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Abstract
In both 2003 and 2018 a heatwave in Scandinavia in July was followed by a heat-
wave in Central Europe in August. Whereas the transition occurred abruptly
in 2003, it was gradual in 2018 with a 12-day period of concurrent heatwaves
in both regions. This study contrasts these two events in the context of a heat-
wave climatology to elucidate the dynamics of both concurrent and sequential
heatwaves. Central European and, in particular, concurrent heatwaves are cli-
matologically associated with weak pressure gradient (WPG) events over Central
Europe, which indicate the absence of synoptic activity over this region. One
synoptic pattern associated with such events is Scandinavian blocking. This
pattern is at the same time conducive to heatwaves in Scandinavia, thereby
providing a mechanism by which Scandinavian and Central European heat-
waves can co-occur. Further, the association of WPG events with Scandinavian
blocking constitutes a mechanism that allows heatwaves to grow beyond the
perimeter of the synoptic system from which they emanated. A trajectory anal-
ysis of the source regions of the low-level air incorporated in the heatwaves
indicates rapidly changing air mass sources throughout the heatwaves in both
regions, but no recycling of heat from one heatwave to the other. This finding is
line with a composite analysis indicating that transitions between Scandinavian
and Central European heatwaves are merely a random coincidence of heatwave
onset and decay.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The 2018 summer was amongst the hottest in the recorded
history of Europe (Magnusson et al., 2018), with large
parts of Scandinavia (Sinclair et al., 2019) and Central
Europe affected by a heatwave (e.g., Vogel et al., 2019).

Long periods of high temperatures with reduced precipita-
tion are not only a threat for human life (e.g., Robine et al.,
2008), but can also cause crop failure and increase the haz-
ard of forest fires (e.g., De Bono et al., 2004; Lesk et al.,
2016). The year 2018 was anomalously warm and dry in
both spring and summer (Kennedy et al., 2019). In terms of
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amplitude, persistence, and spatial extent, the 2018 heat-
waves were comparable to the two prominent heatwaves in
2003 and 2010 over Europe and Russia, respectively (Bar-
riopedro et al., 2011; Fischer, 2014). In those summers,
more than one million square kilometres were simultane-
ously affected by a heatwave (Barriopedro et al., 2011).

Despite the prominence of heatwaves in current
research, there is still no commonly agreed-upon
definition in the literature. Most definitions include tem-
perature exceeding at least one particular threshold and
a persistence criterion, that is, the threshold must be
exceeded for several consecutive days (the review paper of
Perkins, 2015 gives more information). Most studies con-
sider daily temperatures (e.g., Meehl and Tebaldi, 2004;
Fischer and Schär, 2010; Russo et al., 2014), but sometimes
monthly values are used (e.g., Coumou and Robinson,
2013). Moreover, some studies consider the average over a
season of all grid points that fulfill the chosen criteria, but
do not require the affected areas to be connected in space
and time (e.g., Coumou and Robinson, 2013; Vogel et al.,
2019). In such a case, several spatially and temporally
unrelated heat extremes can account for the seasonal sig-
nal. The aspect that we aim to address in this study is the
dynamical link between the transition from one heatwave
to another. Hence, for this study we are interested in heat-
waves that are spatially and temporally related, meaning
that they have to occur in the vicinity of each other, and
be separated by at most a few days.

Summer heat extremes are often associated with atmo-
spheric blocks, stationary and persistent anticyclones (e.g.,
Black et al., 2004; Trigo et al., 2005; Dole et al., 2011; Pfahl
and Wernli, 2012; Stefanon et al., 2012; Jézéquel et al.,
2018b). Consequently, heat extremes often arise in blocked
weather regimes (e.g., Cassou et al., 2005; Schaller et al.,
2018). Warm surface conditions arise from the combined
effect of subsidence, diabatic heating, and, to a smaller
extent, warm-air advection (Black et al., 2004; Trigo et al.,
2004; Bieli et al., 2015; Horton et al., 2016; Quinting and
Reeder, 2017; Zschenderlein et al., 2019). Further, the lack
of precipitation and soil moisture deficits can precondition
extreme surface temperatures (Fischer et al., 2007; Vau-
tard et al., 2007; García-Herrera et al., 2010; Miralles et al.,
2014). Due to the persistence and stationarity of a block,
the temperature anomalies can build up over time and lead
to heatwaves of different intensity. However, they remain
limited in size by the spatial extent of the anticyclone.

There is no evidence that the dynamical link between
summer heatwaves and atmospheric blocking will change
with global warming (Schaller et al., 2018). However, sev-
eral studies observe and foresee an increase in the fre-
quency and spatial extent of heatwaves (e.g., Meehl and
Tebaldi, 2004; Fischer and Schär, 2010; Russo et al., 2014;
Christidis et al., 2015; Russo et al., 2015; Vogel et al., 2019),

whereas there is little evidence for significant changes in
the frequency of summer blocking, neither during the last
decades (Barnes et al., 2014) nor in future climate projec-
tions (Schaller et al., 2018; Woollings et al., 2018; Jézéquel
et al., 2018a). The size of ridges and thus anticyclones is set
by semi-geostrophic dynamics (Hoskins, 1975; Wolf and
Wirth, 2015). This size might increase to some extent with
climate change with weakening westerlies in the mean
state (Nabizadeh et al., 2019), but is likely not enough to
explain the discrepancy in the projected change of heat-
waves and blocks. The discrepancy might thus result from
blocking being more often associated with heatwaves, for
example, due to thermodynamic changes, or increasing
importance of other mechanisms leading to heatwaves.

