
1. Introduction
The heat wave during the end of June 2021 in Western North America was unprecedented. In Lytton, British 
Columbia, Canada's previous all-time maximum temperature record dating back to 1937 was exceeded on 29 
June by 5  K (Abraham,  2021; Philip et  al.,  2021). Although heat waves are expected to become hotter in a 
changing climate (Seneviratne et al., 2021) and the probability of record-breaking extremes with temperatures 
well above previous records will increase (Fischer et al., 2021), early attribution studies suggest that even under 
consideration of the current state of climate change, the temperatures of this event were extraordinarily unusual 
(Philip et al., 2021): the 2-m temperature anomaly with respect to the June to July climatological mean from 1979 
to 2019 reached up to 20 K (Figure 1a). It is well-known that such extratropical heat waves are typically linked 
to persistent, quasi-stationary, strongly amplified, upper-level ridges that are embedded in extratropical Rossby 
waves (Coumou et al., 2018; Hoskins & Woollings, 2015; Kornhuber et al., 2020; Petoukhov et al., 2016; Screen 
& Simmonds,  2014; Spensberger et  al.,  2020; Teng et  al.,  2013) and cause anomalous temperatures through 
air-mass advection, large-scale subsidence, and clear-sky radiation (Bieli et  al.,  2015; Pfahl & Wernli,  2012; 
Quinting & Reeder, 2017; Zschenderlein et al., 2019). The heat wave in Western North America also occurred 
underneath a high-amplitude quasi-stationary upper-tropospheric ridge (Figure  1a) which was colloquially 
coined as “heat dome” (Capuccini & Samenow, 2021; Philip et al., 2021). The upper-tropospheric ridge was 
characterized by a quasi-stationary negative potential vorticity (PV; Hoskins et al., 1985) anomaly that extended 
from the northwestern U.S. into the Canadian Northwest territories (Figure  1a and Figure S4 in Supporting 
Information S1). Large-scale subsidence underneath this high-amplitude ridge together with quasi-local diabatic 
heating contributed to the unusual near-surface temperatures (Qian et al., 2022). Moreover, warm air advection 
and enhanced lower-tropospheric to midtropospheric moisture in the region of an atmospheric river trapped 
the long-wave radiation and thus amplified the temperature anomaly further (Mo et al., 2022). At subseasonal 
time scales with lead times of >2–3 weeks, various subseasonal-to-seasonal prediction models already captured 
above-normal temperatures in Western North American (Emerton et al., 2022; Lin et al., 2022). Yet, the extreme 
magnitude of the heat wave was not captured by state-of-the-art numerical weather prediction models at forecast 
lead times beyond ∼7 days (Figure 1b; see also Lin et al., 2022). Only at lead times of <7 days, the extreme and 

Abstract In June 2021, Western North America experienced an intense heat wave with unprecedented 
temperatures and far-reaching socio-economic consequences. Anomalous rainfall in the West Pacific triggers a 
cascade of weather events across the Pacific, which build up a high-amplitude ridge over Canada and ultimately 
lead to the heat wave. We show that the response of the jet stream to diabatically enhanced ascending motion 
in extratropical cyclones represents a predictability barrier with regard to the heat wave magnitude. Therefore, 
probabilistic weather forecasts are only able to predict the extremity of the heat wave once the complex cascade 
of weather events is captured. Our results highlight the key role of the sequence of individual weather events in 
limiting the predictability of this extreme event. We therefore conclude that it is not sufficient to consider such 
rare events in isolation but it is essential to account for the whole cascade over different spatiotemporal scales.

Plain Language Summary In June 2021, Western North America experienced an intense heat wave 
with unprecedented temperatures and far-reaching socio-economic consequences. We show that the forecast of 
the extreme temperature anomalies was limited due to a complex sequence of weather events across the Pacific. 
Thus, state-of-the-art weather forecasts were only able to predict the magnitude of the heat wave once the 
cascade of weather events was captured in the forecast.

