Making Climate Change Real…

7/14/2011

Hi Everyone,
So there was a lot of positive feedback regarding the last blog post on “Climate cycles & climate
trends & weird weather”, so I thought I’d extend the digression away from the stream
temperature discussion one more time. In looking back on it, I now realize I probably should
have set the context for this blog at the outset with today’s subject matter and that of the previous
one, but I never claimed to be a linear thinker. Moreover, the nice thing about this blog format is
that the feedback received on various posts gives me a good sense of where people’s thinking is
at across a diverse geographic & disciplinary spectrum & helps me tailor subsequent blog posts
in a way that is most useful (hopefully) on the whole.
So this time out, I thought I’d highlight a few of the tools that are available for visualizing
observed, historical trends related to climate change. The basic graphs of trends in global average
temperatures (graphic 1) that we’re all used to seeing are the most general of generalizations that
mask a lot of local variability, so seeing how this global phenomenon has been playing out
locally puts a face on it & may make it seem more real.
The first tool is one developed by the Office of the Washington State Climatologist & is simply a
GoogleMap that provides a dynamic means of summarizing historical air temperature and
precipitation trends at weather stations across the Pacific Northwest over the last century
(graphic 2). It’s easy & intuitive to use, & remember, it’s based on observed data, not model
scenarios about possible futures. I use it all the time to visualize & think about how warming
trends vary relative to the time-period and season considered.
The second tool is the Climate Wizard developed by the Nature Conservancy & a consortium of
partners. It’s more general in geographic scope and provides a means of viewing historical
temperature & precipitation trends for individual states, the entire U.S., or globally (graphic 3).
The Climate Wizard isn’t as customizable as the GoogleMap tool in its capacity to examine
different historical time periods or seasons, but does provide spatially continuous maps of
temperature changes based on interpolations between historical observations. The Climate
Wizard tool also provides functionalities for visualizing future climate scenarios, though with
less spatial resolution than the historical record. The attached paper by Girvetz et al. 2009
describes this tool & it’s potential uses in detail.
So these are a few of the climate visualization tools that exist & there are probably many others I
don’t know about (I’d be happy to hear about your favorites & maybe we compile a list that gets
posted to the blog?). In a way, it all seems pretty straightforward & you almost wonder what all
the hullabaloo is about. I mean, it’s just air temperatures gradually warming and precipitation
regimes changing ever so slightly over the course of our lifetimes, right? But those two factors &
their interaction trigger a profound set of consequences in terms how water is delivered to
streams and lakes, it’s thermal properties when in those systems, the types of vegetation that
grow near aquatic systems, perhaps even the yield of nutrients from the terrestrial to the aquatic
realm, all of which have great importance from a fish’s perspective & which we need to better
understand in the next few years.

Until next time, best regards,
Dan
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