
THE REAL STORY ABOUT TEMPERATURES - 
YOU WON'T HEAR ABOUT ON TWC 
 
Joseph D’Aleo, CCM 
August 10 08:45 AM 
 
A recent story that made the headlines and appeared as hard news on the NBC 
Universal comedy channel called The Weather Channel said the warming is ten 
times faster than any time in history and we are now warmer than since the 
dinosaurs roamed the planet. Lets take a look at the data and we'll see the 
apparent warming may be man made but the men are in the NOAA climate data 
center. A little more than a decade ago I was championing NOAA NCDC for their 
efforts to assemble an accurate data set for the CONUS. We knew at the time it 
had flaws, but it was widely recognized as the best in the world. 
 
NOAA NCDC USHCN 
 
When first implemented in 1990 as USHCN version1, it employed 1221 stations 
across the United States. In 1999, NASA’s James Hansen published this graph 
of USHCN version 1 annual mean temperatures: 
 

 
 

About which Hansen correctly noted: “The U.S. has warmed during the past 
century, but the warming hardly exceeds year-to-year variability. Indeed, in 
the U.S. the warmest decade was the 1930s and the warmest year was 
1934.” 



 
USHCN was generally accepted as the world’s best data base of temperatures 
with the stations most continuous and stable, and adjustments made for time of 
observation, urbanization, known land use changes around sites each of which 
can produce major contamination issues for temperature data. 
 
URBAN HEAT ISLAND 
 
There is no real dispute that weather data from cities, as collected by 
meteorological stations, is contaminated by urban heat island (UHI) bias, and 
that this has to be removed to identify climatic changes or trends. In cities, 
vertical walls, steel and concrete absorb the sun’s heat and are slow to cool at 
night. More and more of the world is urbanized (population increased from 1.5 B 
to near 7 B today). 
 
The UHI effect occurs not only for big cities but also for towns. Oke (who won the 
2008 American Meteorological Society’s Helmut Landsberg award for his pioneer 
work on urbanization) had a formula for the warming that is tied to population. 
Oke (1973) found that the UHI (in °C) increases according to the formula 
 

UHI= 0.73 log10 POP 
 
where pop denotes population. This means that a village with a population of 10 
has a warm bias of 0.73°C, a village with 100 has a warm bias of 1.46°C, a town 
with a population of 1000 people has a warm bias of 2.2C°, and a large city with 
a million people has a warm bias of 4.4°C. 
 

  
 

Urban heat islands as seen from infrared sensors onboard satellites. 
 



Goodrich (1996) showed the importance of urbanization to temperatures in his 
study of California counties in 1996. He found for counties with a million or more 
population the warming from 1910 to 1995 was 4F, for counties with 100,000 to 1 
million, 1F and for counties with less than 100,000, no change (0.1F). 
 

 
 

NCDC’s Tom Karl(1988) employed a similar scheme for the first USHCN data 
base (released in 1990) that was the best data set available at that time. He 
noted that the national climate network formerly consisted of predominantly rural 
or small towns with populations below 25,000 (as of 1980 census) and yet that a 
UHI effect was clearly evident. 
 
Tom Karl et al’s adjustments were smaller than Oke had found (0.22°C annually 
on a town of 10,000 and 1.81°C on a city of 1 million and 3.73°C for a city of 5 
million). 
 
Karl observed that in smaller towns and rural areas the net UHI contamination 
was relatively small but that significant anomalies showed up in rapidly growing 
population centers. 
 
USHCN also maintained a METADATA base (later shown by Anthony Watts in 
surfacestations.org project to be not by any means perfect) that identified 
changes in observing site locations and instrumentation and supposedly made 
adjustments accordingly, along with adjustment for change in the time of 
observation over the years. 



 
Note in the graph above 1934 at that time had an anomaly of close to 1.5C (2.7F) 
and 1998, the super El Nino (about 0.95C (roughly 1.8F). In the early 2000s, 
some state climatologists began to notice a gradual change in the historical data, 
with the past beginning to cool. 
 
The was a dilemma that was causing angst among the UN, US and global 
scientist in trying to explain why the US was out of sync with the global 
assessment which minimized the cyclical nature and amplified the apparent 
warming. This was largely because the global contained no adjustment for 
urbanization and was biased toward urban areas, especially after the big drop off 
of stations used starting in the late 1980s. 
 

