. 11 to 23, the vast scale of the
humanitarian disaster in the Philipines was a timely reminder of our vulnerability in the face of
extreme weather. In sympathy with his people, Naderev (“Yeb”) Saño, having delivered a tearful
appeal to delegates to get to grips with the problems of climate change, undertook a hunger strike
for the duration of the conference. After the conference, Christiana Figueres, Executive Secretary of
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) warned, “we are witnessing ever more
frequent, extreme weather events, and the poor and vulnerable are already paying the price”.
Saño's speech received a standing ovation, but serious doubts have been expressed about what was
actually achieved at Warsaw. A group of the poorer nations led by China staged a walk out and
demanded greater flexibility for poorer nations, which the USA and EU delegates considered to be
reneging on existing agreements to cut carbon emissions. Astonishingly, while the conference was
actually underway, its president Marcin Korolec was sacked as Poland's minister for the environment,
as Poland's government sought to push through the exploitation of shale gas. On Nov. 22, Oxfam,
Action Aid, the International Trade Union Conference, the Friends of the Earth and the WWF, refused
to participate further, issuing a joint statement accusing the process of achieving “virtually nothing.”
After an extra day of negotiations, however, the organisers put out an upbeat press release. It
announced “The UN Climate Change Conference in Warsaw ended on Saturday, keeping governments
on a track towards a universal climate agreement in 2015 and including significant new decisions
that will cut emissions from deforestation and on loss and damage.” Moreover, “The conference also
decided to establish an international mechanism to provide most vulnerable populations with better
protection against loss and damage caused by extreme weather events and slow onset events such as
rising sea levels. Detailed work on the so-called “Warsaw international mechanism for loss and
damage” will begin next year.”
There has been a widespread expectation that global warming will cause storms to become more
frequent and powerful as increasing energy is available to feed them, but in the interests of
scientific objectivity, it has to be emphasised that this link is not as well-established as might be
thought. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has been cautious about fears of worsening
storms. Reviewing the evidence in the journal Nature, after the impact of Haiyan, Quirin Schiermeier
(Nov. 11, 2013) noted an opinion that the growth of storms could be hindered if energy goes into
winds at different heights blowing in different directions. However, “On balance, many climate
researchers think that it is plausible that tropical-storm activity will rise as the planet warms.
There is some evidence1 that storm intensity has increased over the last three decades, but reliable
data are limited to the north Atlantic, where observations are most abundant. In other places, the
evidence is not yet conclusive 2.” A recent study3 using climate simulations predicted that global
warming will cause tropical storms to grow stronger (although not in the SW Pacific).
[1. Elsner, J. B. et al., (2008). Nature 455: 92–95; 2. Coumou, D. & Rahmstorf, S. (2012). Nature Clim. Change 2:
491–496; 3. Emanuel, K. A. (2013). Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 110: 12219–12224].

Given the immense risk which tropical storms pose to human communities, the threat of
strengthening storms is clearly a problem which deserves to be a focus of intensified research.
Above and beyond all other considerations and optimistic hopes, there looms a simple fact which
must not be lost in the complexities of the climate change debate.
Beginning in 1995, there have been no less than 19 annual COP (Conference of the Parties to the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate) events. However, carbon emissions are not falling.
They are not levelling out. On the contrary, as tracked in a recent report from the Global Carbon
Project, they continue to grow. 2013 is headed for a record global output of CO 2, namely 36 billion
tonnes. The only small crumb of comfort is that the rate at which emissions are increasing has
slowed to 2.1% in 2013, compared with 2.2 % in 2012 (and a mean of 3.1% since 2000).
"simply inadequate" was how Professor Nicholas Stern,Chair of the Grantham Research Institute on
Climate Change at the London School of Economics and Political Science, described progress in
Warsaw, 2013.

