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Will global warming take a short break?
- Improved climate predictions suggest a reduced warming trend during
the next 10 years -

During the last decades, temperature maxima were regularly broken. A new study to
be published May 1st in the international science magazine “Nature” suggests that
a reprieve may be expected over the next decade, as natural climate variations may
temporarily offset the long-term warming trend. This result was obtained by
researchers from the Leibniz Institute of Marine Sciences (IFM-GEOMAR) in Kiel and
the Max Planck Institute (MPI) for Meteorology in Hamburg.

To date climate change projections, as published in the last IPCC report, only considered
changes in future atmospheric composition. This strategy is appropriate for long-term
changes in climate such as predictions for the end of the century. However, in order to
predict short-term developments over the next decade, models need additional
information on natural climate variations, in particular associated with ocean currents.
Lack of sufficient data has hampered such predictions in the past. Scientists at IFM-
GEOMAR and from the MPI for Meteorology have developed a method to derive ocean
currents from measurements of sea surface temperature (SST). The latter are available in
good quality and global coverage at least for the past 50 years. With this additional
information, natural decadal climate variations, which are superimposed on the long-term
anthropogenic warming trend, can be predicted. The improved predictions suggest that
global warming will weaken slightly during the following 10 years.

“Just to make things clear: we are not stating that anthropogenic climate change won'’t be
as bad as previously thought”, explains Prof. Mojib Latif from IFM-GEOMAR. “What we
are saying is that on top of the warming trend there is a long-periodic oscillation that will
probably lead to a to a lower temperature increase than we would expect from the current
trend during the next years”, adds Latif. “That is like driving from the coast to a
mountainous area and crossing some hills and valleys before you reach the top”, explains
Dr. Johann Jungclaus from the MPI for Meteorology. “In some years trends of both
phenomena, the anthropogenic climate change and the natural decadal variation will add
leading to a much stronger temperature rise.”

Emmy-Noetherl fellow and lead author Dr. Noel Keenlyside from IFM-GEOMAR
continues: “In addition to the greenhouse gas concentrations we are using observed
SST’s of the past decades in our climate model simulations, a method which has already
successfully been applied for seasonal predictions and El Nifio forecasting. The SST'’s
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influence the winds and the heat exchange between ocean and atmosphere, and both
factors impact ocean currents. The results are very encouraging and show that at least for
some regions around the world, it is possible to predict natural climate oscillations on
decadal time scale. Europe and North America are two such regions because they are
influenced by the North Atlantic and Tropical Pacific, respectively.”

Decadal climate precitions are not weather forecasts, as Prof. Latif expands upon: “Such
forecasts will not enable us to tell you whether or not we will have a white Christmas in
2012 in northern Germany, but we will be able to provide a tendency as to whether or not
some decades will be warmer or cooler than average. Of course, always with the
assumption that no other unforeseen effects such as volcanic eruptions occur, which can
have a substantial effect on our climate as well”, summarizes Prof. Latif

More information:

Science Paper:

Keenlyside, N. S., M. Latif, J. Jungclaus, L. Kornblueh, and E. Roeckner, 2008: Advancing
Decadal-Scale Climate Prediction in the North Atlantic Sector. Nature, 453, 84-88.

1Emmy Noether Programme

The Emmy Noether Programme supports young researchers in achieving independence
at an early stage of their scientific careers. Young postdocs gain the qualifications required
for a university teaching career during a DFG-funded period, usually lasting five years, in
which they lead their own Independent Junior Research Group.
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Under http://www.ifm-geomar.de/index.php?id=4192 material is available for download.

Figure captions:

Figure 1: Observed global mean temperature (annual mean and smoothed) shows
variations on multi-decadal time scales. From Climate Research Unit, University of East
Anglia, UK.

Figure 2: Global mean projections from the IPCC, 2007 only considered changes in
radiative forcing and do not initialise natural climate variability. Source: IPCC, 2007,
Summary for Policy Makers.

Figure 3: |Initialised retrospective predictions/forecasts (green) for global mean
temperature, compared with observations and predictions not initialised using ocean
observations and made using only radiative forcing. Decadal means are shown; error bars
indicate the spread of the three ensemble predictions.
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