
Surface air temperature anomaly for 2023 relative to the average for the 1991–2020 reference period. Data source: ERA5. Credit: C3S/ECMWF.
It’s official: 2023 was the warmest year ever measured; no surprises in Copernicus’ announcement. But just because we all knew this news would come, it’s essential to write about it. And that is because the news cycle is never kind to slow-moving processes, however deadly.
There are always reasons not to prioritize climate change in the media and politics. First, the scientists predicted that 2023 would be a record-breaking hot year, which was not newsworthy since it wasn’t a fact yet. That was followed by the official confirmation today, which you might easily ignore since we knew it was coming.
You will likely have experienced more extreme weather this year; I know I did. My year started in Ottawa, Canada, where, for the first time ever, the Rideau Canal didn’t freeze sufficiently to make it the biggest skating rink in the world. Then, Canada was plagued by record-breaking wildfires that were much larger and more spread out over the vast country than ever before. Those persistent wildfires played a significant role in the increase of 30 percent of estimated global wildfire carbon emissions in 2023.
When I arrived in Spain in late June, the smoke of those fires had traveled with me across the rapidly warming Atlantic Ocean. And in the following weeks, while walking the Camino de Santiago, Spain experienced record-breaking temperatures, drought, and disastrous floods.
By then, a string of monthly global temperature records being smashed had begun and continued for the rest of the year; the new year started with blossoming roses in my small garden on this Dutch island.
If you were lucky to live in a part of the world without too many extreme weather events, you may have followed the news. Deadly heatwaves, droughts, floods, and storms unfolded in many countries, resulting in untold suffering of hundreds of millions of people all over the world. Not that the burden is evenly shared: the most innocent, the poor in the poorest countries, suffer while the rich in the wealthiest countries still fly their private jets. air temperature increase relative to the average for 1850–1900, the designated pre-industrial reference period, based on several global temperature datasets shown as 5-year averages since 1850 (left) and as annual averages since 1967 (right). Credit: C3S/ECMWF.

