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What California’s deadly storms
reveal about the state’s climate
future
Climate change will intensify wet and dry periods in the Golden State

F ew things are as welcome in California as rain. Bemoan an overcast sky and
you will inevitably get some version of “We need the moisture” in reply. But

when it began to pour on New Year’s Eve, kicking off more than a week of storms
and interrupting a three-year period of extreme drought, this felt like a release of
biblical proportions. The usually placid Los Angeles river raced through its
concrete channel towards the Pacific. About 1,000 trees around Sacramento, the
state capital, toppled over. As of January 11th, at least 19 people had been killed by
winter storms. More than 30m Californians were living under flood warnings.
And more wet weather was on the way.

The storms battering California are known as atmospheric rivers, which act as
elongated corridors—hundreds to thousands of miles long—that carry water
vapour through the atmosphere in a particular direction. Atmospheric rivers
usually make landfall on the west coasts of North America, Chile, South Africa,
Europe and Australia, explains Daniel Swain, a climate scientist at the University
of California, Los Angeles. At their mildest, the storms can just make for a rainy
day.
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