The dynamics leading to heatwaves depend on the
considered region and have been shown to be more
complicated than a one-to-one association with blocking
(Sánchez-Benítez et al., 2018; Zschenderlein et al., 2019).
For example, Stefanon et al. (2012) and Sousa et al. (2018)
showed that in southern Europe narrow subtropical ridges
rather than blocking lead to extremely warm conditions.
Rossby-wave packets (Fragkoulidis et al., 2018), recurrent
(Röthlisberger et al., 2019) or stationary (Kornhuber et al.,
2019) Rossby waves have also been linked to high tem-
perature extremes. Further, Drouard and Woollings (2018)
revealed a regional dependence of the formation and main-
tenance mechanisms of blocking and their connection to
the North Atlantic storm track. This could hint at regional
variations of the link between heatwaves and blocks (as
shown for other regions in Pfahl and Wernli, 2012).

While these studies considered the link between dif-
ferent synoptic features and individual heatwaves, the
dynamical mechanisms involved in the concurrent and
sequential occurrence of heatwaves in adjacent regions
have not yet been considered. As a first step in this direc-
tion, we here consider heatwaves in Scandinavia and
Central Europe. We aim to highlight the key dynami-
cal features associated with concurrent and sequential
heatwaves in these regions. In particular, we address the
following questions:

1. Do concurrent heatwaves arise due to the same synop-
tic system, for example, a single block?

2. In sequential heatwaves, is the transition between
regions associated with typical upper- or low-level flow
patterns?

3. In heatwave transitions, is low-level heat recycled from
one heatwave to the next?

In order to address these questions, we will consider
Eulerian and Lagrangian flow features (Sprenger et al.,
2017), following the pathway of air parcels (e.g., Quint-
ing et al., 2018). We first contrast the 2018 heatwaves
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with the extensively studied cases of 2003 (e.g., Black
et al., 2004; Fink et al., 2004; Luterbacher et al., 2004;
Schär and Jendritzky, 2004; Cassou et al., 2005; Fischer
et al., 2007; García-Herrera et al., 2010). In both 2018
and 2003 a heatwave in Scandinavia in July was fol-
lowed by a heatwave in Central Europe in August. How-
ever, as we will show, in 2003 the onset of the Central
European heatwave coincided with the end of the Scan-
dinavian heatwave (sequential occurrence), whereas in
2018 we observed concurrent heatwaves in Scandinavia
and Central Europe during a transition phase of nearly
two weeks.

The paper is structured as follows. We first introduce
some definitions, metrics and data (Section 2) used to
document and discuss the dynamics behind the 2018 con-
current heatwaves (Section 3) and contrast them to the
sequential heatwaves of 2003 (Section 4). We then gen-
eralise some of our findings using a Scandinavian and
Central European heatwave climatology (Section 5), and
summarize the main findings (Section 6).

2 METHODS AND DATA

We base our analysis on 6-hourly ERA-Interim reanaly-
ses for the period 1979–2018 (Dee et al., 2011). Unless
otherwise noted, we use data from the surface and 60
model levels, interpolated on a horizontal grid with 1◦
grid spacing. In this dataset, we detect blocks using the
Croci-Maspoli et al. (2007) scheme. This scheme defines
blocks as persistent potential vorticity (PV) anomalies of
at least −1.0 PVU in the upper troposphere. The thresh-
old is a compromise between the original threshold of
−1.3 PVU suggested by Croci-Maspoli et al. (2007), and the
“weak block” definition of Pfahl and Wernli (2012) with a
threshold of −0.7 PVU.

2.1 Definition of concurrent
and sequential heatwaves

We base our definition of heatwaves on the percentile-
based daily heatwave magnitude index (HWMId) of Russo
et al. (2015). This index applies only to individual grid
points, whereas we are interested in detecting heatwaves
covering predefined regions. We therefore follow Zschen-
derlein et al. (2019) and extend the original definition of
the HWMId. Specifically, we define a heatwave as a period
of at least five consecutive days where more than 20% of
the land surface in predefined regions exceeds the local
90th percentile of maximum temperatures. The maximum
temperatures are based on 6-hourly 2 m temperatures,
and the 90th percentile for every grid point is based

on a centred 31-day moving window. We apply this
definition to a Central European region (CE; 45–55◦N,
0–20◦E; 1.5 million km2 land surface) and a Scandinavian
region (SC; 55–70◦N, 0–30◦E; 1.4 million km2 land surface;
regions are shown in Figure 2 below), and to the extended
summer season of May to September. The identified heat-
wave periods are not sensitive to the exact choice of the
boxes.

Our heatwave definition complies with the recommen-
dations of Cattiaux and Ribes (2018) in that we select
the spatiotemporal scale in an automatic way. Neverthe-
less, the choice of temporal and spatial thresholds remains
subjective. With the given thresholds, we identify 74 heat-
waves in Central Europe and 87 heatwaves in Scandi-
navia during the 40 extended summer periods used in this
study.

