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The seacoasts of California and nations on both sides of the Pacific are likely to be battered in coming years 
by increasingly high waves pushed ashore by ever-stronger weather patterns, leaving them vulnerable to 
destructive erosion, an international group of experts said Monday. 

Those intensified weather patterns such as El Niño, when warmer eastern Pacific waters contribute to more 
intense storms hitting California, will increasingly threaten the coasts irrespective of climate change, said an 
international team of 17 coastal experts.  

Severe weather events across the entire Pacific basin have been increasing for more than 30 years and are 
expected to double in frequency in coming years, the scientists said in a report published in the journal 
Nature Geoscience. 

Only five years ago, an unusual weather pattern during an El Niño winter brought extreme wave heights and 
unprecedented erosion that tore away protective revetments along more than 3 miles of San Francisco’s 
Ocean Beach and damaged the Great Highway. 

Patrick Barnard, the leading coastal geologist at the U.S. Geological Survey’s Marine Science Center in 
Santa Cruz and principal author of the new study, said Ocean Beach has since recovered, and other beaches 
in the Bay Area “now look in moderately decent shape.” 

But in the long term, Barnard said, such areas are going to become increasingly vulnerable to erosion 
brought about by surging storms. 

And it isn’t only El Niño events that are the problem: Intensified episodes of El Niño’s meteorological 
opposite, called La Niña, when the eastern and central Pacific becomes abnormally cold, are likely to 
threaten coastal regions in New Zealand, Australia and elsewhere in the Southern Hemisphere, the report 
said. 

The coastal scientists who compiled the new report surveyed 48 beaches bordering the Pacific and analyzed 
detailed climate events around the Pacific stretching from 1979 to 2012 to reach their forecasts.  

They also considered forecasts of extreme La Niña and El Niño events published recently by a separate 
group of international climate and coastal scientists led by Wenju Cai, a climate modeler at Australia’s 
Scientific and Industrial Research Organization, Barnard said. 

The Cai group predicted that increased global warming and rising sea levels due to climate change would 
double the frequency of those severe weather events across the Pacific basin.  

The result, the group said in a report published this year in the journal Nature Climate Change, would be 
“more occurrences of devastating weather events and more frequent swings of opposite extremes from one 
year to the next, with profound socio-economic consequences.”  
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