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Beyond El Niiio Predict
et g Cold, Snow for the East

Discember 8, XN5; Frpe BI

Like all good bettors, climate forecasters have a systern, except that theirs is a bit better than counting on a foothall tearn to "never” lose on snow. To predict a corning
winter's weather, many use the El Nifio Southern Oseillation, an ocear current in the tropical Pacifie.

Bart this wear there is reither a strong El Wifio, which brings a raild winter to the northern .5, and extra precipitation fror Texas to Florida, nor its opposite, La Mifia.
Lz a regult, ENSO-gmaitten meteorologists are as lost as those foothall bettors faced with a garee in sunmy Iliar.

The Mational Oceanic and Strmospheric Adranistration, for instance, predicts a winter that's wartner than the 30-yrear average in the central and western .5, Bt it
says the Morthesst, the East Coast, the Gulf Coast states and the Southern Califorrda coast have equal chances of being warmmer or colder than usual. In other words,
flip a coin.

L&z for precipitation, MO& S savys that although Florida and parts of the Southeast and Gulf Coast will dry off, the rest of the country has equal chances of being
wetter or drier than average. Another coin flip. With no strong signals for either abowve- or below-norrnal conditions, says NOAL's Ilike Halpert, they fallback ona
statistical technicue that assures the trend of the past 10 years iz likely to continue.

Fed up with wishy-washy forecasts, scientists are looking for influences o winter weather that have nothing to do with E1 Hifio but hit the mark more often. "By
focusing so strongly on E1 Mifio," says meteorologist Judah Cohen of Atraospheric & Ersdrorrnental Research Inc, Lexingtor, Ivass, "wou leave a lot on the table "
&nd, as a Hational Science Foundation report found, "the predictive [power] of El Mifio-based ternperature forecasts outside of the tropics often has been far off the
rrark."

Dr. Cohen's preferred crystal ball: October snow cover in Eurasia. When stioar blankets more of Sieria than usual, he caleulates, it araplifies certain waves in the
atrosphere, directing energy into the stratosphere. This upper-level warrning induces large-seale circulation changes, which eventually travel dowr to Earth's surface,
where thew cause hernisphere-scale anomalies of pressure, ternperature and winds that push the jet streara south.
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Syetic air also dips south, making the eastern 115, and Western Enrope shiver. £ond the southerly jet stream pushes stonm tracks sonth, says Dr. Cohen, "so there is a
higher likelihood of northeasters and snowstormns to the south and east "
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Featn recl Actoe rtice 1 His snowr-cover-based forecasts hawve regularly bested El Mifio-based ones. In the winter of 2002-2003, for instance, a moderate E1 Mifio was supposed to diree the
atrosphere toward a roilder-than-average season in the East. Dr. Cohen broke with the pack. Based on greater-than-sverage snow cover in Siberia in October 2002, he
”-“59;ffl_?]f_***"‘ forecast a bitterly cold and stowwy winter in the eastern half of the U5, and warrath for the West. Bingo. January was frigid, and heavy snows in Febmary paralyzed
D 5 Hy 2 T il roads and rails in Eastern cities.
Clck Here L.

&3 he told the aremal meeting of the Araerican Geophysical Urion this week, "The stnow-based forecast was superior to the El Hifin-based governement forecast.” The
Boandioom Conpection & Formm

For Leark 1 kp Thiong latter predicted a warrner-than-normal winter for most of the country, which was way off.
Techhokery nhataton

Wew HP Viorsation: tor Fnanc | Last winter, too, Dy, Cohen accarately forecast the overall teraperature pattern, calling for above niotroal for rost of the country and below norral for the interdor
Maret Mortheast. Governrnent forecasts missed the extenstve balminess in the Ilidwest and incorrectly predicted abnorraal cold for the Southeast.

ez ior Resonme Cenkr

e His current winter forecast also differs from the governenent's, and he is far from alone. He thinks the western two-thirds of the 1.5, will be warmer than norenal, while
Inwe st arting major k1 ees at the eastern third {especially around the eastern Great Lakes) will get the icebox treatment.
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Cestions r the Frire: ks tes Weather 2000, a Mew York firrn whose clients include energy, agriculture and insurance companies, is backing the sare horse. "The consensus from NOL& S and sorme

e e other forecasters is for a wery rnild winter, but we see the opposite,” says Ilichael Schlacter, clhief metecrologist. "This one willbe corparable to 1995-"96 and
ST ATE; 2002-"03, with a warrn West and a cold, snowy Fast. This could be the fourth wirnter in a row that Hew York City gets more than 40 inches of snowr. "
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Weather 2000 bases its forecast partly on the Horth Atlantic Oscillation, a pattern of pressure and temperature waves centered over Grreerland. When the HAC is in
its so-called negative phase, it sets up a "blocked” weather pattem that weakens westerly winds and brings Europe and the eastern 1.5, extrerne cold.

Howr do yon know which phase will likely dominate the FAO? Horthern Herisphere stvar cover in July may offer a clue. When it is less extensie than usual, says
meteorologist &dam Lea of Unrversity College London, the MAO s more likely to be in its positie phase, which strengthens westerly winds and brngs Enrope and
the eastern 1.5, a wetter but malder winter.

Bt the abardant snow cover last suraraer portends a negative NAO, which the London scientists caloulate is thee titnes as likely as a positive one. Parkas ready?

Write to Sharon Begley at sciencejournalifins] com



