
 

A climate expert explains the Northern
Hemisphere's weird, wild summer, and what
it means for Australia

July 18 2023, by Andrew King

  
 

  

Spring is predicted to be warmer than average across the continent. Credit:
Bureau of Meteorology

The Northern Hemisphere summer has brought one extreme event after
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another—from heat waves to wildfires and floods. It comes as the world
likely heads into an El Niño pattern, which brings a higher chance of hot,
dry weather in much of Australia.

So is the weird northern summer a portent of what Australia can expect
in a few months?

The extremes in the Northern Hemisphere are linked to persistent 
weather patterns which allow heat to build in some places and rain to
continue in others. On top of this, human-caused climate change is
raising temperatures to new heights.

It's too early to say whether Australia is in for a scorching summer. The
predicted El Niño is a worry, but doesn't guarantee the record-smashing
heat we're seeing in parts of the Northern Hemisphere.

Having said that, continued global warming will bring more record-high
temperatures in Australia. So we must remain on high-alert—and ramp
up reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.

Extreme weather across the world

Wild weather in the Northern Hemisphere at this time of year is to be
expected. However, recent extremes are off the charts.

Major heat waves are underway in North America, Europe, North Africa
and Asia. In California's Death Valley, temperatures on Sunday reached
53.3℃. Parts of Italy were expected to reach 45℃ on Tuesday, and later
in the week could approach Europe's hottest temperature on record:
48.8℃.

China provisionally reached 52.2℃ on Sunday, shattering the previous
record for the country by more than 1.5℃.
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https://phys.org/tags/weather/
https://www.9news.com.au/world/californias-death-valley-sizzles-as-brutal-heat-wave-continues/f1f90160-9b55-434f-8b07-76107c4b6a23
https://www.9news.com.au/world/californias-death-valley-sizzles-as-brutal-heat-wave-continues/f1f90160-9b55-434f-8b07-76107c4b6a23
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/17/extreme-temperatures-recorded-across-northern-hemisphere


 

Meanwhile, wildfires are tearing through Canada, Greece and Spain,
destroying properties and forcing evacuations.

So what's causing these simultaneous heat waves across multiple regions?
They're all linked to high-pressure weather systems that are "blocking"
or deflecting oncoming low-pressure systems (and associated clouds and
rain).

These low-pressure systems have moved to other areas and caused
extreme rainfall and flooding. Flooding in South Korea has left 40
people dead and destroyed critical infrastructure. Vermont, in the
northeast United States, was also flooded after up to two months of rain
fell in a few days.

Alarmingly, the atmospheric patterns driving the extremes in the
Northern Hemisphere appear to be getting more common under climate
change. On top of this, human-caused global warming is greatly
increasing the chance of record-breaking extreme heat events and 
concurrent heat waves across many regions.

What this means for Australia

All this begs the question of what might be coming Australia's way this
summer.
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https://www.cbsnews.com/news/map-canadian-wildfires-2023-where-are-the-fires-ontario-quebec/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-66226500
https://www.9news.com.au/world/la-palma-fire-bushfire-on-la-palma-spain-canary-islands-out-of-control-as-2000-evacuated/ba346a55-a0ac-4b2c-94db-8c5bfa76b1aa
https://www.carbonbrief.org/jet-stream-is-climate-change-causing-more-blocking-weather-events/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-07-17/south-korea-floods-rain-death-toll-underpass-rescue/102609930
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-07-17/south-korea-floods-rain-death-toll-underpass-rescue/102609930
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-66154757
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-022-31432-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-021-01092-9
https://journals.ametsoc.org/view/journals/clim/35/3/JCLI-D-21-0200.1.xml


 

  

Australia’s spring is likely to be drier than average, especially across the east and
south. Credit: Bureau of Meteorology

There's one factor working in our favor: the particular atmospheric
pattern bringing extremes to the Northern Hemisphere isn't replicated in
the Southern Hemisphere, because we have more ocean and less land.

However, Australia does experience its own "blocking" high pressure
patterns which also bring major heat waves and extreme rain events.
Unfortunately we can't predict these months in advance.

El Niño is a little more easily predicted. Currently, the tropical Pacific
Ocean is trending towards El Niño conditions, as waters off the west

4/7



 

coast of Ecuador and Peru continue to warm.

El Niño is part of a natural fluctuation in the Earth's climate system
which typically lasts for the best part of a year. It raises the chance of a
warmer and drier spring in Australia.

Some meteorological agencies say an El Niño has already arrived.
Australia's Bureau of Meteorology is holding off on a declaration, for
now. That's because while the Pacific has fallen into an El Niño pattern,
the atmosphere hasn't yet followed.

But the bureau still puts the likelihood of an El Niño at 70%, and 
forecasts warmer and drier conditions across much of Australia from
August to November.

The extreme weather in the Northern Hemisphere isn't strongly related
to the developing El Niño. But by the time Australia's summer arrives,
we'll likely see El Niño's effects in the weather.

What's more, another driver of Australia's climate, the Indian Ocean
Dipole, is likely to enter a positive phase in coming months.

This phase is associated with warmer seas in the west Indian Ocean. This
leads to fewer low pressure systems, on average, over southeast Australia
and less atmospheric moisture over most of the continent. This would
likely suppress winter and spring rainfall over much of Australia and
exacerbate an El Niño's drying effect.

Not all El Niño and positive Indian Ocean Dipole events bring warm, dry
weather. And there isn't a strong relationship between the magnitude of
an El Niño and the lack of rain in Australia. But these background
climate conditions raise the chance of a warmer and drier spring.
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https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/world-meteorological-organization-declares-onset-of-el-ni%C3%B1o-conditions
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/enso/
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/outlooks/#/overview/summary/
https://phys.org/tags/extreme+weather/
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/iod/
http://www.bom.gov.au/climate/iod/
https://climateextremes.org.au/what-is-el-ninos-impact-on-australias-weather-and-climate/
https://climateextremes.org.au/what-is-el-ninos-impact-on-australias-weather-and-climate/
https://www.publish.csiro.au/es/pdf/ES17004


 

We can't yet predict if Australia will swelter this summer. But an El
Niño increases the chance of hotter and drier summer conditions, with
more heat waves and a greater frequency of weather conducive to fire
spread.

Australia in a warming world

Of course, all this comes on top of human-driven global warming. In
Australia, land areas have already warmed by 1.4℃ over the past century
, and the cool summers common before 1980 are now far less likely.

In fact, even if global warming is limited to well below 2℃, historically
hot summers in Australia will become common.

The Northern Hemisphere's current extreme weather, and predictions of
hotter summers in Australia, are all evidence of humanity's fingerprints
on Earth's climate. This should spur urgent action to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions.

Because if global warming continues, Australia is certain to be hit by
more record-breaking heat events—and that is not something we want to
experience.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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