
A snowy winter? It’s hard to predict

Happy solstice! It’s a bonus 
any time we can get decent 
turns before the calendar 
winter begins, and we cer-
tainly did this year on the 
strength of a snow bomb last 
week. Mad River Glen opened 
a day ahead of schedule, and 
Sugarbush has most of Lin-
coln Peak up and running 
including Castlerock via the 
Long Trail. Life is sweet.

But now the clock ticks to-
ward spring. The passing of 
the solstice inclines me to 
weather neurosis: I’ll root 
harder for potential dumps 
and I’ll keep double-check-
ing any warm-ups hoping the 
threat will disappear. Since a 
10-day forecast doesn’t hint at 
the huge levels of uncertainty, 
it’s useful to understand the 
global variables involved in 
slinging weather our way.

ALPHABET SOUP
The El Nino Southern Oscil-

lation (ENSO) is familiar even 
to people who aren’t weather 
geeks. It refers to water tem-
peratures off the Pacific coast 
of South America. An anomaly 
greater than 1 degree Celsius, 
either up or down, correlates 
with winter weather trends 
throughout North America.

El Nino is the warm phase. 
A strong El Nino causes an ac-
tive Pacific jet stream, which 
can fuel more precipitation 
on the East Coast. It also tends 
to lift temperatures higher 
than usual. The winter of 2016 
was a “super Nino” and a ca-
tastrophe for winter lovers 
across the East.

The opposite event, the cool 
phase, is called La Nina. A 
strong La Nina can hurt as 
much as a strong El Nino, 
with many rain events, or it 
can fuel big dumps as in the 
winter of 2011. Precipita-
tion tends to fall in isolated 
events, with latitude playing 
the decisive role.

While strong ENSO events 
tend to be bad for us, moder-
ate ENSO events tend to be 
good. This winter features a 
moderate La Nina with water 
temperatures about 1.1 de-
grees Celsius below average. 
2017 had a similar event, and 
Vermont saw generally above-
normal temperatures with 
plenty of snow but several 
thaws as well.

Moving north, the Pacific 
Decadal Oscillation (PDO) 
refers to water temperatures 
in the mid-latitude Pacific 
Ocean, off the coast of Califor-
nia. A positive PDO (the warm 
phase) usually translates to 
a jet stream that crosses the 
U.S. from northwest to south-
east, causing below-normal 
temperatures north of the 
path. The very cold winter of 
2015 reflected a positive PDO. 
This year the PDO remains 
positive but just barely, so 
it’s unlikely to play a decisive 
role.

The effect of the PDO de-
pends largely on a third vari-
able, the Eastern Pacific Os-
cillation (EPO). Single Chair 
weather blogger Josh Fox 
dubs it the “Evil Empire” be-
cause its presence blocks the 
jet stream over Alaska and 
sends it well south, prevent-
ing storms from tracking to 
Vermont. Right now the EPO 
is weak, which is good news: 
Any storm that develops along 
this path should make its way 
to us.

Finally, the Arctic Oscilla-
tion (AO) describes a block of 
atmospheric pressure at high 
latitudes, which can redirect 

cold air south into our terri-
tory. A consistently positive 
AO means the blocking fails, 
and this condition correlates 
with above-average tempera-
tures here. On the other hand, 
a strongly negative AO can 
push Arctic air too far, caus-
ing snowstorms to track well 
to our south. (Anyone remem-
ber the winter of 2010?) The 
AO has held positive for much 
of the last two years, so we’ll 
likely endure a thaw at some 
point. Sorry.

WHAT WILL 2018 HOLD?
To call meteorology an inex-

act science would be a gross 
understatement. Climate 
trends don’t predict actual 
weather and promising indi-
ces don’t guarantee an epic 
ski season. Consider that we 
remember favorably a winter 
with below-average snowfall 
(2015) because it came con-

sistently and never melted, 
while we’re ho-hum on a win-
ter with pretty good snowfall 
(2017) because most of it fell 
in clumps with long dry spells 
in between.

Maybe it’s better to stop cat-
egorizing entire winters and 
take the snows as they come 
– like the frontal system that 
will track over us Friday. See 
you along the fall line.
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Along the 
 Fall Line

By Scott Silverstein

What’s in store for 2018?

INSIDE SALESPERSON
Our Stowe Store has an immediate opening for a
friendly, motivated and dependable individual to join
our sales team. Prior experience in customer
service/sales and knowledge of construction and
building supplies is ideal. This is a full-time position with
a benefit package including 401(K).

NO CALLS PLEASE. Only accepting resumes by
mail/email. Mail to: Parker & Stearns, Inc., Attn: Darren
Barry, So. Main Street, Stowe, VT 05672 or email to:
darren@parkerandstearns.com

It’s worth the trip!

802.595.9990

Quality Affordable   
Hardwood Floors

Sanding & Refinishing
Low VOC and Eco Finishes

Hardwood Flooring Sales
Hardwood Flooring Installations

Repairs
Dustless Sanding

Local Finish 
Local Wood

Buff and Top Coating

- Free Estimates -
- Insured -


