2015 Is Likely to Beat 2014 as the Warmest Year on Record
by Andrew Freedman, with Miriam Kramer
June 18, 2015 – The Earth (land + sea surfaces) just had its warmest May on record, hottest spring and mildest year-to-date, according to new data released Thursday.  The climate statistics indicate the year is on course to set another milestone for the warmest year on record, surpassing the previous warmest year, set in 2014.
The data, released by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), also bolsters the clarion call for climate action released by Pope Francis, since they are a sign of longterm warming caused by human activities, scientists said.
According to NOAA, May was not only the warmest such month on record, globally, coming at 1.57°F above the 20th century average, but it also blew away the old record by 0.14°F.  The old record was set just last year, indicating that 2015 is running hotter than 2014.  (Typically, these records are exceeded by smaller margins of 0.1 or 0.2°F.)
In fact, May had the 4th-largest temperature departure from average of any month on record, NOAA said.
The spring months of March through May also set a record for the warmest such period on record since 1880, surpassing the previous warmest spring, set in 2010.
The year so far is running a temperature departure from average of 1.53°F above the 20th century average, which is the highest for the January through May period on record, beating 2010 by 0.16°F.
'Like Standing on an Escalator as It Goes Up'
The warmth is largely coming from the oceans, according to NOAA scientists.  This, in part, is due to a strengthening El Niño event in the tropical Pacific Ocean, which features milder-than-average ocean temperatures that also raise air temperatures in that region.
But the warm oceans haven't been limited to the tropical Pacific, notes Deke Arndt, head of climate monitoring at NOAA's National Centers for Environmental Education (NCEI).
"The oceans have been what’s really been driving the warmth that we’ve seen in the last year and a half to 2 years," he said on a press conference call.  "We’ve seen really large warmth in all of the major ocean basins.  So, if there’s anything unusual or weird, I guess, about what we’re seeing, it’s the fact that the entire global ocean is participating in this really extreme warmth that we’ve seen in the last couple [of] years."
Arndt would not predict that 2015 will definitely be warmer than 2014, but he said there is an increasing chance of this, considering that we're 5 months into the year and running significantly ahead of where the climate was at this time last year.
'We don’t do predictions here, but I would not be surprised if 2015 ends up the warmest year on record," he said.  El Niño serves to raise the odds of a warmest year, particularly when an event is moderate to strong, as the current one is projected to be by many forecast models.
Arndt likens the relationship between manmade climate change and El Niño to standing on an escalator.  "Climate change is a long-term driver, so that’s like standing on an escalator as it goes up," he said.  El Niño, on the other hand, "is like jumping up and down while you’re on that escalator."
"So, the longer that we go into history, we’re riding up the escalator.  And now that we’re getting an El Niño event, we happen to be jumping up at the same time, and so they play together to produce outcomes like what is likely to be the warmest year on record,” Arndt said.
The NOAA climate findings are based on an updated dataset that takes into account many more land surface weather stations, as well as ocean buoys, than previous versions did.  The dataset was used in a recent paper published in the journal Science, which showed a smaller global warming "pause" since 1997 than other climate studies had.
The transition to the new data set, which NOAA says is more accurate, may shift some historical rankings.
Other data maintained by NASA shows that May was the 2nd-warmest such month, behind May 2014.  Spring was the 2nd-warmest such period, behind the spring of 2010, and the year-to-date is running warmer than 2014.
The Japan Meteorological Agency also keeps surface temperature data, which shows that May was the warmest such month on record, and spring was the warmest on record as well.
Each data center shows similar numbers, but differs in its analysis methods, causing rankings to be slightly off when comparing them.
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