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A newsletter following global environmental issues alongside the cycle of the seasons in Southern England

With the arrival of March, the rains which had drenched the
country, causing flooding and water-logging, abated and Britain
began to enjoy the feel of spring. The days grew longer, warmer
and sunnier weather set in. Catkins and blossom appeared.
Above: willows, Belair Park, London, March 9. Left: cherry blossom, Kent, March 8.

The puzzling pause in global warming –
can it be explained by what's going on in the tropical Pacific?
There has been an overall rise in global temperature since the 19 th C.
Plotted out year by year, however, the trend shows major ups and
downs, not just from one year to the next, but on time-scales of 10 to
30 years. For the last one and a half decades, we have seen a hiatus
in global warming.

Research is needed to protect human communities.
Understanding the causes and timing of these climate swings “too
long to sit out, yet too short to adapt to fully” will be essential if we
are to maximise resilience to future climate change, according to
Prof. Martin Visbeck of Kiel University in Germany. Writing in the
March 2014 issue of Nature Geoscience, Visbeck, who believes that
missing heat is trapped in the deep ocean, expressed fears that cooler
episodes could undermine the political motivation to tackle the longterm problem and also that the developing world would be most
vulnerable to the climate roller-coaster. Visbeck, M. (2014). Nature Geoscience 7: 160-161.
Climate scientists are not agreed as to whether these climate swings
are cyclic or irregular. A mid-20th C cooling episode from about 1940
to 1975 has generally been explained in terms of industry creating
aerosols in the atmosphere. These increased the amount of incoming
energy from the Sun that was reflected back into space. Aerosols
declined as developed nations introduced effective pollution controls,
and the global temperature rose again. From 1997 onwards, it slowed.
What are the causes and implications of the current cooler spell?
The Nature Geoscience editorial for March 2014 recognised that:

“there is now a broad call outside the scientific community,
as well as within, for a more detailed investigation.”

Whatever the cause of the hiatus, “rapid warming is expected to resume.”
Left: The rise in global temperature
since 1880. Diagram: NASA Goddard Institute
for Space Studies. Public domain.

Why was the hiatus in the early
21st Century not predicted by
earlier climate models?
Gavin A. Schmidt & co. of the NASA
Goddard Institute for Space Studies,
New York re-analysed the impact of
natural swings between warmer (El
Niño) and cooler (La Niña) episodes
in the Pacific, slight changes in solar
brightness over the Sun's activity
cycle, and aerosols emitted by
volcanoes and by industry. Their
new model agreed well with reality.
Schmidt and co-workers believed that: “the simultaneous coincidence of multiple cooling effects will
cease” and that “significant warming trends are likely to resume, because the dominant long-term
warming effect of well-mixed greenhouse gases continues to rise”. Schmidt, G. A. et al. (2014). Nature Geoscience 7: 158-160.
Many scientists exploring the problem have emphasised natural swings between warm and cool
episodes. At a seminar given at Colorado State University in 2012, Bill Gray of CSU, argued that the global
cooling episodes of 1880-1910, 1945-1975 and the present hiatus from 1998 onwards, and the warmer
episodes of 1910-1940 and 1975-1998 can be explained by natural cycles which are traceable in the
geological record for thousands of years into the past: “Such multi-decadal periods have always been part
of the Earth's climate system”. He explained them in terms of the “natural back-and-forth swings of the
globe's deep ocean circulation patterns” which were caused by differences in the salinity of the upper
layers of the ocean caused by changes in the amount of rainfall and the intensity of evaporation.
Measurements have revealed that the tropical Pacific has been resisting the long-term warming trend
and that it is is actually cooler than it was during the later part of the 20 th C. Last year, Yu Kosaka and
Sang-Ping Xie of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, University of California, San Diego published
results of a study which confirmed that the eastern equatorial Pacific (amounting to just 8.2% of the
Earth's surface area) can have a major effect on our planet's climate. A La-Niña-like decadal cooling could,
they reported, explain the winter cooling in the north west of North America and the prolonged drought in
the southern USA. They decided: “the current hiatus is part of natural climate variability” but “the
multi-decadal warming trend is very likely to continue with greenhouse gas increase.”
Gerald Meehl of the National Center for Atmospheric Research, Boulder, Colorado, U.S.A. and coworkers argued that during cooler decades, energy trapped by atmospheric greenhouse gases goes
into warming deeper ocean layers rather than the surface of the sea and land. A new study led by
Matthew England of the University of New South Wales and published in Nature Climate Change, suggests
that “a pronounced strengthening in Pacific trade winds over the past two decades – unprecedented in
observations/reanalysis data and not captured by climate models – is sufficient to account for the cooling
of the tropical Pacific and a substantial slowdown in surface warming through increased subsurface ocean
heat uptake.” The hiatus, they predicted, would continue whilst these unusual wind patterns persist,
maybe for much of this decade, but when they cease, “rapid warming is expected to resume”. England, M. H. et
al. (2014). Recent intensification of wind-driven circulation in the Pacific and the ongoing warming hiatus. Nature Clim. Change http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2106 (2014).
Kosaka, Y. & Xie, S.-P. (2013). Nature 501: 403-407. Meehl, G.A. et al. (2011). Nature Climate Change 1: 360-364. This article benefited from a useful review by

