Spring Has Sprung Early -- Is It Climate-Change Preview?
by Kevin Spear
January 31, 2013 – January in Orlando, relatively speaking, was a scorcher According to the National Weather Service, the average temperature was nearly 6°F warmer than normal, ranking the month among the 10 warmest Januarys since the 1890s.
With December also somewhat warmer than usual, the area's mid-winter "heat wave" has jolted the likes of peaches, pollen and the gorgeously gaudy blossoms of the tabebuia tree — now providing the yellow, purple and pink scenery in downtown Orlando — prodding them all into early-season action.
The official weather station at Orlando International Airport reports an average of three freezes a winter, but there hasn't been one so far this season.  The thermometer never even dipped into the 30s in January, the most freeze-prone month of the year in Central Florida.  "I can see why vegetation would be a little confused," said Randy Lascody, senior forecaster at the National Weather Service in Melbourne.
If it sounds like another indication of a changing global climate, or a warming planet, it may or may not be.  "You can't pick out just one season or one month or a week and say, 'Oh, this is climate change,'" said Virginia Burkett, chief scientist for the Climate and Land Use Change program at the U.S. Geological Survey.  "Generally, you look at records that are at least 30 or more years in length to determine the climate of a certain place."
To that end, the draft of a major report released last month by the National Climate Assessment and Development Advisory Committee warned that the changes in climate observed so far are minor compared with those that may lie ahead.  "Evidence for climate change abounds, from the top of the atmosphere to the depths of the oceans," the report stated.  "The sum total of this evidence tells an unambiguous story: The planet is warming."
Even as researchers continue striving to perfect the science that indicates the warming is largely a result of carbon-dioxide pollution from tailpipes and industrial chimneys, the trajectory of the nation's temperature increases looks unmistakable.
Among the advisory committee's draft findings:
•The average temperature in the U.S. has risen 1.5°F since 1895, with nearly all of that occurring in the past 30 years.
•The most recent decade was the nation's hottest on record.
•In the next few decades, most areas of the nation are predicted to get 2-4° warmer.
If this winter's exceptional warmth is simply part of the cyclical nature of weather, then it's at least a warm-up for things to come.  "We've gone the winter without a hard freeze, and people are watching their plants blooming … scratching their heads and wondering if this is climate change," said Burkett, who lives in Louisiana.  "Well, maybe it's not, but this is the kind of thing you would anticipate seeing in the long term, according to the most recent science."  Orlando is likely to miss out on a freeze this winter, and that also may be a rehearsal for coming decades.  Another recent federal report predicts that freezes in Central Florida will become rare events by the middle of this century.
While hard on some landscaping, freezes can play important roles in Florida — for example, keeping Burmese pythons from spreading north from the Everglades, where they have been dumped by their owners and now thrive.
Cooler weather — cooler than this January's, anyway — also helps keep blossoms and fruit on schedule.  At the Orange County agricultural-education center near Orlando International Airport, there's little mistaking the trees in the "Exploration Garden" that have jumped the gun.  Tabebuia trees have exploded with blossoms, and peach trees developed for Florida's climate are already bearing fruit that's nearly ripe.   Keri Leymaster, residential horticulturist at the center, said that, for those trees, spring appears to have sprung 6 weeks early.  Meanwhile, azalea shrubs and camellia trees aren't doing much, she said.  "With cold winters, azaleas can bloom spectacularly," Leymaster explained.  "This year, you aren't seeing many."
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