
 

GO FIGURE: Figuring the odds of Earth's
global hot streak
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In this July 25, 2014 file photo, a roofer works under the mid-day sun in Gilbert,
Ariz. Federal science officials announced Friday that for the third time in a
decade, the globe sizzled to the hottest year on record. Both the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration and NASA calculated that in 2014 the world
had its hottest year in 135 years of record-keeping. Earlier, the Japanese weather
agency and an independent group out of University of California Berkeley also
measured 2014 as the hottest on record. (AP Photo, File)

The global heat streak of the 21st century can be explained with statistics
that defy astronomical odds.
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First, the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration calculates
global average temperature going back to 1880. That's 135 years. So if
no other forces were in play and temperatures last year were totally at
random, then the odds of 2014 being the warmest on record are 1 in 135.
Not too high.

But record and near record heat keep happening. Climate scientists say
it's not random but from heat-trapping gas spewed by the burning of
coal, oil and gas. You know, global warming. And one of their many
pieces of evidence is how statistically unlikely it is for the world to have
warmed so much.

So how likely are these temperatures to be random? The Associated
Press consulted with statisticians to calculate the odds of this hot streak
happening at random. Here are some statistics and the odds they
calculated, with the caveat that high temperatures tend to persist so that
can skew odds a bit:

The three hottest years on record—2014, 2010 and 2005—have
occurred in the last 10 years. The odds of that happening randomly are
3,341 to 1, calculated John Grego of the University of South Carolina.
Kai Zhu of Stanford University, Robert Lund of Clemson University and
David Peterson, a retired Duke statistician, agreed.

Nine of the 10 hottest years on record have occurred in the 21st century.
The odds of that being random are 650 million to 1, the statisticians said.

Thirteen of the 15 the hottest years on record have occurred in the last
15 years. The odds of that being random are more than 41 trillion to 1,
the statisticians said.

All 15 years from 2000 on have been among the top 20 warmest years on
record. They said the odds of that are 1.5 quadrillion to 1. A quadrillion
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is a million billion.

And then there's the fact that the last 358 months in a row have been
warmer than the 20th-century average, according to NOAA. The odds of
that being random are so high—a number with more than 100 zeros
behind it—that there is no name for that figure, Grego said.
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