Sydney & New South Wales to Become Hotter, with More Fire Danger Days
by Peter Hannam
Dec. 6, 2014 – Sydney and the rest of NSW can expect more hot days, shifting rainfall patterns, and more extreme fire danger weather, as a result of global warming, according to the 1st high-resolution modeling of the future climate.
The NSW and ACT governments combined with researchers at the University of NSW's Climate Change Research Center, to generate scenarios for 100 square-kilometer grids, out to 2030 and 2070, for all of eastern Australia, stretching from south-east Queensland down to the east half South Australia.
Under some previous models, Sydney was treated as having the same climate as towns much further inland, such as Bathurst.
"All of our models agree that it will get warmer in NSW," said Matthew Riley, director of climate and atmospheric science for the Office of Environment and Heritage.  Cold days will also be fewer, particularly on the Great Dividing Range.  For maximum temperatures, the increase will be about 0.7°C by 2030 – on top of the 0.5°C increase during the 1990-2009 period.
Assuming greenhouse gas emissions continue on their current path, average maximum temperatures will jump by 2.1°C from current levels by 2070, the regional climate modeling – dubbed NARCliM – shows.
For Sydney, the temperature increases will be similar size, although western Sydney and the Hawkesbury will feel the brunt, while coastal proximity will moderate the east.
Western suburbs now get 10-20 days of 35°C or warmer weather a year.  Those numbers will increase by 5-10 days by 2030 and by 10-20 days – effectively doubling – by 2070.  "By 2070, it's likely that over 1/3 of the year in north-west NSW will be above 35°," Mr Riley said.  That's up from about 1/5 now.
"It is an important duty for a responsible government to help communities understand future risk," NSW Environment Minister Rob Stokes said.  He added that a website will provide access to the modeling.  Impacts on soils, biodiversity, coastal erosion, and flooding will be added next year.
The detailed projections come as delegates from 190 nations meet in Lima, Peru to hammer out the foundations for a new UN climate treaty aimed for late 2015 in Paris.
Australia was singled out by China's top climate negotiator on Thursday for failing to contribute to a $US10 billion ($11.9 billion) Green Climate Fund – one of few rich nations to opt out.  The fund will help poorer countries adapt to climate change impacts already under way and help them cut carbon emissions.
The NSW climate assessment also follows the state's warmest spring on record, with average maximums 3.2°C above the 1961-90 average.  Sydney had its 3rd warmest spring and posted 13 days of at least 30°C, equalling the record tally set in the spring of 1926, the Bureau of Meteorology said.
Rainfall patterns will shift in the future, the projections show.  Less rain will fall in spring, particularly in the state's south, but slightly more in autumn.
Along with rising temperatures, the number of extreme fire weather days will likely increase in spring and summer for most of the state.  This trend will affect Sydney's north-west and south-west.
Hazard-reduction burning will probably be hampered by having more wet spells in the autumn, but also more hot, dry conditions in the spring.
Researchers expect longer dry spells and fewer wet days.  "[That] instantly tells you that since the overall rain isn't changing that much, those rain days [will] tend to be heavier rain days," said Jason Evans, the lead UNSW researcher for the project.
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