Smoke Continues to Thicken the Air in Southern Alberta
by Gillian Slade
Aug. 26, 2015 – Smoke continued to blanket Medicine Hat, Aberta on Tuesday; the air quality health index hovered around 6 and 7.
Winds changed direction, bringing in more smoke from Washington State, said Dave Phillips, senior climatologist for Environment Canada.  “Washington is dealing with the largest fires they’ve ever had.  They’re only 10% contained and smoke does not stop at the border,” said Phillips.  “We need the winds to change direction, or for it to rain.”
An air quality advisory for this area, issued by Alberta Health Services on Monday, is still in place.  Dr. Karin Goodison, medical officer of health for AHS south zone, said the particulate matter from the smoke was a moderate to potentially high risk for people who have pre-existing health conditions with their lungs or their heart.
The temperatures experienced are also 6°C warmer than usual for this time of year, said Phillips.  Summer has included 34 days with temperatures above 30°C [86°F].
Expect the fall to be warmer than usual.  But as winter approaches, get ready for a “super El Niño”, a warm pool of water from the tropics in the equatorial region of the Pacific Ocean that affects the jet stream above it.
“It’s a big one.  We haven’t seen this one in 18 years,” said Phillips.  “The water temperature is well above normal, and they’re strengthening and enlarging.  It could be 2 or 3 times the size of Canada.  We’re not talking about a little hot tub out there.”
Since 1950 there have only been 6 El Niños.  “For Medicine Hat, 5 of those brought a milder and dryer than normal winter,” said Phillips.  “One was colder and wetter than normal.”  If the super El Niño does what it’s expected to do, there is the potential for a dry spring and summer in 2016 too, said Phillips.
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