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Midwest endures the second coldest December on record

By Tina Hesman Of The Post-Dispatch

This is one winter you can tell your grandchildren about without stretching the truth - it really is cold outside.

This month is the second coldest December on record in the Midwest, and the chill is likely to persist into the new year, meteorologists said Thursday.

Throughout the Midwest, temperatures have plummeted to 10 degrees to 25 degrees below normal for the month. St. Louis has averaged a chilly 22.3 degrees so far this December – 11 degrees colder than the average of 33.3 degrees.

This month ranks third in St. Louis weather history for the coldest December, edged out for second place by December 1963 at 22.2 degrees. If low temperatures last through next week, as meteorologists predict, December 2000 could well take second place. The champion chiller was December 1983, which weighed in at a frosty 20.5 degrees.

The cold weather is part of an extended period of below-average temperatures in the region, said climatologists at the Midwestern Regional Climate Center at the Illinois State Water Survey, in Champaign. The cold period began Nov. 10, warmed briefly at the end of November and the beginning of December, then plummeted again in mid-December.

The recent cold weather has sent more shivers than usual up the spines of Midwesterners because the previous three years have produced unusually mild winters, said Steven D. Hilberg, the center's director.

"People tend to forget just how variable the weather can get around here," Hilberg said.

Several factors are contributing to the deep freeze enveloping the Midwest.

A blocking high - a stationary air mass - over the northwestern United States is channeling bitter cold arctic air toward the Midwest, said meteorologist Vince Acquaviva of the National Weather Service in St. Louis.

The blocking high is probably a product of slow-moving cold water pools in the Pacific Ocean. The cold water mixes sluggishly with warmer currents and sets up conditions for a blocking high, Acquaviva said.

That air mass forces the arctic air toward the Midwest. Because the region lacks mountains that can act as barriers, and large bodies of water that could warm the air, the arctic air can flow farther southeast than normal, Acquaviva said.

"The arctic air mass finds a way to move south without any barriers, and it just keeps moving," he said.

Usually the temperatures would be moderated by warm air from the Gulf of Mexico, but the arctic blast has kept the warmer air from reaching the Midwest this year, Acquaviva said.

Climate models show that the blocking high could last until the middle of next month, but it will dissipate eventually, Acquaviva said.

"For all practical purposes, it can't last forever. It has to move sometime," he said.

The snow blanketing the Midwest may also contribute to the cold. With 13.8 inches already this month, and more snow on the way, St. Louis has exceeded its 4.6-inch average December snowfall. That's been true throughout the region, with most areas experiencing at least twice the usual snowfall, Hilberg said.

"Normally we don't see snow cover this continuous, this deep, and this far south this early," Hilberg said.

A wide expanse of snow blocks the warming effect of bare ground and can pull temperatures down further. The cold temperatures, in turn, keep the snow from melting.

Although some forecasters predict a colder winter, Hilberg said that once the snow melts and the blocking high disappears, temperatures could return to normal in January and February.

That's what happened in 1983 - the coldest December ever. All of the cold weather that year came in December, while the following January and February were "boring," Hilberg said. Similar weather conditions were responsible for the 1983 cold snap, he said.

The current weather pattern probably doesn't mean anything for long-term climate changes, Acquaviva said. "This doesn't mean global warming is over," he said.

If global warming weren't acting, this winter might be as cold or colder than winter 1983, he said.
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