Further, we define concurrent heatwaves as periods of
minimum five consecutive days during which heatwaves
are active both in Central Europe and in Scandinavia.
Finally, we identify a sequential heatwave event by a CE
heatwave onset within ± 3 days of the end of a SC heat-
wave, or viceversa.

2.2 Trajectory calculation
and clustering

In order to determine the origin of near-surface air masses
during the 2003 and 2018 heatwaves, we calculate 10-day
backward trajectories with the Lagrangian Analysis Tool
(LAGRANTO; Wernli and Davies, 1997; Sprenger and
Wernli, 2015). As we are interested in the origin of
the near-surface air masses, trajectories are initialized at
ERA-Interim grid points 10, 30, 50, and 100 hPa above the
surface at all 6-hourly time steps and grid points affected
by a heatwave. As we require heatwaves to occur over land,
we start trajectories only from land grid points.

For extracting characteristic pathways of the
near-surface air masses from these trajectories, we use
the hierarchical clustering approach of Hart et al. (2015),
which is outlined briefly as follows. The backward trajecto-
ries are stored in a matrix W which contains J trajectories
with N characteristics each. We base the clustering on the
horizontal position of the trajectories over time t, that is,
their longitude 𝜆(t) and their latitude 𝜙(t). Consequently,
W for trajectory j is defined as

Wj =
[
𝝀j,t=0, … ,𝝀j,t=T , 𝝓j,t=0, … ,𝝓j,t=T

]
. (1)

With T = 41 time steps in 10 days using 6-hourly
resolution, the vector Wj has N = 82 entries. The hierar-
chical clustering algorithm then agglomerates in an iter-
ative approach the most similar trajectories into clusters.
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Here, the measure of similarity is the Euclidean distance
defined as

djk =

√√√√ N∑
n=1

{
Wj(n) − Wk(n)

}2
, (2)

where j and k denote the two trajectories being compared.
The iterative process continues until all trajectories are
grouped into a single cluster. The optimal number of clus-
ters is assessed following the approach of Hart et al. (2015).
In this study, it was found to be three for both SC and CE
heatwaves.

2.3 Weak pressure gradient events

During the analyses we noted the prevalence of weather
situations characterised by weak pressure gradients
(WPGs), in particular for CE and concurrent heatwaves
(Section 5.1). Note that this definition is unrelated to the
weak pressure gradient approximation in tropical atmo-
spheric dynamics, which is also commonly abbreviated
WPG. To define midlatitude WPG events, we consider the
magnitude of the local 850 hPa geopotential height gradi-
ent |∇850Z|. A WPG event is then identified at each grid
point where

|∇850Z| < 5 m
100 km

= 5 × 10−5. (3)

The dimensionless threshold of 5× 10−5 was chosen
subjectively, but corresponds roughly to the 30th per-
centile of all |∇850Z| values north of 40◦N (not shown).
In the mid and high latitudes, vanishing gradients in
the 850 hPa geopotential height field occur near the cen-
tres of anticyclones and sometimes cyclones, as well as
in regions of low synoptic activity. However, by consid-
ering both WPG features (i.e., the |∇850Z| field) as well
as the sea-level pressure field, one can easily distinguish
between WPG conditions near the centre of synoptic sys-
tems and WPG conditions arising due to weak synoptic
activity.

The climatological frequency of occurrence of WPG
events in and around Europe in summer is depicted in
Figure 1. At subtropical latitudes, the climatological sum-
mer WPG frequency exceeds 75%, which suggests that this
metric identifies subtropical anticyclones as WPG features.
Between 40◦ and 50◦N, the climatological WPG frequency
decreases from roughly 50–60% to less than 30%. Lowest
values (below 10%) are found over the North Atlantic, to
the west of the British Isles. All WPG anomalies discussed
hereafter are calculated with respect to the climatology
shown in Figure 1.

JJA
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60

80

100
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F I G U R E 1 Climatological frequency of weak pressure
gradient events during the summers (JJA) of 1979–2018

3 THE 2018 CONCURRENT
HEATWAVES

We first turn our attention to the 2018 heatwaves
(Figure 2). Kornhuber et al. (2019), Drouard et al. (2019)
and Vogel et al. (2019) show that several regions in the
Northern Hemisphere were affected by either heat or
extreme precipitation. New temperature records were set
in many places in Scandinavia and Central Europe (Korn-
huber et al., 2019), and in particular Sweden suffered
from unprecedented and widespread wildfires (The Local,
2018). Here we focus on the SC heatwave which persisted
throughout most of July (10 July–4 August), the subse-
quent CE heatwave (24 July–9 August), and in particular
on the long transition period of concurrent heatwaves
in CE and SC (24 July–4 August; heatwave periods and
relation to weather regimes are shown in Supporting Infor-
mation Figure S1b).