OERTEL ET AL.

© 2023. The Authors.
This is an open access article under 
the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial License, 
which permits use, distribution and 
reproduction in any medium, provided the 
original work is properly cited and is not 
used for commercial purposes.

Everything Hits at Once: How Remote Rainfall Matters for the 
Prediction of the 2021 North American Heat Wave
A. Oertel1  , M. Pickl1  , J. F. Quinting1  , S. Hauser1  , J. Wandel1  , L. Magnusson2, 
M. Balmaseda2  , F. Vitart2  , and C. M. Grams1 

1Institute of Meteorology and Climate Research (IMK-TRO), Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT), Karlsruhe, Germany, 
2European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF), Reading, UK

Key Points:
•  Intense 2021 North American heat 

wave is associated with extremely 
amplified upper-level ridge

•  Magnitude of record-high 
temperatures was not predicted 
beyond 7 days

•  Chain of synoptic-scale precipitation 
events constitutes predictability 
barrier

Supporting Information:
Supporting Information may be found in 
the online version of this article.

Correspondence to:
A. Oertel,
annika.oertel@kit.edu

Citation:
Oertel, A., Pickl, M., Quinting, J. F., 
Hauser, S., Wandel, J., Magnusson, L., 
et al. (2023). Everything hits at once: 
How remote rainfall matters for the 
prediction of the 2021 North American 
heat wave. Geophysical Research 
Letters, 50, e2022GL100958. https://doi.
org/10.1029/2022GL100958

Received 26 AUG 2022
Accepted 21 JAN 2023

10.1029/2022GL100958
RESEARCH LETTER

1 of 10

 19448007, 2023, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1029/2022G

L
100958 by K

arlsruher Inst F. T
echnologie, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [02/03/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3196-2304
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3853-4131
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8409-2541
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3538-270X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7134-2188
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9611-8788
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8485-7981
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3466-9389
https://doi.org/10.1029/2022GL100958
https://doi.org/10.1029/2022GL100958
https://doi.org/10.1029/2022GL100958
https://doi.org/10.1029/2022GL100958
https://doi.org/10.1029/2022GL100958
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1029%2F2022GL100958&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-02-07


Geophysical Research Letters

OERTEL ET AL.

10.1029/2022GL100958

2 of 10

unprecedented temperatures in Western North America were predicted by the ensemble forecasting system of 
the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF; Figure 1b; see Emerton et al. (2022) for 
ECMWF forecasts of 2-m temperature). The relatively short lead time due to insufficient medium-range forecasts 
may have hampered possible disaster mitigation efforts, which may require more time than the predictability 
horizon of the event (White et al., 2017). On 22 June, 7 days prior to the peak of the heat wave, the forecasts 
of temperature near the surface (not shown) and at 850 hPa (T@850 hPa), which is in ∼1.5-km height above 
sea level and characterizes the regional air mass, abruptly improved (Figure 1b). Subsequent forecasts captured 
the record-breaking heat anomaly and the corresponding large-scale flow pattern, indicating the existence of a 
predictability barrier (González-Alemán et al., 2022; Sánchez et al., 2020) on the synoptic time scale, which 
hinders successful predictions of the intense heat on the medium-range time scale extending to up to 15 days lead 
time. Here, we apply an atmospheric dynamics perspective focusing on the critical role of the chain of synoptic 
events leading to the strong amplification of the upper-level flow and limiting the medium-range predictabil-
ity of this extreme event. Specifically, we focus on the influence of episodes of strongly ascending airstreams, 
henceforth referred to as warm conveyor belts (WCBs), on the North Pacific jet stream and subsequent ridge 
amplification.

