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World’s Major Kelp Forests in Jeopardy

Global warming threatens ecologically and economically important underwater kelp forests.In
recent years, ocean heatwaves have wiped out kelp forests along the coasts of western North
America, Australia and New Zealand. The areas marked in red are all potentially threatened.
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Understanding the polar vortex

The Arctic polar vortex is a strong band of winds in the stratosphere,
surrounding the North Pole 10-30 miles above the surface.

The polar vortex is far above and typically does not interact
with the polar jet stream, the flow of winds in the troposphere
5-9 miles above the surface. But when the polar vortex is
especially strong and stable, the jet stream stays farther
north and has fewer “kinks.” This keeps cold air contained
over the Arctic and the mid-latitudes warmer than usual.

stable
polar vortex

Every other year or so, the Arctic polar vortex dramatically
weakens. The vortex can be pushed off the pole or split into
two. Sometimes the polar jet stream mirrors this strato-
spheric upheaval, becoming weaker or wavy. At the surface,
cold air is pushed southward to the mid-latitudes, and warm
air is drawn up into the Arctic.
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