Tibetan Tree Rings Trace Climate Change to 1870s
by Shi Yi
Jan. 18, 2017 – Climate change has made the Tibetan Plateau warmer than ever, according to meteorological records from as early as the 1950s.  Now, researchers have found evidence that the rise in temperatures may have actually been underway since the industrial revolution.
In a report published Wednesday in the science journal Nature Communications, researchers studied tree rings and found that climate change affected the sparsely populated plateau as early as the 1870s.
Scientists from China and Europe analyzed samples taken from 153 Picea balfouriana trees, a type of spruce.  They grow at altitudes of more than 4,000 meters above sea level and can live for more than 300 years.  The researchers studied the width and density of the trees’ rings, to calculate the seasonal temperature during the formation of each ring.
Their analysis showed that, before the 1870s, the temperature difference between summer and winter was widening.  After the 1870s, this difference started to decrease.  The trend that held until the present day.  As temperatures rise overall, winters become warmer faster than summers, closing the temperature gap between the 2 seasons.
Duan Jianping, a researcher at the Beijing-based Institute of Botany at the Chinese Academy of Sciences and one of the authors of the report, told 6th Tone that the findings are in line with earlier studies.  The temperature shift coincides with a rise in sulfate concentrations in the atmosphere, which earlier research found by looking at air trapped in ice on the Tibetan Plateau.  Sulfates in the atmosphere are the result of burning fossil fuels like coal.
“We wondered if climate change existed at the beginning of the industrial era, especially in places far away from the industrialization,” said Duan.  “The study shows it existed.”
Modern meteorological data indicate that the Tibetan Plateau is one of the regions of the world most sensitive to climate change.  Between 1961 and 2012, its average temperature climbed more than 0.3°C per decade, a rate twice the world’s average.
This rise in temperatures has already had tangible effects on the region.  Whereas Tibet’s many glaciers used to be relatively stable, in 2016, warming of the climate is believed to have led to 2 giant avalanches — 1 of which killed 9 herders.
 www.sixthtone.com/news/tibetan-tree-rings-trace-climate-change-1870s