Figure 1. (a) ERA5 2-m temperature anomaly on 29 June 2021 00 UTC with respect to the June/July ERA5 climatology from 1979 to 2019 (shading in K). Shown are 
the 2 PVU contour on the 335 K isentrope (black), the upper-level negative potential vorticity (PV)-anomaly object (red; Section 2), frequencies of such negative PV 
anomalies between 13 June and 04 July (gray contour intervals are 2%, 10%, 20%, 30%, 40%, and 50%), and the position of Lytton, BC (yellow star). (b) Distributions 
of ensemble forecasts of 850-hPa temperature valid on 29 June 2021 00 UTC averaged over the yellow 20° × 20° box around Lytton, reflecting the hot air mass, 
initialized daily at 00 UTC between 14 and 29 June 2021. Colored diamonds represent the control forecast (blue), the ensemble mean (orange) and the high-resolution 
forecast (green), the box (whiskers) marks the 25–75 interquartile (1–99 interquantile) range, and the gray dots represent the maximum and minimum values. Gray 
boxes and purple diamonds represent the ensemble distribution and mean, respectively, of the relaxation experiments initialized on 19–21 June (see Section 3.3). The 
red line represents the analyzed (ERA5) 850-hPa temperature. The box (whiskers) located at the label “clim” shows the 25–75 interquartile (1–99 interquantile) range 
of the 30-day ERA5 climatology from 15 June to 14 July between 1979 and 2019, and the dots show values beyond the 1st and 99th percentiles. (c) Composite-mean 
850-hPa temperature errors (shading in K) and 2 PVU contour on 335 K (dashed line) of forecasts in the “bad” category (n = 230), and analyzed 2 PVU contour on 
335 K (solid line) valid on 29 June 00 UTC (see Section 2 for a details on the forecast classification). (d) As c, but for the “good” forecasts (n = 230).
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2. Methodology
Throughout this study, we use a number of different methodological approaches, including the Lagrangian 
and Eulerian perspectives of diabatically enhanced ascending airstreams, so-called WCBs (e.g., Grams & 
Archambault, 2016; Grams et al., 2018; Madonna et al., 2014; Wernli & Davies, 1997).

We employ a Lagrangian perspective to highlight the remote influence and the role of diabatically enhanced ascend-
ing airstreams for the formation of the upper-level ridge. Based on 3-hourly wind fields from the ERA5 reanalysis 
(Hersbach et al., 2020), 10-day backward trajectories are started on 29 June 00 UTC within the upper-level ridge 
between 500 and 150 hPa using LAGRANTO (Sprenger & Wernli, 2015; Wernli & Davies, 1997). Specifically, 
trajectories are initialized within the negative PV-anomaly object identified as a vertically averaged PV anom-
aly between 500 and 150 hPa with a deviation of at least −0.69 PVU (potential vorticity units) from the 30-day 
running mean climatology for 1979–2019 (Hauser et al., 2022). Only such trajectories that originate from below 
800 hPa, i.e., substantially ascend prior to their arrival in the ridge, are considered (Figure 2a). Subsequently, 
the remaining trajectories are classified by the location where (West or East Pacific) and when their main ascent 
occurs (Figure 2b).

To identify processes that influenced the predictability of the heat wave magnitude and that led to the formation 
of the upper-level ridge over North America, we make use of operational ECMWF ensemble forecasts. The 
considered forecasts are initialized daily at 00 UTC between 14 and 29 June 2021 and have been retrieved on a 
1° × 1° grid. The ensemble comprises 50 perturbed members plus one control forecast. Based on the representa-
tion of the upper-level ridge over North America, each of the 765 individual medium-range ensemble forecasts 
initialized between 14 and 28 June at 00  UTC is classified into a group of “good” or “bad” forecasts (Figure S1 in 
Supporting Information S1). This classification is based on the percentile rank of the domain-average root-mean 
squared error (RMSE) of potential temperature at the 2 PVU isosurface in the upper-level ridge (145°–95° W, 
30°–75° N) valid on 29 June 00  UTC, verified against ECMWF's operational high-resolution analysis. Fore-
casts with the 30% lowest and highest RMSE are grouped into the “good” and “bad” categories, respectively, 
with overall 230 individual forecasts in each group. Within these subgroups, imprints of WCBs are detected by 
using a novel technique based on convolutional neural networks (ELIAS2.0; Quinting & Grams, 2022; Quinting 
et al., 2022; Supplementary Methods in Supporting Information S1).