The SC heatwave was associated with a persistent
trough–ridge couplet centred in the eastern Atlantic
(Figure 2a–d), with most of Scandinavia under the influ-
ence of the persistent ridge. During most of the heat-
wave, the PV anomaly associated with that ridge exceeded
–1.0 PVU, such that the ridge fulfilled our criteria for a
block (Figure 2b,d). Upper-tropospheric flow was gen-
erally diverted around the block with pronounced wind
speed maxima over the northern Mediterranean and
the upstream flank of the ridge in the North Atlantic
(Figure 2b,d).

In the beginning of August 2018, the Scandinavian
block was displaced northwards and eventually decayed.
Accompanying this evolution, the North Atlantic trough
weakened, leading to more zonal flow over Great Britain
and the North Sea (Figure 2e,f). This ended the 2018 SC
heatwave, but allowed a heatwave to emerge over Iberia
(Barriopedro et al., 2020). Even after the end of the SC
heatwave, Central Europe remained under the influence
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a b

c d

e f
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F I G U R E 2 Daily mean fields illustrating the synoptic evolution during the 2018 heatwaves. (a, c, e, g) 850 hPa temperature anomalies
(K, colour shading) with respect to the 1979–2018 monthly median, and 850 hPa geopotential height (contours with interval 50 m; 1500 m
bold, dashed below 1,500 m). (b, d, f, h) Wind speed at 300 hPa (m⋅s−1, shading), occurrence of individual hot days on which we base our
heatwave index (pink mask), and PV anomaly-type blocks (orange contours at 0.2 and 0.4 occurrence frequency). (a, b) show a first peak of
the SC heatwave (16 July 2018), (c, d) the onset of the concurrent heatwaves (24 July), (e, f) the final peak of the concurrent heatwaves (2
August), and (g, h) a final peak of the CE heatwave (7 August). The grey boxes in all panels indicate the Scandinavian (SC) and Central
European (CE) regions used throughout this study
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F I G U R E 3 (a, b) show cluster median backward trajectories initialised in the 2018 heatwaves coloured by their median pressure (hPa)
for (a) SC and (b) CE. Trajectories are initialised at time steps and grid points affected by these heatwaves at 10, 30, 50 and 100 hPa above the
surface. The ellipses show the dispersion of the trajectories around their median location (coloured dots) at 10, 5, and 0 days prior to being
part of a heatwave, with about 2/3 of the trajectories located inside the ellipses. (c, d) show composition of near-surface air masses for (c)
Scandinavia and (d) Central Europe, determined by the cluster analysis in (a, b) and based on 10-day backward trajectories from within the
heatwave regions. The black line shows the number of trajectories contributing to the respective analysis, and indicates the spatial extent of
the respective heatwave as trajectories are initialised at every affected grid point. (e) shows thermodynamic evolution of cluster trajectories in
(a, b). Symbols show daily medians of potential temperature and temperature for the trajectory clusters for the CE (circles) and SC (triangles)
regions. Black edges to the symbols indicate the time of arrival in the target area. Isobars (interval 50 hPa) and isentropes (interval 5 K) are
shown by grey solid and dashed lines, respectively

of a small-amplitude ridge which diverted the jet and syn-
optic activity towards Scandinavia (Figure 2g,h). From a
weather regime perspective, this is consistent with the
observed long-lasting European blocking life cycle which
transitioned into a Scandinavian blocking by the end of
July (cf. Figure S1b).

During the SC heatwave, the largest temperature
anomalies propagated in waves along the Scandinavian
coastline, and eventually eastwards and into the high Arc-
tic (Figure 2a,c,e). This signal suggests a contribution
of low-level advection from the southwest in the onset
and maintenance of the 2018 SC heatwave. Though the
air parcels did not necessarily get warmer on their way
towards Scandinavia, the poleward movement of the warm
air mass led to larger temperature anomalies along its
pathway.

A trajectory analysis further illustrates this process
(Figure 3a,c). During the onset, as well as in three distinct
waves during the heatwave, advection from the southwest
was the dominant source of air masses for the SC heatwave
(Figure 3c). The composition of the air masses reaching the
SC heatwave, however, varied considerably in time.

Figure 3e shows the thermodynamic evolution of
these air masses in a potential temperature–temperature

diagram. In this diagram, horizontal displacements indi-
cate adiabatic ascent or descent, whereas diabatic heat-
ing at constant pressure results in a displacements along
the indicated slanted isobars. Figure 3e shows that along
all pathways, air masses experienced substantial adiabatic
warming of up to 20 K in the median, associated with
descent by 150 to 200 hPa. For all air mass sources, diabatic
warming remained rather weak, contributing less than
5 K during the final 1–3 days. Similarly, in the CE region,
the thermodynamic evolution of the air masses was domi-
nated by adiabatic descent. Nevertheless, air masses from
the eastern Atlantic in addition experienced substantial
diabatic warming.

At the onset of the CE and concurrent heatwaves, the
dominant air mass source for both regions was in the North
Atlantic (blue in Figure 3a, c; blue and grey in Figure 3b, d).
In both regions, the pathway subsequently changed from
west to east (Figure 3). This parallel evolution of the
constituent air masses in the concurrent heatwaves sug-
gests that there is a common dynamic driver for both
heatwaves.

