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Like millions of Angelenos, I’ve been staying indoors and off the roads, glued to the Watch
Duty app, radio, and TV coverage as LA is engulfed by these historic fires. The last 48 hours
of coverage has focused, understandably, on the firefight and immediate devastation. Now,
it’s time to start hearing about the climate connection, especially from local officials,
policymakers, and the TV news anchors that so many people turn to for information during
scary urban fires. 

There’s a helpful new paper that connects the dots between the climate crisis and LA’s
supercharged wildfires. The key connection is what’s called “hydroclimate whiplash,” –
rapid swings between intensely wet and dangerously dry weather – that is increasing
worldwide, according to the paper published this week in Nature Reviews. 

“The evidence shows that hydroclimate whiplash has already increased due to global
warming, and further warming will bring about even larger increases,” says Daniel Swain, a
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climate scientist with UCLA and UC Agriculture and Natural Resources who led the study.
“This whiplash sequence in California has increased fire risk twofold: first, by greatly
increasing the growth of flammable grass and brush in the months leading up to fire season,
and then by drying it out to exceptionally high levels with the extreme dryness and warmth
that followed.” 

Swain and the other authors note that previous research has focused solely on the
“precipitation side of the equation” rather than the full “bloom-and-burn” cycle driven not
just by lack of rain but by an increasingly thirsty atmosphere evaporating moisture out of
plants and soil. 

Is climate change behind the insane 80 mph winds (which Angelenos will tell you were
wilder than any Santa Ana winds we’ve seen before)? Not necessarily.

“There’s not really much evidence that climate change has increased or decreased the
magnitude or likelihood of the wind events themselves in Southern California,” Swain says
in this UCLA report. “But climate change is increasing the overlap between extremely dry
vegetation conditions later in the season and the occurrence of these wind events. This,
ultimately, is the key climate change connection to Southern California wildfires.” 

It will take days, not weeks, for climate scientists to produce the kind of attribution science
studies that link specific weather events to global heating. But extreme weather is already
the context. And mitigation—our failure to quickly transition away from fossil fuels—is part
of the story. Science tells us that burning fossil fuels is a large part of what makes wildfires
like the Palisades, Eaton and Hurst fires more likely and more severe by creating this
hydroclimate whiplash. 

Unfortunately, the climate connection has not yet shown up in much of the TV coverage that
people rely on. At this point, I’ve seen lots of TV reporters brave flames, console distraught
homeowners, and even help save backyard chickens. But I have not seen them start to add
context to why this tragic, billions-of-dollars worth of destruction is happening. On
Wednesday, ABC, CBS, and NBC evening broadcasts covered the fires without mentioning
climate change once, according to authors at the Column blog. My quick survey of stories by
local ABC, CBS, Fox, and NBC affiliates turned up a single story focused on the climate
connection, but even that was just an Associated Press digital story republished by ABC7. 

Already many news outlets are turning to the question of adaptation—and our failure to
adapt—which is another major storyline with policy implications. In many parts of
California, we have designed our homes, neighborhoods, infrastructure, and insurance
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system for a bygone era and a bygone climate. We need to talk about rebuilding in different
places. Building back electric, not gas. There’s a lot to dwell on there too, but I hope we can
draw the climate connection now while the fires are still raging. 


