Not at all typical
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Out our window today, it is cloudy and cool. Temperatures are falling, and there’s even a
chance for snowflakes later today. It’s a chilly mid-April Monday morning, the kind Iron County
has known for years. Pretty typical.
But Iron County’s weather in March was anything but typical. Like most of the eastern
two-thirds of the U.S., the area had its warmest March on record. Even now, midway through
April, we are still wondering what to make of it.

The official weather station south of Caspian never hit 80 during March, but it recorded highs in
the upper 70s five consecutive days. Nights were mild enough to leave your window open. In
March.
Last year, we didn’t see our first 70 until May 11. This year, temperatures were 40 degrees
warmer than normal for nearly a week. Forty degrees. If we had been 40 degrees below normal,
it would have been below zero all day.
It never really got very cold this winter. We had sieges of subzero weather, especially in early
February, but we also had highs in the 30s and 40s in January. After the February cold spell
eased, we were back in the 30s. But nothing could have prepared us for the unprecedented
March heat wave—as the snowpack melted to nothing in just a few days.
So what do you make of it?
Mention “climate change” to some people, and they get mad. To them, it’s not a scientific
theory but a political issue. After all, they argue, don’t we still get cold spells? We definitely do.
We still get subzero weather in winter and an occasional monster snowstorm, like Leap Year
Day this year.
What seems to be happening is that climate systems—the air pressure changes that produce
weather, depicted by “H” and “L” and squiggly lines on a weather map—seem to be growing
deeper and stronger and slower moving. If we get in a warm air pattern, as we were in March,
it’s going to be around for a while.
It works the other way, too: if we get in the cold side of the jet stream, grab your heavy jackets
and storm gear: We’re going to cold for a while. While we were basking in June-like warmth
during March, the western U.S. and Pacific Coast was on the cold side of the jet stream and
was battered by stormy weather.
The jet stream and the upper air systems just weren’t moving. Over here, we were on the warm
side of things during March. Maybe next time we won’t be.
Odds are, next March will be much closer to normal. But that won’t mean the climate has
stopped changing. Our weather is simply getting more extreme more often. That’s good news
for all those extreme weather TV shows. But not for you and me.
Many people saw it coming. They tried to warn us. Some listened. Some didn’t. Anyway, that’s
all water under the bridge now. And that water is sure running fast!
--Peter Nocerini
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