One obvious candidate for such a common dynamic
driver is the Scandinavian block in Figure 2d. How-
ever, towards the end of the period of the concurrent
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F I G U R E 4 Anomalous
frequency of occurrence of weak
pressure gradients compared to the
JJA climatology in Figure 1 (shading,
absolute percentages), and average
sea level pressure (contour interval
4 hPa with 1,012 hPa bold and
dashed below 1,012 hPa) averaged
over (a) the 2018 SC heatwave 10
July–4 August and (b) the 2018 CE
heatwave 24 July–9 August

a b

heatwaves, this block was displaced northwards and even-
tually decayed, while the CE heatwave persisted. This
decoupling of the heatwave from the block raises the ques-
tion to what extent the Scandinavian block caused the
2018 CE heatwave. One hint towards an answer lies in the
geometrical configuration of the block and the heatwaves.
Figure 2 shows that the strongest temperature anomalies
and heatwaves tended to occur east of the strongest geopo-
tential gradients in between the trough–ridge couplet, in
a region of weak pressure gradients. During both the 2018
SC and CE heatwaves, WPG events were more frequent
than in the climatology over Central Europe (Figure 4).
The positive frequency anomalies of WPG features over CE
were substantial; in some regions they amounted to more
than a doubling of the climatological frequency of WPG
occurrence (cf. Figures 1 and 4a). Throughout the 2018
heatwaves, these WPG events occurred around the sad-
dle point of a quadrupolar pattern with anticyclones to the
northeast and southwest of Central Europe, and cyclonic
anomalies to the northwest and, to a lesser extent, the
southeast (Figure 4).

4 THE 2003 SEQUENTIAL
HEATWAVE

The record-breaking heatwave in CE in summer 2003
(e.g., Fink et al., 2004; García-Herrera et al., 2010)
was preceded by a strong heatwave in Scandinavia
(Figure 5). Blocks were present over Scandinavia dur-
ing both phases of the SC heatwave (Figure 5a–d). In
conjunction, they yielded a long-lasting Scandinavian
blocking episode from a weather regime perspective
(cf. Figure S1a).

The 2003 SC heatwave was abruptly ended by a transi-
tion of the large-scale flow in the Euro-Atlantic sector into
a new state (Figure 5e,f). During the transition, the block
over northern Scandinavia migrated northeastward while
at the same time a new block emerged from the North
Atlantic (Figure 2d,f). The transition was linked to a deep

cyclone, located between Iceland and the British Isles. The
cyclone was associated with a strong warm conveyor belt
(not shown), whose divergent outflow of low-PV air likely
contributed to the build-up of a negative PV anomaly in
the upper troposphere and a pronounced ridge over the
North Sea (Figure 5g,h) (e.g., Grams et al., 2011; Madonna
et al., 2014). This ridge satisfies the criteria for a dynamical
block following the Croci-Maspoli et al. (2007) definition
of a persistent PV anomaly (Figure5h), even though it was
not associated with a persistent reversal in the geopotential
gradient (not shown).

The evolution of the low-level temperature anoma-
lies clearly shows that no air masses from the SC heat-
wave were incorporated in the subsequent CE heatwave
(Figure 5c,e,g). Instead of being advected towards Cen-
tral Europe, the air masses were advected northeastward
over the Barents Sea, following the flow around the slowly
decaying Scandinavian block (Figure 5c,e). This clearly
indicates that the CE heatwave formed thermodynami-
cally independent of the preceding SC heatwave.

This interpretation is underlined by the trajectory anal-
ysis, in which none of the air stream clusters points to
Scandinavia as a source of air masses in CE heatwaves
(Figure 6b). Instead, during the onset as well as the second
half of the 2003 CE heatwave, most of the trajectories orig-
inated from the western Atlantic or the east (blue and grey
in Figure 6b,d). In both cases, the air masses descended
substantially, but were then also heated diabatically while
in the boundary layer (Figure 6e). As the eastern Atlantic
contributions became more important throughout the evo-
lution of the CE heatwave, the temperature evolution
became again mainly dominated by adiabatic warming
(Figure 6d,e).

For the 2003 SC heatwave, the distribution of tra-
jectories amongst the clusters is broadly consistent with
the changing synoptic structures during the two phases
(Figures 5a–d and 6c). During the onset of both phases,
advection from the southwest dominated the air mass
composition (Figure 6c). But with the zonal extension
of the block (first phase) or gradual movement to the
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F I G U R E 5 As Figure 2, but for the sequential heatwaves of 2003. (a–d) show peaks of the two-part SC heatwave on (a, b) 17 July and
(c, d) 30 July. (e, f) show the day of transition (2 August), and (g, h) a peak of the CE heatwave (8 August)
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F I G U R E 6 As Figure 3 but for the 2003 heatwaves

east (second phase), the air mass composition shifted
from predominantly southwesterly to northeasterly flow
(Figure 6c).

The changing synoptic structure during the 2003 SC
heatwave explains why this heatwave, and the blocks
in the Scandinavian region, were hardly associated with
WPG events (Figure 7a). During the period of the 2003
SC heatwave, WPG events over Central Europe occurred
only marginally more frequently than in the JJA clima-
tology (Figure 7a). However, during the 2003 CE heat-
wave, WPG events were abundant over Central Europe
(Figure 7b). These WPG events are linked to a block
over the North Sea and the eastern North Atlantic,
but occurred predominantly in a region of reduced
synoptic activity outside the perimeter of the block
(Figure 5g,h).

