AI Summary - Climate Change and Japan’s Cherry Blossem Database — NYT
o Japan has a 1,200-year record of cherry blossom bloom dates in Kyoto—one of
the world’s longest continuous climate datasets.
« The modern keeper of this record, Prof. Yasuyuki Aono, died in 2025, prompting
a search for a successor.
« Genki Katata, a Tokyo-based environmental biophysicist, has now agreed to take
over stewardship of the database.
Why the Record Matters
o Cherry blossoms (especially the Yamazakura variety) are highly sensitive to
temperature, making bloom dates a strong indicator of climate conditions.
o The historical diaries and chronicles that recorded bloom timing—often in great
detail—provide climate data from long before thermometers existed.
« Aono spent 15+ years deciphering ancient scripts to reconstruct the dataset.
What the Data Shows
o For about 1,000 years, peak bloom in Kyoto typically occurred in mid-April.
» Starting around 1820-1830, bloom dates began shifting earlier, coinciding with:
o Kyoto’s urbanization
o Rising fossil-fuel emissions
e The trend has accelerated sharply:
o 2021 saw the earliest bloom on record: March 26, nearly three weeks
earlier than the historical average.
« Aono’s modeling suggests Kyoto has warmed by 3.4°C (®6°F) over the past 170
years.
Climate Change Implications
o Earlier blooming is strongly linked to global warming, confirmed by additional
studies.
o Consequences include:
o Mismatches with pollinators
o Vulnerability to late frosts
o Impacts on fruit harvests
o Longer pollen seasons and worsened allergies
« Some regions of Japan may soon be too warm for certain cherry tree varieties to
thrive.
The Future of the Record
« Katata plans to separate the effects of:
o Global warming
o Urban heat island effects
o Natural climate variability
« Modern data sources—like timestamped social media photos—are becoming a
new form of climate record.
o« The 1,200-year dataset remains crucial for understanding and adapting to ongoing
climate shifts.