 
There was a disclaimer on the NASA site that showed global and US, under the 
US that the US only represented only 1.6% of the world and thus was not 
representative of the real alarming story. 
 
In 2007, NCDC announced version 2 of the USHCN was to be released. It 
removed the UHI adjustment and replaced it with an adjustment that was 
designed to catch previously undocumented inhomogeneities (station location 
changes). It added additional coop station and a process called homogenization 
or blending of stations. Though Tom Karl assured me his staff told him it would 
catch UHI changes, in reality those changes are gradual not discontinuous. Take 
for example Sacramento, California. 



 
It would or at last should spot the sudden change as occurred at Tahoe City, CA 
when a tennis court and trash burn barrel were placed around the shelter in 
1980. The clay or paved court was a heat source. Specifications for instruments 
are that they are to be located 100 feet from any such heat source. 

 
 
 



Well the new version brought big changes. Instead of 1934 being 0.9F warmer 
than 1998, 1998 actually became warmer than 1934. were virtually the same and 
an upward trend in the overall temperatures were visible that was not there in the 
1999 plot. Here is that new version with data brought up to 2012. 
 
In this NASA version of the USHCN data, the base period of 1951-1980 was 
used. 

 
 

 
The NCDC version of temperatures not anomalies in degrees F and C is plotted 
below. It has a base period of 1901 to 2000. Notice again than 1998 i warmer 
than 1934 by 0.2F. That is a flip of 1.1F since USHCN. 



 
 
I calculated anomalies and did a difference of the two versions. The 'dust bowl 
deniers' have pretty much ensured that every month, season, year and decade 
will rank now among the warmest ever and TWC can make the ridiculous claim 
that were are now warmer than anytime since dinosaurs walked the earth. 

 



 
The only data set not messed with their new adjustments is the record highs and 
lows. Although some at NCAR have suggested that too needs to be adjusted, it 
is in too many places - in every TV station and local office and would be much 
more noticeable than adjusting the annual means in the way they did. 
 
Here are the plots of record highs - all time state and monthly all time state and 
daily cities with long histories. They are all much more in sync with the USHCN 
version 1 and likely the real story. Notice the dominance of the 1930s. 
 

 
John Christy, Testimony to Congress August 2012 

 



 

 
Finally how good are these homogenization adjustments that are said to be the 
replacement for UHI? 
 
Dr Edward Long, formerly with NASA did a study for the lower 48 states 
(http://scienceandpublicpolicy.org/originals/temperature_trends.html) using 
representative urban and rural locations. In the raw data, Dr. Long found the rural 
warmed at 0.13C/century (0.23F) and the urban 0.79C/century (1.42F). 

 



 
 
 
One would expect the rural to be the better uncontaminated data set and any 
blending should bias the urban heat towards the rural cooler set, but that is not 
what happens. the rural trends leaps to 0.64C (1.15F)/century and the urban 
stays high at 0.77C (1.39F/century). 

 



 
A team of scientists looked at the issue urban and siting contamination in a paper 
that will soon be published. They found that siting/urban contamination matters 
and that NOAA adjustments clearly make the final results worse not better. 
This study was only for the period 1979 to 2008, covering the warm PDO and 
grand solar maximum which produced the two decade warming, not the entire 
century. 
 

 
 



In fact if they did not migrate away from USHCN v1 and maintained the UHI, the 
2000s would be the second warmest decade behind the 1930s in line with the 
record highs. 
 

 
 

Is the global any better? 
 
As if it wasn't bad enough before, the recent changes have amplified it too, in the 
same way of cooling the past and warming recent years. Some of this is the 
bleed through of the US adjustments. 

 



Even with all this data manipulation, the trend is down as shown by this Hadley 
global plot. Last year was the 8th warmest but 7th coldest since 1998. They 
explain it away with the predominance of La Ninas or a solar blip but say it was 
the warmest decade ever nonetheless so stop questioning us. 
 

 
 
So next time you read that July 2013 or that 2013 ranked in the top ten warmest 
ever, and the last decade was the warmest since the dinosaurs roamed the 
planet keep these facts in mind. 
 

 



 
The temperature data's only relationship to the dinosaurs was shown in the 
movie Jurassic Park. 
 

 
 
By the way, CO2 in prior epochs including those when Dinosaurs roamed was 
much higher than today. We are in the low end of the range that plants thrive. 
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