&€ ClimateChangePost

-

European heat waves like in the
1950s: what if climate hadn’t
changed?
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Looking for a cool spot on a hot day (photo: Tibor Vekerdi, www.Zickr.com)

European summer temperatures have increased far more rapidly than the trends for the
Northern Hemisphere since the early 1950s. While mean summer temperature in the
Northern Hemisphere has increased by 0.21 °C per decade between 1951 and 2015, the
increase was 0.46 °C per decade for Europe.

This rise in mean European summer temperatures has contributed to the intensity of recent
European heat waves, like the ones in 2003, 2010, and 2015. What if climate had remained

as it was in the mid-20th century, in terms of the number of hot days? This was analysed for
temperature records of 14 climate stations across Europe.

If Europe’s climate hadn’t changed since the 1950s, the number of hot days with maximum
temperature over 30 °C would have been 10-25% less. The number of hot days over 35 °C
would have been 25-50% less, according to this study. This serves to illustrate that climate



change is not simply a matter of gradual shifts in mean values, but also of strong increases
of the frequencies of extremes. As a result heat waves are becoming more extensive and
prolonged, with stronger impacts on society.

Source: Beniston et al., 2017. Environmental Science & Policy 67: 27-34.
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