Seasons in South East England

September, 2013

For the UK overall, September's provisional mean temperature was
12.8oC (0.1 °C above the 1981-2010 mean). Thanks to high pressure
conditions, England enjoyed dry and sunny conditions from Sept. 1 to
5. The UK's maximum temperatures of 30.2 °C were felt at Frittenden
(Kent) and Writtle (Essex) on Sept. 5. Cooler and unsettled conditions
followed. Kinbrace (Sutherland) experienced the UK's lowest
temperature of -2.4oC on September 6. On Sept. 13, rain spread from
the W; in the evening, Hampstead (in N London) received 41 mm. On
Sept. 15, an active autumn depression arrived, bringing storms. Up at
Shap in Cumbria, 39 mm of rain fell, whilst down in SE England, a gust
of 121 km per hour was recorded at the Needles (Isle of Wight). A
ridge of high pressure brought sunny weather from Sept. 20, with rain
finally entering southern areas on Sept. 25. Sept. 26th was overcast.
On this date in Scotland,-2.4 °C was recorded at Braemar
(Aberdeenshire). Sept. 28 mostly sunny and dry, but showers occurred
in Dorset (SW England) and in Hampshire (SE England) on Sept. 29.
The final day of the month saw scattered showers in southern areas.
SE and central S England, mean max. temp.: 18.9oC (0.0oC); mean
min. temp.: 9.8oC (-0.2oC). Hours of sunshine: 127.8 (86%). Rain: 54.9
mm (82%). Anomalies re. 1981-2010 norm in brackets.
Source: online Met Office data.

Top: September 16, 2013. Cattle in a field near Ridley in Kent.
In the woodlands,hedgerows and waysides fruits were ripening and
plants were going to seed. The examples below are from Belair Park,
South London. Upper left: Sept. 1, 2013. Cuckoo-pint (Arum
maculatum) planted in a narrow hedgerow/woodland habitat created
in Plants donated by New Leaf. Centre left: Sept. 2. Great (or hairy)
willow herb (Epilobium hirsutum), a plant of weedy, wet
environments. Lower left: Sept. 2. Creeping thistle (Cirsium arvense).
Below: Sept. 4. Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna).

Above: Sun and planets against their starry background at the Equinox (re-labelled from Stellarium). The photo,
taken at around solar noon from S. London, looks in the general direction of the Sun into an overcast sky.

Global climate; September 2013.
According to the NOAA, the mean global temperature for September 2013 (combining data for land and
sea) was 0.64 ± 0.11oC above the 20th C average of 15.0oC. This did not break the all-time record, but,
significantly, this was the 4th warmest September on record (2005 was warmest).
For the world as a whole, the surface of the land was 0.89 ± 0.25 oC warmer than the average (6 th warmest
on record; 2009 was warmest), and the ocean was 0.54 ± 0.04 oC warmer (4th warmest; September was
warmest). For the Northern Hemisphere the combined result for land and ocean was 0.67 ± 0.15 oC (6th
warmest; warmest was September 2005). Land in the Northern Hemisphere was overall 0.77 ± 0.25 oC
above the average (10th warmest; warmest was September 2005), with the ocean 0.61 ± 0.04 oC above the
average (4th warmest; warmest 2003). In the Southern Hemisphere, the combined land and ocean
temperature was 0.61 ± 0.09oC above the mean (2nd warmest; September 1997 was warmest). Land in the
Southern Hemisphere was overall 1.20 ± 0.17 oC above the average - the warmest ever recorded. The
continent of Australia also experienced the warmest September since its national records began in 1910. It
was 2.75oC higher than the 1961-1990 average. The ocean was 0.49 ± 0.05 oC above the average (6th
warmest; warmest 1997). Source: NOAA National Climatic Data Center, State of the Climate: Global Analysis for September,
2013, published online. Data provisional.

Below: Sun and showers in September 2013. Sept. 16 left to right: Weather on Sept. 16, 16:44 GMT
(courtesy Geoff Hamilton). NOAA satellite. Showery weather in Essex. Looking across the Thames estuary
from Gravesend, Kent. Sunlight catches water drops on window after shower. New Ash Green, Kent. Sept.
18: The Sun shines in through the porch of church at Ash, Kent. Images M.J. Heath. © M. J. Heath, 2013.
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