Clement, A. and DiNezio, P. (2014). Science 343: 976-978.

Martin Visbeck advised that: “A fully implemented climate-observing system, global data
sharing and a near-time assessment of the state of the climate systems are needed to
support climate assessments, research and impact management.”

Seasons in South East England

January, 2014
Above: Jan.11, chilly sunset in Saxton's and Cage's Wood, Kent.

January followed December with no respite from
episodes of intense winds or deluges of rain that
added to the problem of widespread flooding.
New Year's Eve saw fireworks in central London (top left),
with flavoured debris, whilst, determined to have fun
despite the rain, a crowd gathered before midnight under
umbrellas on the side of a muddy in Norwood Park, South
London to glimpse the event from a few miles away.
London fireworks: Clarence Ji. Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license.

A succession of intense low pressure systems crossed
Britain between the middle of December and Jan. 7,
bringing strong winds and rain. The first day of the month
began generally fine, but saw more than 30 mm of rainfall
in Hampshire. Berry Head, Devon (SW England) received a
gust of 124 km per hour. The next day saw gusts up to 93
km per hour on southern coasts. On Jan. 3, a gust of 171
km per hour was recorded at Needles Old Battery (Isle of
Wight). Jan. 5 experienced the UK's highest and lowest
temperatures, the former at Bude in Cornwall (14.1 oC))
and the latter at Altnaharra in Sutherland (-6.6 oC).
Lower left: On the gloomy evening of January 4, beneath
a grey sky with intermittent rain, houses nestle in the
hollow of a valley near West Kingsdown, Kent.

Jan. 4 was the date at which our planet reached perihelion, the point along its orbit closest
to the Sun (just over 147 million km; 98.3% its mean distance). This coincides with the
northern winter, when our hemisphere is tilted away from the Sun.
Cyclones Anne (below left; NASA) on Jan. 3 and Christina (below right; NASA) on Jan. 5 not only brought rains, but low
pressures enabled abnormal high tides, which together with strong winds damaged coastal defences and properties.

Above: A ridge of high pressure briefly brought sunnier conditions on Jan. 11. This afternoon view looks
across the woodlands above Dulwich (S. London) towards central London.
According to the UK's Met Office: “For the period from 12th December to the end of January some
stations in the south of England had recorded over five months' worth of rainfall. The dominance of the
unsettled weather resulted in January being a very mild month with relatively few air frosts; any
snowfalls were confined to the Scottish mountains.” The month closed with wet weather.
Below left: a sleety shower sweeps toward West Kingsdown, Kent on the afternoon of January 27. The lower view was
taken about 5 minutes later than the upper. London lies on the horizon between the centre and the hedgerow right.

England and Wales had seen their
wettest January in a record
extending back to 1766. For the
South East and central South region
this was also the wettest calendar
month in a record going back to
1910. For the UK as a whole, the
mean temperature was 4.8oC (1.1oC
warmer
than
the
1981-2010
average), whilst England was 1.3 oC
warmer.
SE and central S England, mean max.
temp.: 9.4oC (1.9oC); mean min.
temp.: 3.0oC (1.3oC). Hours of
sunshine: 65.8 (112%). Rain: 207.1 mm
(258%). Anomalies re. 1981-2010 norm
in brackets. Source: online Met Office data.
Below: The final day of January 2014.
Left: Fog descends on S. London in the
early hours. Right: A rainy day for
tourists at Tower Bridge and City Hall.