3. Results
3.1. Heat Wave Unambiguously Linked to Upper-Level Ridge

To emphasize the dominant role of synoptic events in limiting the predictability of the heat wave magnitude, we 
analyze the evolution of the upper-level flow in the “good” forecasts and compare them to the “bad” forecasts, 
which have the largest discrepancy in the upper-level flow field (Section 2). “Good” forecasts are solely initial-
ized after 22 June while all “bad” forecasts are initialized before 23 June (see Figure S1 in Supporting Informa-
tion S1), emphasizing the presence of the medium-range predictability barrier on 22 June, i.e., after the abrupt 
improvement in the T@850 hPa ensemble forecast (Figure 1b). The selected “good” forecasts that adequately 
represent the position and amplitude of the upper-level ridge also correctly represent the temperature anomaly at 
850 hPa (Figure 1d). In contrast, the “bad” forecasts with the largest error in the tropopause height also strongly 
underestimate the temperature where the heat wave occurred (Figure 1c). For example, near Lytton, T@850 hPa 
was underestimated on average by almost 14 K in the “bad” forecasts. The “bad” forecasts are characterized by a 
too zonal flow across the Pacific and a strong underestimation of the extent of the upper-level ridge (Figure 1c), 
and thus, of the heat dome. We conclude that the large-scale, far poleward extending upper-level ridge with 
anomalously high tropopause heights (Figure S2 in Supporting Information S1) is a prerequisite for the recorded 
temperature extremes, and that correct predictions of the heat wave magnitude are unambiguously linked to the 
correct representation of the ridge amplitude.

3.2. High-Amplitude Ridge Influenced by Complex Chain of Synoptic Events

The upper-level ridge was continuously fed by air masses originating to a substantial fraction from the lower 
troposphere over the North Pacific during the 10 days prior to the heat wave (Figure 2a). Diabatically enhanced 
cross-isentropic ascent and subsequent outflow near the tropopause further downstream and poleward is 
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an effective physical mechanism for initiating, amplifying, and maintaining an upper-tropospheric ridge 
(Ahmadi-Givi et al., 2004; Grams & Archambault, 2016; Haynes & McIntyre, 1987; Pfahl et al., 2015; Steinfeld 
& Pfahl, 2019). Latent heat release in an ascending, precipitating airstream, such as the WCB, triggers a net 
transport of low-PV air into the upper troposphere (Grams et al., 2013), where climatologically high stratospheric 

Figure 2. (a) Ten-day backward trajectories initialized within the upper-level ridge over North America on 29 June 00 UTC 
(see Figure 1a) which are located below 800 hPa 10 days earlier. In total, 20% of all trajectories (n = 1,249) ascend from the 
lower troposphere into the upper-level ridge. The red line at 180° E marks the separation of the West and East Pacific. (b) 
Mean (colored lines) and standard deviation (shading) of the evolution of pressure along trajectories shown for trajectory 
clusters separated by their ascent position (red for West Pacific, blue for East Pacific) and the time interval when the ascent 
occurs. About 51% of the trajectories ascend in the West Pacific, 46% in the East Pacific, and 3% of the trajectories are not 
categorized. (c) 15–29 June anomalies (shading) and 40-year June ERA5 climatologies (contours) of warm conveyor belt 
(WCB) outflow (contour intervals at 0.5%, 5%, 10%, 15%, and 20%) based on the convolutional neural networks model 
ELIAS2.0. (d) 15–29 June anomalies (shading) and 22-year (2000–2021) climatology of daily GPM IMERG precipitation 
(Huffman et al., 2019) for June (contour intervals at 3, 6, 9, 12, 15, 18, and 21 mm/day). The red box depicts the relaxation 
domain for the tailored relaxation experiments (see Supplementary Methods in Supporting Information S1).
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PV values prevail (Madonna et al., 2014). This results in a pronounced anticyclonic PV anomaly downstream 
of the ascent region. The poleward and upward injection of low-PV air, furthermore lifts the tropopause and 
strengthens the tropopause PV-gradient accelerating the jet stream. Thus, cross-isentropic air mass transport 
initiated through latent heat release in a precipitating airstream is an effective way to initiate ridge-building, the 
amplification and downstream development of Rossby waves along the jet stream, and the evolution of a blocking 
anticyclone (Grams & Archambault, 2016; Pfahl et al., 2015). Indeed, this physical mechanism was at play during 
the 2021 North American heat wave as discussed in the following.