5 SYNTHESIS OF THE
CASE-STUDIES AND HEATWAVE
CLIMATOLOGY

The discussion of the case-studies indicates some likely
answers to the questions we posed initially. (a) The 2018
concurrent heatwaves were related to a Scandinavian
blocking episode, (b) the abrupt transition from a SC to CE
heatwave in 2003 was associated with an intense cyclone
in the central North Atlantic, and (c) we find no indication
for recycling of low-level heat in the 2003 case. We now
return to these questions in more detail, synthesising our
findings for the two case-studies and supplementing them
with climatological analyses.

5.1 WPG events important for CE
and concurrent heatwaves

We first consider the dynamics of concurrent heatwaves.
In synthesis, the 2003 and 2018 case studies demon-
strate that Scandinavian blocks can be associated with
a heatwave in Central Europe, but also that this asso-
ciation does not hold for all blocks. For example, the
low-level flow pattern during the second phase of the
2003 SC heatwave is similar to the flow during the
2018 SC heatwave (Figures 2a–d and 5c,d). During
both events, a prominent trough–ridge couplet leads to
low-level southwesterly flow along the Norwegian coast
line, and temperature anomalies were most pronounced
in central and northern Scandinavia (Figures 2a and
5a). Further, during both events the flow is blocked
over Scandinavia (Figures 2b,d and 5d). Nevertheless,
only in 2018 did the SC heatwave co-occur with a CE
heatwave.

The occurrence of WPG events during these SC
heatwaves suggests an explanation for this discrepancy.
Whereas WPG events occurred at about the climatological
frequency over Central Europe during the 2003 SC heat-
wave (Figure 7a), they were abundant during the 2018 SC
heatwave (Figure 4a). Differences in the location of the
Scandinavian block might have caused these differences
in WPG event frequency: in 2018 the block was centred
over Scandinavia and the Baltic, and in 2003 it was cen-
tred over Finland and western Russia. Despite this slight
difference in location, the time-average pressure distribu-
tion during the two SC heatwaves is remarkably similar
(Figures 4a and 7a). The occurrence of WPG events during
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a b
F I G U R E 7 As Figure 4, but
for (a) the 2003 SC heatwave 14
July–2 August and (b) the 2003 CE
heatwave 2–14 August

a given time period thus cannot be deduced from the
average sea-level pressure distribution.

The climatological frequencies of WPG events dur-
ing SC, CE and concurrent heatwaves corroborate our
conclusions. While SC heatwaves only exhibit weakly pos-
itive anomalies within the centre of a surface anticyclone
(Figure 8a), CE and in particular concurrent heatwaves
are associated with strongly positive WPG frequency
anomalies over Central Europe (Figure 8b,c). Further, the
sea-level pressure composite for SC and concurrent heat-
waves resemble each other closely, but are associated with
very different distributions of WPG events (Figure 8a,c).
Here again, the occurrence of WPG events thus provides
information not available in the mean sea-level pressure
distribution.

Further, the association of CE WPG events and SC
blocking provides a plausible dynamical explanation both
for the concurrent SC and CE heatwaves in 2018, and for
the more general observation that some heatwaves grow
beyond the perimeter of the synoptic systems from which
they emanate. Following this interpretation, Scandinavian
blocks favour both the warm-air advection that we found
to be an important contributor to SC heatwaves (trajec-
tory analyses in Figures 3c and 6c), and the occurrence of
WPG events with local descent and the gradual build-up
of temperature extremes over Central Europe.

The occurrence of heatwaves beyond the perimeter of
synoptic systems challenges conventional wisdom about
heatwaves, because it questions the one-to-one associa-
tion of a heatwave to a single synoptic event, be it a
block, anticyclone, ridge, Rossby wave breaking event, or
Rossby wave packet. For simplicity, we have so far asso-
ciated the Central European WPG events with the Scan-
dinavian block, but both the 2018 case and the composite
show that this block is part of a larger quadrupolar struc-
ture with anomalously high pressure to the northeast and
southwest, and anomalously low pressure to the north-
west and southeast of Central Europe (Figures 4 and 8c).
It might thus be misleading to attribute WPG events and
CE heatwaves to the Scandinavian block only. Further, as

the 2003 case and the CE heatwave composite demonstrate
(Figures 7b and 8c), different large-scale flow patterns
can have the same effect of suppressing synoptic activ-
ity over Central Europe as the mentioned quadrupolar
pattern.

5.2 Dynamics of heatwave transitions

Second, we turn our attention to the synoptic patterns
associated with heatwave transitions between Central
Europe and Scandinavia. We identified six transitions from
CE to SC heatwaves and nine transitions from SC to CE
heatwaves in the 40-year climatology. Based on this small
database of transitions, we aim to more systematically
analyse whether there is a dynamical or thermodynam-
ical link between successions of heatwaves, or whether
there is a common dynamical driver upstream in the North
Atlantic storm track that triggers the transition.