Left, top to bottom:
View of the British Isles from the NOAA-18 satellite on
January 21 at 14:59 (courtesy Geoff Hamilton). January
27: A primrose has flowered in the churchyard of St.
Peter's and St Paul's, Ash, Kent (taken with flash).
January 11 – Arum maculatum sends up green leaves
from the leaf litter on the floor of Saxten's & Cage's
Wood, Kent, England.

Global climate; January, 2014.
Despite the ongoing pause in global temperature
rise, 2014 saw the fourth warmest January on
record for the world as a whole and the hottest
January for land in the Southern Hemisphere.
According to NOAA's monthly report, the global average
temperature combining both land and ocean surfaces
for January 2014 was 0.65 ± 0.08 oC above the 20th
Century average of 12.0oC) was the 4th warmest (Jan.
2007 was warmest). Globally, the surface of the land
was 1.17 ± 0.18oC warmer than the average. It was also
the 4th warmest January on record with 2007 as the
warmest. The ocean, however was just 0.46 ± 0.04 oC
warmer (7th warmest, with January 1998 as the
warmest). For the Northern Hemisphere the combined
result for land and ocean was 0.75 ± 0.13 oC above the
20th C norm (4th warmest after 2007). Land in the
Northern Hemisphere was overall 1.19 ± 0.24oC above
the norm (7th warmest, the warmest was January 2007),
with the ocean 0.48 ± 0.08 oC above the average (5th
warmest with 1998 as warmest). In the Southern
Hemisphere, the combined land and ocean temperature
was 0.55 ± 0.06oC above the mean (4th warmest; 1998
and 2010 were joint warmest). The ocean was a modest
0.45 ± 0.04oC above the average (11 th warmest; warmest
1998), but the land's temperature anomaly of 1.13 ±
0.15oC above the mean was record breaking.
“most of the world's land areas experienced warmerthan-average temperatures, with the most notable
departures from the 1981–2010 average across Alaska,
western Canada, Greenland, Mongolia, southern Russia,
and northern China, where the departure from average
was +3oC (+5.4oF) or greater. Meanwhile, parts of
southeastern Brazil and central and southern Africa
experienced record warmth with temperature
departures between 0.5oC to 1.5oC above the 1981–
2010 average, contributing to the highest January
Southern Hemisphere land temperature departure on
record at 1.13oC (2.03oF) above the 20th century
average. Some locations across the globe experienced
departures that were below the 1981–2010 average.
These areas include the eastern half of the contiguous
U.S., central Canada, and most of Scandinavia and
Russia. The most notable cold anomalies were in
Russia, where in some areas the departure from
average was 5oC (9oF) below average.”
Source: NOAA National Climatic Data Center, State of the Climate:
Global Analysis for January, 2014, published online. Data are
provisional.
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Looking back on 2013, the UK's Met Office described the
year as “near average and unremarkable” despite notable
events. UK's mean temperature was 8.8 oC (just -0.1oC
below 1981-2010 mean); annual rainfall was 94% and
sunshine 104% mean. A late winter and very cold spring
were followed by a warm summer. “October and December
saw Atlantic storms that brought rain and at times very
high winds, causing widespread disruption.”

Britain's early spring: The Guardian newspaper
reported that: “The Woodland Trust's network of nature
watchers recorded snowdrops appearing as early as
December, and have spotted budburst on elder bushes,
plus butterflies including Brimstones, Red Admirals and
Small Tortoiseshells. Naturalists said the number of hazel
catkins out was particularly unusual, though the number
of insects sighted has been relatively low despite the mild
temperatures.” On the other hand, conditions were too
wet in many places for an early abundance of insects.
Naturalists and gardeners expressed concerns that a false
spring would be followed by a bitterly cold spell.
Left and below: January 27. Snowdrops out around the worn and
lichened tombstones in the churchyard of St Peter's and St Paul's
church, Ash, Kent. Photo below was taken with flash.
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