The Heat is On:
Why Europe and the UK's Record-Breaking 2026 Heatwaves Are Not "Natural*
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The summer of 2026 still not over has rewritten Europe's climate record books. The UK recorded its
hottest day ever, with temperatures exceeding 40°C—a threshold the Met Office's Stephen Belcher
stated he "had not expected to see... in his career". Britain also broke an unprecedented record:
temperatures of 35°C or higher occurred in May, June, and July within the same year for the first time
since records began.

But this isn't simply the planet going through a "natural adjustment." Climate denial arguments often
point to prehistoric climate changes, claiming today's warmth is just part of Earth's natural cycles. This
misunderstanding of both paleoclimate science and modern attribution studies requires a clear
evidence-based response.

The Mediterranean is ‘Boiling’

The marine heatwave in the Mediterranean has been classified by NOAA at Category 4—the highest
severity level—with surface temperatures reaching 31°C and anomalies exceeding 5°C above
seasonal averages in the western basin. July 2026 recorded the Mediterranean's highest average
surface temperature since satellite records began in 1982, with an anomaly of 1.91°C. This is the fifth
consecutive severe or extreme marine heatwave in the Mediterranean, proving "these are no longer
isolated anomalies, but a clear indicator of the ongoing warming of the Mediterranean and climate
change”.

The Science: "Virtually Impossible" Without Climate Change

The World Weather Attribution (WWA) group—scientists who assess climate change's role in extreme
weather—conducted a rapid analysis of the 2026 European heatwave. Their conclusion is
unequivocal: the temperatures would have been "virtually impossible" in the climate of 50 years ago.

In 1976, when previous European heat records were set, the 2026 temperatures "would have been
virtually impossible to occur in June, while also highly unlikely at any time of the year". A similar
heatwave in 1976 would have been around 3.5°C cooler during the day and 2.4°C cooler at night.
Even compared to the devastating 2003 heatwave, today's temperatures are about 2°C hotter—
daytime heat is now 10 times more likely, while nighttime temperatures are 100 times more likely.

Crucially, researchers confirmed El Nifio "played no role" in causing this heatwave. As WWA co-
founder Friederike Otto stated: "The weather pattern itself is not particularly unusual, but the
temperatures are—or at least they used to be, without human-induced climate change".

Addressing the "Natural Cycle" Argument

Climate deniers often cite the Pliocene epoch (5.3-2.6 million years ago), when CO2 levels resembled
today's and temperatures were warmer. However, recent research published in the Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences directly addresses this misconception.

The study found that while the Pliocene was indeed warmer, this was amplified by "pattern effects"—
changes in ice sheets, vegetation, and topography that altered ocean warming patterns and excited
destabilizing cloud feedbacks. In other words, the Pliocene's warmth was partly driven by non-CO2
forcings unique to that period. When accounting for these pattern effects, "paleoclimate evidence
revises climate sensitivity's upper bound and 21st-century warming projections"”. The research
concluded that modern climate sensitivity is 2.1-4.0°C per CO2 doubling, significantly reducing the
uncertainty that climate denial arguments often exploit.



The Human Cost

This isn't abstract science. Two-thirds of Western Europe's children were exposed to extreme
heatwaves in the first half of 2026—already three times the figure for all of 2025. In the UK, 10 million
children (three-quarters of the child population) experienced extreme heat, surpassing any single year
in the past 30 years. London's Ambulance Service received 400 calls per hour due to heat exposure.

As the Met Office's research has demonstrated, it's "virtually impossible for the UK to experience 40°C
in an undisrupted climate"—but climate change "made these extreme temperatures possible". The
impossible is now possible, and it's happening because of fossil fuel emissions, not natural planetary
adjustment

What Must Be Done: From Crisis to Action

Climate evidence is now unequivocal: the 2026 heatwaves are not a "natural planetary adjustment”
but a direct consequence of fossil fuel-driven climate change. As Professor Friederike Otto stated, the
weather pattern itself is not unusual—"the temperatures are". Responding to this crisis requires action
on three fronts: mitigation, adaptation, and countering disinformation.

Mitigation: Stopping the Cause

The most critical action is a rapid phase-out of fossil fuels. As World Weather Attribution scientists
emphasise, limiting future warming and reducing the severity of extreme heat depends on this. The
Mediterranean's fifth consecutive severe marine heatwave proves these are "no longer isolated
anomalies, but a clear indicator of the ongoing warming of the Mediterranean and climate change.

Current issues in Europe and the Middle East are forcing previously sympathetic governments to net
zero reviewing these policies in the face of soaring energy prices and opportunistic criticism from right
leaning governments to open up gas fields in the North Sea.

Adaptation: Protecting People Now

The health impacts of extreme heat are severe, and heat risk is concentrated in cities where ageing
building stock, urban heat island effects, and socioeconomic inequalities combine to intensify
exposure. Experts call for greater investment in heat-resilient homes, cities, and infrastructure to keep
people safe. This includes:

Retro-fitting buildings for passive cooling

Creating green spaces to reduce urban heat

Developing early warning systems for vulnerable populations

Designing schools and workplaces that can function safely in extreme heat. Schools struggled
to keep their student safe in poorly designed building forcing many to send them home. This,
in turn had an impact on parents who had to leave work places to ensure their children were
supervised.

Countering Disinformation: Understanding the Science

The claim that modern warming is "natural" commits what researchers call the "single cause fallacy"—
assuming that because climate changed naturally in the past, it must always be the cause. This
reasoning error ignores that the rate of current change is more than 20 times faster than natural
climate changes such as the so-called ice age and earlier warmer temperatures during the Jurassic

Moreover, paleoclimate research actually strengthens the case for modern climate sensitivity. While
the Pliocene epoch was warmer, its warming was amplified by non-CO, forcings—ice sheets,
vegetation changes, and topography—that do not apply today. Accounting for these "pattern effects"
constrains modern climate sensitivity to 2.1-4.0°C per CO, doubling, providing a stronger upper
bound on future warming projections. In other words, paleoclimate evidence supports—rather than
undermines—the scientific consensus on human-caused warming.
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