To this end, we compare composites of heatwave onsets
with heatwave transitions, both for Scandinavia (Figure 9)
and for Central Europe (Figure 10). Overall, the low-level
flow and the pattern of the temperature field look very sim-
ilar in the onset and transition composites for both regions.
For SC heatwaves, the cold anomaly over Greenland is
generally much more pronounced during transitions than
during onsets (Figure 9a). However the amplitude of the
anomaly might only reflect the much smaller sample size
of transition cases (6) compared to the overall set of SC
onsets (87). The same argument applies to the more pro-
nounced southwesterly advection of warm air over the
North Sea towards Scandinavia in the transition cases
(Figure 9a). In the upper troposphere, the flow patterns
in both composites are quite consistent, albeit again more
sharply defined for the transition composite (Figure 9b,d):
a rather straight Atlantic jet is directed towards the Iberian
peninsula, and a clear signature of blocks is evident over
Scandinavia.

The onsets and transitions towards CE heatwaves are
associated with a surprisingly similar flow pattern as the



3008 SPENSBERGER et al.

a b c

F I G U R E 8 Composite anomaly frequency of occurrence of WPG events for all (a) SC heatwave days, (b) CE heatwave days, and (c)
concurrent CE and SC heatwave days in the 1979–2018 climatology

onsets and transitions towards SC heatwaves (Figures 9a,c
and 10a,c). For onsets in both regions, a trough in
the Atlantic steers southwesterly flow over the North
Sea, advecting more or less pronounced heat anomalies
towards Scandinavia. While the overall geopotential pat-
tern is very similar between SC and CE heatwave onsets,
the trough is centred slightly further to the southeast
during CE onsets, and the ridge over Scandinavia is con-
siderably more pronounced for SC heatwave onsets. The
pronounced trough in the central North Atlantic indicates
that cyclonic activity contributes to heatwave onsets in
general, but in particular to transition events (Figures 9a,c
and 10a,c). This finding is fully in line with our synoptic
discussion of the 2003 abrupt transition towards a CE heat-
wave. There we speculated that cyclonic activity associated
with warm conveyor belt activity might have contributed
to the formation of the ridge covering Central Europe
during the onset of the 2003 CE heatwave.

As expected, the cyclonic activity at low levels is also
accompanied at upper levels by a tropopause-level trough
(Figures 9b,d and 10b,d). However, with the exception
of transitions towards SC heatwaves (Figures 9b), the
upper-level flow configuration appears rather diffuse, indi-
cating that different synoptic patterns are entangled in the
composite (Figures 9d and 10b,d). Beyond an increased
frequency of blocks over Central Europe and Scandinavia
and a more-or-less pronounced trough upstream in the
North Atlantic, no unique flow structure seems to be asso-
ciated with either the onset or the transition towards CE
and SC heatwaves. Nevertheless, the striking similarity
between the transition cases and the onset cases leads us
to the conclusion that heatwave transitions should not be
regarded as a process distinct from heatwave onsets in
general.

5.3 Concurrent heatwaves more likely
than sequential ones

To support the conclusion that heatwave transitions are
nothing more than appropriately timed heatwave onsets,
we calculate the probability of heatwaves relative to
onsets and decays in the neighbouring region (Figure 11).
Were there a transition process distinct from a random
coincidence of onset and decay, we would expect either
a clear increase or decrease in the heatwave probabil-
ity following a heatwave decay in either region. How-
ever, the probability of a heatwave after a decay in the
neighbouring region is well within the bounds of statis-
tically independent occurrence (blue line and shading in
Figure 11).

In contrast, the probability for an SC heatwave is sig-
nificantly more likely to occur before the decay (blue line
and shading in Figure 11a) and after the onset of a CE
heatwave (red line and shading in Figure 11a). Similar
tendencies are also evident for the instantaneous likeli-
hood of a CE heatwave relative to SC heatwave onsets
and decays (Figure 11b), but the signal is weaker, and
the slight increase of CE heatwave probability before a
SC heatwave decay is not significant. This asymmetry
indicates that weather patterns conducive to heatwaves
in Central Europe have a higher influence on Scandi-
navia than viceversa. Nevertheless, the overall conclusion
from the analysis in Figure 11 is that concurrent heat-
waves are more likely than sequential ones. This con-
clusion is further supported by the finding that both SC
and CE heatwaves are significantly correlated with the
occurrence of the Scandinavian blocking weather regime,
and, to a lesser extent, the European blocking regime
(cf. Figure S2).
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F I G U R E 9 As Figure 2, but showing composites for (a, b) transitions from CE to SC heatwaves and (c, d) all onsets of SC heatwaves

a b

c d

F I G U R E 10 As Figure 2, but showing composites for (a, b) transitions from SC to CE heatwaves and (c, d) all onsets of CE heatwaves
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F I G U R E 11 Probability of having a heatwave in (a) Scandinavia, and (b) Central Europe before and after the onset and decay of a
heatwave in the other region. The shading shows the range of probabilities one would expect of having a heatwave under the the assumption
that SC and CE occur independently from each other. Specifically, the shading shows the 5th and 95th percentile of a Monte-Carlo test
distribution based on 1,000 resamples of the events in annual chunks. We consider curves outside the respective shading to be a statistically
significant deviation from statistically independent occurrence of SC and CE heatwaves

5.4 Low-level links between heatwaves

Finally, we consider the question of potential low-level
links between sequential heatwaves. For sequential heat-
waves, the existence of such a link seems unlikely, because
we found no indication for a distinct transition process
in the climatological composite analysis (Figures 9 and
10), and the occurrence of heatwaves in one region is
statistically unrelated to the decay of a heatwave in the
other region (Figure 11). The trajectory analysis for the
2003 and 2018 heatwaves underlines this result: none of
the typical air mass pathways towards Central Europe
leads over Scandinavia, and vice versa (Figures 3a, b
and 6a, b). In summary, we find no indication of recy-
cling of low-level heat in sequential heatwaves, neither
in the considered case-studies nor in our climatological
analyses.