The investigation of WCB activity around the 2021 North American heat wave based on ERA5 reanalysis 10-day 
backward trajectories from the upper-level ridge reveals that 20% of the air mass in the ridge originate from below 
800 hPa and are heated diabatically. Within 3 days prior to their arrival in the upper-level PV anomaly 18% of 
all trajectories are heated by >2 K, while this fraction increases to 48% if the time span is extended to 7 days 
(cf. Pfahl et al., 2015; Steinfeld & Pfahl, 2019). We furthermore identified individual ascent episodes across the 
North Pacific. WCB ascent took place predominantly in the West and East Pacific on 21–24 June, and later only 
in the East Pacific on 25–28 June (Figure 2b). The role of WCB ascent in the East Pacific on 22/23 June for initial 
ridge amplification was highlighted by Neal et al. (2022). The second ascent period over the East Pacific is linked 
to the occurrence of atmospheric rivers (cf. Figure 2 in Mo et al. (2022)) which most likely provided moisture 
to the ascending WCBs. We also identify an early WCB ascent episode prior to 21 June where WCB trajectories 
ascending in the West Pacific reach the upper troposphere and contribute to the ridge's air mass.

In the following, we discuss the role of ascending air masses in both regions for the amplification and mainte-
nance of the ridge over Western North America. This will also highlight the challenge for numerical weather 
prediction models to correctly predict the sequence of many individual synoptic events which eventually formed 
the high-amplitude upper-level ridge facilitating extreme temperatures.

During the 3 days prior to the peak of the heat wave, the ascending air masses over the East Pacific (Figures 3b 
and 3c, green contours based on analysis data) are directly fed into the upper-level ridge (Figures 3b and 3c, 
black contour). The most rapidly ascending airstreams reach the ridge on its upstream and poleward flank. A 
North-South cross-section through the ridge and associated WCB outflow illustrates this diabatically enhanced 

