NCAR Scientist Says Climate Change Worsens Northeast Storm
by Charlie Brennan
Feb. 8, 2013 - Climate change will likely add to the final snowfall totals from the monster winter storm lashing the Northeast by 5 to 10%, according to a leading expert on climate change at the National Center for Atmospheric Research.  Kevin Trenberth, a distinguished senior scientist in the Climate Analysis Section at NCAR, said Friday that snowfall totals from the storm are being influenced by both warmer air temperatures, leading to the atmosphere retaining more moisture, and a 1° increase in ocean temperatures since 1970.  "That will give you about 5 to 10% more snow than if you would have had the same snow back in 1980," Trenberth said.
"This relates to the idea that out here, there's the saying, 'It's too cold to snow.' You freeze-dry the snow.  The biggest snowfalls occur when the temperatures are just below freezing -- not when it's really cold."  That is why, Trenberth said, the Rocky Mountain region tends to see its highest snowfalls in March and April, when temperatures are higher.  In fact, he said, even the timing of this storm can also likely be somewhat attributed to climate change.  A storm of this nature, historically, would be more likely to savage the Northeast coastal states in March, when it's typically somewhat warmer, than in mid-February.
Snow started falling Friday from New York City north to Portland, Maine, with the system expected to intensify overnight.  Final accumulations are projected at 2 to 3 feet in Boston and elsewhere throughout the region.  "This dates back to a couple of years ago, when they had what they called 'Snowmageddon,'" Trenberth said, referring to back-to-back heavy snowstorms that paralyzed the mid-Atlantic states -- including Washington, D.C.  -- in early February 2010.  "Sen. Inhofe went out and built a snowman and was derisively making remarks about Al Gore and global warming," Trenberth said.  "In actual fact, it's very likely that storm had a global warming component."  News accounts reflect that Sen. Jim Inhofe, R-Okla., and his family built an igloo.  They outfitted it with cardboard signs reading "Al Gore's new home" and "Honk if you (heart) global warming."
Because of climate change, Trenberth said, there is no reason not to expect the current trend to continue, with heavier, wetter storms, and those storms striking more often in mid-winter.  "The projections (for continued ocean warming) are about 0.2-0.3°F per decade," Trenberth said.  "So in the next two or three decades, we could easily get another degree out of this, by 30 years from now.  "It changes the seasons."
Trenberth was a lead author of the 1995, 2001 and 2007 Scientific Assessment of Climate Change reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and shared the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize, which went to the IPCC.
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