Nevertheless, the trajectory analysis suggests a more
indirect connection between Scandinavia and Central
Europe. Two of the typical pathways of air masses towards
Central Europe as well as one towards Scandinavia lead
over the British Isles. And indeed, it is these pathways that
dominate the first 4–5 days of the 2018 concurrent heat-
waves (Figure 3). Hence, the preferred co-occurrence of
SC and CE heatwaves cannot only be related to block-
ing, or more generally the upper-level flow structure, but
also to similar pathways of descending low-level air masses
contributing to heatwaves in both regions.

Schumacher et al. (2019) provided a second mecha-
nism by which heatwaves in different regions might be
connected. They show that in the 2010 Russian heat-
wave, an upstream soil moisture deficit contributed to the

temperature extremes. This mechanism likely did not play
an important role for the heatwave cases studied here. In
the evolution of potential and actual temperatures along
our trajectories shows that adiabatic descent dominates
diabatic heating for all source air masses (Figures 3e and
6e). Those trajectories that are affected most by diabatic
heating (east Atlantic cluster for the 2018 CE heatwave,
west Atlantic cluster for the 2003 CE heatwave) move only
slowly in the 5 days preceding the arrival in the heat-
wave. Slow movement in combination with comparatively
large diabatic heating indicates a local build-up of the heat
extremes as described by Miralles et al. (2014). For the 2018
and 2003 SC heatwaves, diabatic effects account for less
than 5 K of heating (Figures 3e and 6e), such that interac-
tions with the land surface can have played only a minor
role in these heatwaves.

6 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Based on the analyses presented in this study, we are now
in the position to answer the questions raised in the intro-
duction. First, concurrent Central European and Scandi-
navian heatwaves can to some extent be related to Scandi-
navian blocking, both in the sense of a synoptic feature and
a weather regime. However, neither Central European nor
Scandinavian heatwaves are associated one-to-one with
Scandinavian blocking. For example, a strong Scandina-
vian block coincided with the 2018 concurrent heatwaves,
and constituted part of a larger-scale flow configuration
that suppressed synoptic activity over Central Europe. In
contrast, the 2003 Scandinavian heatwave was associated
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with several blocks over Scandinavia, none of which led to
a heatwave in Central Europe.

Second, the abrupt transition from a Scandinavian to a
Central European heatwave in 2003 was associated with a
strong summer cyclone in the central North Atlantic. Com-
posite analyses show that the transition from Scandina-
vian to Central European heatwaves is generally associated
with a pronounced trough and cyclone activity in the cen-
tral North Atlantic. However, this is equally true for onsets
of Central European heatwaves in general, and we find no
indication of specific dynamical processes that would sep-
arate heatwave transitions towards Central Europe from
onsets in that region in general. This suggests no particular
dynamical link between the heatwaves in the two regions.
Further, a co-occurrence of Central European and Scan-
dinavian heatwaves is climatologically more likely than a
sequential occurrence.

Third, a trajectory analysis for the 2003 and 2018 cases
show hardly any indication of recycling of low-level heat
during heatwave transitions. This result is corroborated
by our climatological composite analysis and the statisti-
cal relation between Scandinavian and Central European
heatwaves. In both analyses, “transition events” appear to
be merely a random coincidence of a heatwave onset with
a heatwave decay in the other region.

In addition, our analyses provide insight into the
dynamics of Central European heatwaves. During both
2003 and 2018, the Central European heatwaves occurred
without a pronounced anticyclone influencing the region.
Rather, the heatwaves were characterised by a synoptic
situation associated with nearly vanishing synoptic-scale
pressure gradients and winds over Central Europe that
allowed the build-up of heat extremes. We refer to these as
weak pressure gradient events.

A composite analysis of occurrence of weak pres-
sure gradient events during Central European heatwaves
confirms the climatological relation between weak pres-
sure gradient events and Central European heatwaves.
Further, the composite analysis shows that weak pres-
sure gradients are particularly prevalent over Central
Europe during concurrent heatwaves in Central Europe
and Scandinavia. Our definition of WPG events might
hence provide a useful diagnostic to further analyse these
situations.

Finally, our results provide a basis that might help to
bring together the diverging projections for blocking and
heatwave frequencies in a warming climate. While blocks
themselves may not become more frequent, they can more
frequently trigger heatwaves in different regions in their
vicinity. To thoroughly establish this link, we require stud-
ies examining the influence of global warming on the
occurrence of processes relating blocks to heatwaves, such

as land-surface and boundary-layer interactions, weak
pressure gradient events, and adiabatic descent.
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