Figure 3. Composite-mean warm conveyor belt (WCB) outflow frequency errors (shading) and 2 PVU line on the 335 K isentrope (dashed line) of “bad” forecasts. 
The area enclosed by the green line shows WCB outflow in the analysis and the solid black line indicates the analyzed position of the 335 K 2 PVU line. The orange 
shading (hatching) highlights regions where the tropopause height (i.e., potential temperature on 2 PVU) exceeds the 95th (99th) percentile of the ERA5 data set (see 
Supplementary Methods in Supporting Information S1). Panel a is valid on 24 June, b on 27 June, c on 28 June, and d on 29 June.
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ridge-building (Figure S3 in Supporting Information S1): In the “good” forecasts, which also correctly represent 
WCB activity (see Section  3.3), the ridge is reflected in a very high dynamical tropopause (2-PVU isoline) 
above 200  hPa between 45°N and 60°N (Figure S3a in Supporting Information  S1). At the same time, the 
cross-isentropic air mass injection is reflected in the large vertical separation of the 330 K isentrope at 500 hPa 
and the 345 K isentrope at 200 hPa in a region of a strong negative PV anomaly. In the “bad” forecasts, these 
features are absent and the two isentropes are located at pressure heights of 400 and 250 hPa, respectively (Figure 
S3b in Supporting Information S1). Thus, the cross-isentropic air mass transport supported by latent heat release 
within WCBs importantly contributed to the amplitude of the upper-level ridge. The collocation of WCB outflow 
and anomalously high tropopause heights exceeding the 95th percentile of the climatological height (Figures 3b 
and 3c, orange shading and stippling) gives further evidence that also for this event the WCB outflow main-
tains the quasi-stationary ridge, reamplifies the pre-existing PV anomaly and finally leads to a poleward exten-
sion of the ridge (Figures 3a–3c and S2d–S2f in Supporting Information S1). The East Pacific WCB events are 
triggered  through downstream baroclinic development across the North Pacific a few days earlier (Figures 3a 
and 3b). An initially small amplification of the upper-level Rossby wave in the West Pacific (Figure 3a) and 
subsequent development of a ridge-trough pattern in the Central Pacific enables cyclogenesis and WCB ascent 
ahead of the formed trough. The amplification of the Rossby wave in the West Pacific is associated with the 
ascending air masses between 21 and 24 June over the West and Central Pacific. On 24 June, the outflow of 
WCBs over the West Pacific is juxtaposed with the dynamical tropopause (Figure  3a). Its anomalous height 
exceeding the 95th percentile of the climatological value in this region indicates the important contribution of the 
ascending airstreams to the lifting of the tropopause. The exceptionally high tropopause air mass is transported 
downstream, as indicated by the trajectories (Figures 2a and 2b), and represents an important preconditioning for 
extreme tropopause heights in the ridge over Western North America.

The significant contribution of diabatic processes and WCB outflow to the anomalous tropopause height is 
finally confirmed from a climatological perspective (see Supplementary Methods in Supporting Information S1): 
during 10 days prior to the peak of the heat wave, the WCB activity across the North Pacific was unusually 
high, particularly for summer conditions (Figure 2c). In the East Pacific, the WCB outflow frequency locally 
exceeds the June climatological mean value by a factor of 10 (Figure 2c). In the West Pacific, the quasi-stationary 
Meiyu-Baiu-Front leads to a local maximum of climatological WCB activity (Ding & Chan, 2005; Madonna 
et al., 2014; Ninomiya & Shibagaki, 2007) (black contours in Figure 2c). Prior to the heat wave, however, the 
WCB activity is shifted northeast, resulting in anomalously high WCB activity in the Western and Central Pacific 
which exceeds the climatological mean value by a factor of 2 (Figure 2c). The anomalous WCB activity in the 
West Pacific coincides with a strong precipitation anomaly: satellite observations (see Supplementary Methods 
in Supporting Information S1) emphasize the above-normal rainfall that occurred in the second half of June near 
the Meiyu-Baiu-Front (Figure 2d). In this region, between 19 and 23 June, substantial precipitation is associated 
with WCB ascent, whose outflow plays an important role in preamplification of the upper-level jet (Figure 3a). 
All this corroborates the importance of diabatic processes for the WCB outflow and the lifting of the tropopause 
as a preconditioning of the highly amplified Rossby wave pattern across the North Pacific.

