Earth Sets Record for Hottest August, Extending Warm Streak Another Month
by Andrew Freedman
Sept. 12, 2016 – August 2016 was the warmest such month on record, according to preliminary data released by NASA on Monday.  This further ensures that the year will beat 2015 for the dubious title of the warmest year on record.  
The temperature record also means that those in the Northern Hemisphere can say they just lived through the hottest summer on Earth, while residents of the Southern Hemisphere would refer to it as the globe's warmest winter.
According to NASA's Goddard Institute for Space Studies (GISS) in New York, readings from thermometers and other sources show that August had a global average surface temperature departure from average of 0.98°C, or 1.76°F above average.
August 2016 is now the 11th straight month to set a warm temperature record, according to NASA's data.
The month shattered the previous mark for the warmest August.  That was August of 2014, when global average temperatures were 0.82°C above average, based on NASA readings.  The 3rd-warmest August occurred last year.
The warmth is already having consequences all over the world, from polar ice caps to the floor of overheated seas.   In the Arctic, sea ice has melted to the 2nd-lowest ice extent on record, with open water approaching the geographic North Pole.
In the U.S., much of the country had a record warm or near record warm summer, particularly in the northeast as well as Alaska.  The June through August period was the 5th-hottest June through August period on record for the country, according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).  NOAA will release its own global temperature statistics for August in the coming days, since it uses slightly different methods to calculate the global average.
The presumed record warm year of 2016 has brought flood disasters to the U.S., including a billion-dollar flood in Louisiana in August.  Typically hot locations, such as India, Kuwait and Iraq, set new benchmarks for what constitutes their hottest days.
The heat in the past 2 years has been produced by human-caused climate change, with a boost from an El Niño event, which has now faded.
Yet the record heat marches on.  A predicted La Niña event, which would have been characterized by unusually cool ocean temperatures in parts of the equatorial tropical Pacific Ocean, has largely been a no-show. 
That event could have tapped the brakes on the planet's warm streak, at least temporarily, but the likelihood of such an event developing during 2016 has dropped considerably.  Federal climate forecasters  dropped the "La Niña Watch" last week.
Global temperature departures from average had been declining from March through June, which was consistent with a coming La Niña.  This led to the possibility that the record-breaking warm streak would come to an end. 
However, the anomalies have ticked back up since then. 
While July had a temperature departure from average of 0.85°C, or 1.53°F, both July and August had higher anomalies.  This may indicate that Earth's fever is not breaking, even in the short-term.
What's worse, from the point of view of climate activists, scientists and policymakers, is the fact that the temperature anomalies seen this year have occasionally ticked up to limits set by the Paris Climate Agreement. 
That agreement, negotiated in December of 2015 and expected to enter force by the end of the year, seeks to hold global average surface temperatures to "well below" 2°C, or 3.6°F, relative to preindustrial levels.  It also contains an aspirational goal of limiting warming to at or below 1.5°C, or 2.7°F, above preindustrial levels. 
That lower number was a major priority of small island nations, which face an existential threat from rising seas.  February's global average surface temperature was 1.32°C, which was uncomfortably close to 1.5° when viewed in the Paris Agreement context.
For climate scientists, what matters is the long-term trend over decades to centuries.  That makes monthly records much less significant, compared to the steady increase in temperatures throughout the 20th and 21st centuries.  The long-term record shows an unmistakable upward trend in global temperatures, with warming accelerating in the oceans and atmosphere in recent decades.
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