
 

Study: Don't blame climate change for South
American drought

February 16 2023, by Seth Borenstein

  
 

  

Birds fly over a man taking photos of the exposed riverbed of the Old Parana
River, a tributary of the Parana River, during a drought in Rosario, Argentina, on
July 29, 2021. Climate change isn’t causing the multi-year drought that is
devastating parts of Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil and Bolivia, but warming is
worsening some of the dry spell’s impacts, a new study says. Credit: AP
Photo/Victor Caivano, File
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Climate change isn't causing the multi-year drought that is devastating
parts of Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil and Bolivia, but warming is
worsening some of the dry spell's impacts, a new study says.

The natural three-year climate condition La Nina—a cooling of the
central Pacific that changes weather worldwide temporarily but lasted
much longer than normal this time—is the chief culprit in a drought that
has devastated central South America and is still going on, according to a
flash study released Thursday by international scientists at World
Weather Attribution. The study has not been peer reviewed yet.

Drought has hit the region since 2019 with last year seeing the driest
year in Central Argentina since 1960, widespread crop failures and
Uruguay declaring an agricultural emergency in October. Water supplies
and transportation were hampered, too.

"There is no climate change signal in the rainfall," said study co-author
Friederike Otto of the Grantham Institute at Imperial College in London.
"But of course, that doesn't mean that climate change doesn't play an
important role in the context of these droughts. Because of the extreme
increase in heat that we see, the soils do dry faster and the impacts are
more severe they would have otherwise been."
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People who live in the fishing village of Espinillo Island walk their goods across
the Old Parana River delta now that boats can't reach their community and
others, amid a drought that turned the river into a sand bank, across the river
from Rosario, Argentina, July 29, 2021. Climate change isn’t causing the multi-
year drought that is devastating parts of Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil and Bolivia,
but warming is worsening some of the dry spell’s impacts, a new study says.
Credit: AP Photo/Victor Caivano, File

The heat has increased the evaporation of what little water there is,
worsened a natural water shortage and added to crop destruction,
scientists said. The same group of scientists found that climate change
made the heat wave last December 60 times more likely.

And cutting down trees in the southern Amazon in 2020 reached the 
highest rate in a decade and that translates to less moisture being
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available farther south in Argentina, said study lead author Paola Arias, a
climate scientist and professor at the Environmental School of the
University of Antioquia in Colombia.

  
 

  

Land recently burned and deforested by cattle farmers stands empty near Novo
Progresso, Para state, Brazil, Aug. 16, 2020. Climate change isn’t causing the
multi-year drought that is devastating parts of Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil and
Bolivia, but warming is worsening some of the dry spell’s impacts, a new study
says. Cutting down trees in the southern Amazon in 2020 reached the highest
rate in a decade and that translates to less moisture being available farther south
in Argentina. Credit: AP Photo/Andre Penner, File

The team of scientists at World Weather Attribution use observations
and climate models to see if they find a climate change factor in how
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frequent or how strong extreme weather is. They compare what
happened to how often it happened in the past, and they run computer
simulations that contrast reality to what would have happened in a world
without human-caused climate change from burning of fossil fuels.

In this drought's case, the models actually show a slight, not significant,
increase in moisture from climate change but a clear connection to La
Nina, which scientists say is waning. It will still take months if not longer
for the region to get out of the drought—and that depends on whether
the flip side of La Nina—El Nino—appears, said study co-author Juan
Rivera, a scientist at the Argentine Institute for Snow Research,
Glaciology and Environmental Sciences.

  
 

  

Pablo Giailevra walks on his stunted cotton field during an ongoing drought in
Tostado, Santa Fe province, Argentina, Jan. 18, 2023. Climate change isn’t
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causing the multi-year drought that is devastating parts of Argentina, Uruguay,
Brazil and Bolivia, but warming is worsening some of the dry spell’s impacts, a
new study says. Credit: AP Photo/Gustavo Garello, File

In the past, the team of scientists has found no obvious climate change
connection in some droughts and floods, but they do find global warming
is a factor in most of the severe weather they investigate.

"One of the reasons why we do these attribution studies is to show what
the realistic impacts of climate change are. And it's not that climate
change makes everything worse," Otto said. "Not every bad thing that's
happening now is because of climate change."

© 2023 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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