3.3. Synoptic-Scale Processes Limit Predictability

The above analysis suggests that the complex interplay of synoptic events over the West and East Pacific contrib-
uted significantly to the upper-level ridge over North America. In the following, we will highlight the importance 
of this interplay for the correct prediction of the heat wave by evaluating ECMWF's ensemble forecasts. The 
analysis of WCB activity in all individual forecasts (see Section 2) shows that forecasts which are characterized 
by large errors in both the upper-level flow and T@850 hPa (i.e., the “bad” forecasts) consistently underestimate 
WCB ascent and upper-level outflow across the West and East Pacific prior to the event (Figure 3). Concerning 
the WCB activity over the East Pacific, the “bad” forecasts systematically underestimate the WCB activity 3 days 
prior to the event (Figures 3b and 3c), which results in a misrepresentation of the final ridge position and ampli-
tude (Figure 3d). This underestimation of WCB activity over the East Pacific and the subsequent misrepresenta-
tion of the upper-level ridge is linked to erroneous WCB outflow in the West Pacific on 24 June (Figure 3a). This 
diabatic outflow in the West Pacific amplifies the upper-level Rossby wave pattern and subsequently enables 
WCB ascent ahead of the developing trough downstream (Figure 3b). The “bad” forecasts position WCB outflow 
and the associated ridge too far to the west (Figure 3a), and thus miss the correct downstream flow evolution. 
To summarize, the misrepresentation of WCB outflow in the West Pacific (Figure 3a) and its interaction with 
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the upper-level jet leads to an underestimation of WCB activity in the East Pacific (Figures 3b and 3c), finally 
resulting in an erroneous position and amplitude of the upper-level ridge (Figure 3d). The considerable underes-
timation of the temperature under a too weakly amplified ridge by the “bad” forecasts highlights the relevance of 
this specific chain of synoptic events for the occurrence and prediction of such rare temperature extremes.

To address the role of West Pacific precipitation for the predictability barrier for the Western North American heat 
wave, tailored relaxation experiments were performed (Magnusson, 2017). For that purpose, ensemble refore-
casts were initialized on 19–21 June and were drawn toward the truth in the region surrounding the West Pacific 
precipitation anomaly (see Supplementary Methods in Supporting Information S1). The improved representation 
of the atmospheric state in the West Pacific during the intense precipitation events (cf. Figure 2d) improves the 
forecast of the heat wave: the upper-level flow across the Pacific is represented more accurately, and in particular, 
the development of the Central Pacific trough on 27 and 28 June improves (Figure S5 in Supporting Informa-
tion S1). The representation of the final ridge position in the relaxation experiments on 29 June is improved, in 
particular its westward extension and the position of the upstream trough. Nevertheless, the poleward extent is 
still underestimated (Figure S5 in Supporting Information S1). Accordingly, the temperature is still too low in the 
relaxation experiments (gray boxes and purple diamonds in Figure 1b), although the ensemble mean is increased 
compared to the operational forecasts (Figure S5 in Supporting Information S1) and the ensemble distribution is 
shifted closer to the magnitude of the heat wave (Figure 1b). Thus, the correct representation of the interaction 
of precipitation with the atmospheric flow in the West Pacific leads to improved, yet imperfect forecasts. For 
comparison, the same nudging experiments were performed with relaxation in a box shifted further upstream. 
These experiments, however, did not improve the forecast of the heat wave (Figure S6 in Supporting Informa-
tion S1). We conclude that precipitation at the Meiyu-Baiu-Front in the West Pacific prior to the predictability 
barrier on 22 June and its interaction with the upper-level jet are important for the preconditioning of the Rossby 
wave pattern and set the stage for synoptic processes downstream. The predictability barrier of the heat wave at 
7 days lead time is thus linked to the misrepresentation of West Pacific synoptic conditions. Nevertheless, the 
chain of synoptic events after 22 June across the Pacific plays an essential role and additionally limits the predict-
ability of the magnitude of the heat wave. The representation of the heat wave in the ensemble forecasts is thus 
influenced by a preconditioning of Rossby waves in the West Pacific and limited by synoptic-scale predictability 
directly prior to the heat wave.

