
More than a mil lion peo ple are �ee ing the Carolina coast ahead of Hur ri cane Florence’s
im pend ing land fall. When they re turn, the re gion they call home will likely be for ever
changed.

Hur ri cane Florence is an al most im pos si bly rare threat. A storm this pow er ful is ex ceed -
ingly rare this far north on the East Coast. Never be fore has a hur ri cane threat ened the East
Coast with nearly four feet of rain fall. In just two cases since our records be gan in 1851 —
Hazel in 1954 and Hugo in 1989 — has a Carolina hur ri cane pro voked an 18-foot rise in the
ocean tide.
In my two decades as a me te o rol o gist, I can’t re call a sin gle storm that threat ened new all-
time records in all three of these, si mul ta ne ously, any where in the world. De spite what
some of my more hes i tant col leagues might say, you can con nect in di vid ual weather
events to cli mate change in this day and age. Quite sim ply, Hur ri cane Florence is a storm
made worse by cli mate change.
A warmer at mos phere can hold more wa ter va por — pro duc ing heav ier down pours and
pro vid ing more en ergy to hur ri canes, boost ing their de struc tive po ten tial. We al ready have
ev i dence of these trends from around the world. This is no longer just a the ory.
The Caroli nas are likely to join Texas, Florida, Puerto Rico, Cal i for nia and count less other
places world wide that have ex pe ri enced such deadly weather over the past 12 months. On
Tues day, the U.S. Ge o log i cal Sur vey is sued a state ment pre dict ing that Florence could
erode away pro tec tive dunes from three quar ters of North Carolina’s beaches. Like the oth -
er worldly wild �re smoke that dimmed the Bri tish Columbia sun last month or the clear-
day �oods that rou tinely hit the Mar shall Is lands, this week’s po ten tially coast line-eras -
ing land fall is a glimpse into a haunt ing world that has ar rived too soon.
Since mod ern track ing be gan, no hur ri cane with its ori gins in the hun dreds-of-miles-
wide patch of the cen tral At lantic where Florence trav eled has ever made land fall on the
East Coast, or even come close. Thanks to un usu ally warm ocean wa ters, Florence has in -
ten si �ed at one of the fastest rates in recorded his tory for a hur ri cane so far north. Thanks
in part to un usu ally warm ocean wa ters be tween New Eng land and Green land, the at mos -
phere has formed a near-record-strength block ing pat tern — not un like the one that
steered Sandy into New York Har bor in 2012 — that is pro pel ling Florence to ward the
South east coast line. An other block ing pat tern, ex pected to emerge later this week over the
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Great Lakes, could lock Florence in place for days — which would re sult in an ab ject fresh -
wa ter �ood that could ex tend hun dreds of miles in land.
For decades, hur ri cane sci en tists fret ted about when the e� ects of cli mate change would
be come ap par ent. Trop i cal me te o rol ogy is tricky, and in the past the mod els have given
con �ict ing re sults. But on the East Coast, the trends are more clear: Stronger hur ri canes
are hap pen ing more of ten, and far ther north. They are bring ing more rain, and — as the
seas rise, their coastal �oods are lit er ally chang ing the shape of the coast line.
At a mo ment when there’s so much hap pen ing that it’s di�  cult to look be yond the day’s
scan dals and head lines, it’s im por tant to re mem ber what’s at stake. In Novem ber 1936, in
a speech to the Bri tish House of Com mons, Win ston Churchill made a bone-chill ing — yet
un pop u lar at the time — pro nounce ment on the grow ing threat of Nazi Ger many that
could eas ily be ap plied to day to cli mate change:
“Ow ing to past ne glect, in the face of the plainest warn ings, we have now en tered upon a
pe riod of dan ger. . . . The era of pro cras ti na tion, of half-mea sures, of sooth ing and ba� ing
ex pe di ents, of de lays, is com ing to its close. In its place we are en ter ing a pe riod of con se -
quences. . . . We can not avoid this pe riod; we are in it now.”
We can think of this in two ways: We are, at once, liv ing in the pre vi ous gen er a tion’s
worst-case sce nario and our chil dren’s chance of a life time. With cat a strophic weather all
around us, we are con tin u ing to make the prob lem worse. In 2017, the world emit ted the
most green house gases in a sin gle year in hu man his tory. Yet with each new day, there re -
mains am ple op por tu nity to steer hu man ity on a rad i cally di� er ent path that could still
greatly limit the im pact of much worse cli mate change on ev ery liv ing species for count less
gen er a tions.
We have en tered the heart of cli mate change’s pe riod of con se quences. That is not cause
for de spair or re morse; it is a time for coura geous ac tion. Eric Holthaus is a me te o rol o gist
and sta� writer for Grist.


