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 Tuesday, Nov. 03, 2009

How Did the Chinese Create Snow?

By Dan Fletcher

"Everybody complains about the weather," the old saying goes, "But nobody does anything about it." That is, until now. A Nov. 1 snowfall in Beijing — the city's earliest since 1987 — is due, Chinese scientists say, to a campaign of "cloud-seeding" to encourage precipitation. If true, it's the wettest success yet in a long-standing effort to bring moisture artificially to the parched northern regions of China. So how'd they do it? 

For those who haven't had a meteorology class since middle school, a quick review of Weather 101: Colder air encourages precipitation, so when the temperature drops at high altitude, water naturally condenses out of the air. Clouds are formed when this moisture, floating in tiny droplets or crystals, meets condensation nuclei — small particles of dust or ice that are blown about the upper atmosphere. Without these small particles forming the centers of water droplets or ice crystals, clouds can't form.

The method of cloud-seeding used by the Chinese involves dosing the atmosphere with silver iodide, a chemical solution either dropped from planes or shot up from the ground. (Other methods use salt or dry ice.) The silver iodide particles speed up cloud formation, since they act as excellent condensation nuclei. Once clouds form, they also start a positive feedback effect. As droplets freeze and are added to the cloud, they release their heat, creating an updraft which draws additional moisture from the ground into the atmosphere.

That's the theory, anyway. The effectiveness of cloud-seeding is still disputed, because it's difficult to say with any certainty that cloud-seeding is responsible for a storm rather than Mother Nature. But if you believe in cloud-seeding, the Chinese scientists may have even overdone it. The snowstorm lasted for 11 hours, disrupting flights in and out of Beijing and hampering shipping off the Chinese coast. Still, expect few complaints from the generally dry region; it's the most accumulation the city's seen in a decade, and further proof the Chinese may be becoming the world's best at managing weather. In a 2008 experiment, scientists seeded clouds in advance of the Beijing Olympics, successfully ensuring clear skies for the opening ceremony.

Questions: You must code the text to get full credit for this homework assignment. 

Vocabulary in Context. Put a box around the word. Underline clues. Predict the meaning in the margin. Then choose the best answer.

1. “Parched” most nearly means…


A. dry


C. distant


B. rainy

D. hot

2. “Dosing” probably means…


A. adding

C. treating


B. removing

D. sleeping

3. “Disputed” most nearly means…


A. unknown

C. agreed on


B. argued about
D. announced

4. “Hampering” probably means…


A. Damaging

C. Interfering with


B. Washing

D. Improving

Short Answer. Label each question “text” or “text-think.” Then underline important details in the question. Go back to the text to look for clues to the answer; mark the question number near the passages that helped you find the answer. Finally, answer the question!

5. Why did Chinese officials try to seed-clouds in Northern China? 















































6. How do scientists seed clouds? Explain the process. 































































7. How might air pollution, volcanic eruptions, and forest fires affect weather patterns? Explain your reasoning. 






















































8. What might be risky or dangerous about cloud-seeding? Explain. 















































Adapted from http://www.time.com/time/health/article/0,8599,1934090,00.html