4. Concluding Discussion
In conclusion, our detailed dynamical investigation of the predictability of the Western North American heat 
wave in June 2021 reveals the dominant role of the downstream development of Rossby waves along the North 
Pacific jet stream. Diabatic amplification of upper-level Rossby waves due to the outflow of WCB airstreams was 
essential for establishing the stationary large-scale ridge over Western North America and the development of 
the unprecedented heat wave which corroborates results of recent studies (Neal et al., 2022). The chain of synop-
tic events emerged from unusual precipitation along the Meiyu-Baiu-Front >7,000 km upstream over the West 
Pacific and >10 days prior to the event. Although the seed of the blocking event may be traced back to the West-
ern Pacific or even to Southeast Asia (Lin et al., 2022; Qian et al., 2022), a successful prediction of the heat wave 
hinges on the successful prediction of the Eastern Pacific synoptic events, and the forecasts initialized before June 
22 are not well-conditioned to predict this event accurately. Thus, the complicated scale-interactions involved in 
the WCB activity, jet amplification, and downstream development constitute a predictability barrier that make 
accurate forecasts of the heat wave magnitude very unlikely beyond 7 days lead time. The short lead time due to 
insufficient medium-range forecasts in this case may have hampered possible disaster mitigation efforts. On the 
first sight, our findings contrast the fact that the predictability horizon of extremely hot temperatures exceeds  the 
predictability horizon of just above-normal temperature anomalies (Wulff & Domeisen,  2019). However, we 
focus on the prediction of the exact heat wave magnitude and find that it can only be predicted at lead times of 
<1 week in this case. Notwithstanding, the likelihood of above-normal temperatures and therefore predictability 
of the potential for a hot extreme was increased, even at subseasonal lead times (Emerton et al., 2022).

The presence of a predictability barrier due to diabatic processes, in particular WCBs and synoptic activity, was 
also found for other regions, seasons, and extremes (González-Alemán et al., 2022; Sánchez et al., 2020) and 
deserves further investigation. The emerging picture that atmospheric dynamical processes on the relatively short 
synoptic time scales matter for high-amplitude Rossby waves and states of the jet stream also has implications 
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for understanding the consequences of climate change. It is postulated that stationary high-amplitude Rossby 
waves become more frequent under climate change (Coumou et al., 2018; Hoskins & Woollings, 2015). In a 
warmer climate, more moisture will be available for latent heat release which may ultimately affect the amplitude 
of Rossby waves in the way described here. This is also implied by Steinfeld et al. (2022) who showed that the 
increasing strength and size of atmospheric blocking in a strongly warming climate scale linearly with increased 
diabatic heating contributions from WCBs. To date, the impact of WCB activity in a future climate is uncertain, 
in part because of the tug-of-war between potentially increased diabatic heating and concomitant higher isen-
tropic outflow levels of diabatically enhanced weather systems (Joos et al., 2023), and a predicted weakening of 
dry dynamics/dry synoptic activity (Coumou et al., 2018) through Arctic amplification (Cohen et al., 2014) and 
the concomitant weakening of midlatitude baroclinicity. Yet, more work is needed to better understand if WCB 
activity and synoptic dynamics are accurately represented in climate models and lead to more amplified states of 
the jet stream in the future.

Data Availability Statement
ERA5 data are freely available at https://doi.org/10.24381/cds.bd0915c6. ECMWF ensemble forecast data 
are available through the TIGGE archive from https://apps.ecmwf.int/datasets/data/tigge/levtype=sfc/
type=cf. The relaxation experiments are accessible through the public KITOpenData repository (https://
doi.org/10.5445/IR/1000152175). The relevant data from the relaxation experiments are shown in Figures 
S5 and S6 in Supporting Information  S1. GPM IMERG precipitation data are freely available from 
https://doi.org/10.5067/GPM/IMERGDF/DAY/06. The LAGRANTO documentation and information on how 
to access the source code are provided in Sprenger and Wernli (2015). Information and the source code for the 
convolutional neural networks model ELIAS 2.0 are available from Quinting and Grams  (2022a, 2022b) and 
Quinting et al. (2022).
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