
In France in the summer of 2003, so many people died that the mor tu ar ies over-flowed with bod- 
ies and re frig er ated lor ries had to be used in stead. The cause was the coun try’s worst-ever heat wave,
which saw tem per a tures hit a record 44.1C in Con queyrac, near Mont pel lier in south ern France.
Some 15,000 deaths were at trib uted to the sear ing heat, which also killed an other 9,000 across
Europe. How ever, ac cord ing to

a new study, the heat waves of the fu ture in the world’s most pop u lar tourist des ti na tion could be
much, much worse.

Try ing to pre dict what would hap pen if there was a sim i lar hot spell to wards the end of this cen- 
tury – af ter decades of global warm ing – the re searchers con cluded that tem per a tures could “eas ily
ex ceed 50C”. But they strug gled to be lieve that such ex treme tem per a tures could be reached in
France, given such con di tions to day are as so ci ated with desert ar eas like Death Val ley in the United
States.

Writ ing in the jour nal En vi ron men tal Re search Let ters, the sci en tists said the high est summer
tem per a tures could rise by any thing from 6C to 13C by 2100 com pared to the his toric records. “Re- 
cent decades have seen the re peated oc cur rence of hot sum mers in France char ac terised by in tense
heat waves and daily record tem per a tures,” they said. “In France and West ern Europe, the 2003
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summer is the warm est on record, with sea sonal mean tem per a ture anom alies of about plus 3.2C on
av er age across France. The August heat wave of 2003 is the most in tense heat wave ob served dur ing
the in stru men tal pe riod over France and Cen tral Europe and has there fore been called a mega-heat- 
wave be cause of its ex cep tional char ac ter is tics.”

Us ing com puter mod els, the re searchers tried to work out what would hap pen if a sim i lar mega-
heat wave hit in 2100, when av er age tem per a tures are pre dicted to be sig nif i cantly higher, de pend ing
on green house gas emis sions. “Re sults in di cate that record max i mum value in France could eas ily ex- 
ceed 50C by the end of the 21st cen tury,” they con cluded.

How ever, they added that their re sults might be af fected by the type of plants that grow in France,
seem ingly doubt ing their own fig ures. “These ex treme tem per a tures are ex pe ri enced in desert re- 
gions, which ques tion how re al is tic such pro jected ex treme tem per a tures could be in France,” the re- 
searchers said. “Apart from the po ten tial lim i ta tions as so ci ated with [cli mate model] physics, the veg- 
e ta tion could be fur ther in ves ti gated as it also con trols the heat wave mag ni tude and will ex pe ri ence
changes with global warm ing.”

They di vided France into five re gions, with the East and North see ing the largest in creases to top
tem per a tures of 12.9C and 12.2C re spec tively. Brit tany saw the low est rise of 6.6C, while the south-
west and Mediter ranean re gions saw re spec tive rises of 9.6C and 7.7C.

The UK Met Of fice’s de scrip tion of the 2003 heat wave makes clear just how bad things got and
the prospect of sig nif i cantly hot ter weather some what daunt ing. “More than 20,000 people died af ter
a record-break ing heat wave left Europe swel ter ing in August 2003,” the Met Of fice said. “The pe riod
of ex treme heat is thought to be the warm est for up to 500 years, and many Euro pean coun tries ex pe- 
ri enced their high est tem per a tures on record.

“The lack of rain fall meant very dry con di tions oc curred over much of Europe. For est fires broke
out in many coun tries. In Por tu gal, 215,000 hectares area of for est were de stroyed. This is an area the
same size as Lux em bourg. It is es ti mated mil lions of tons of top soil were eroded in the year af ter the
fires as the pro tec tion of the for est cover was re moved. This made river wa ter qual ity poor when the
ash and soil washed into rivers.

“About 15,000 people died due to the heat in France, which led to a short age of space to store
dead bod ies in mor tu ar ies. Tem po rary mor tu ar ies were set up in re frig er a tion lor ries. There were also
heat-re lated deaths in the UK (2,000), Por tu gal (2,100), Italy (3,100), Hol land (1,500) and Ger many
(300). France re quested aid from the Euro pean Union to deal with the ef fects. Many parts of Europe
saw their tem per a ture records bro ken dur ing this summer, in clud ing the UK. A swel ter ing 38.5C was
recorded in Brog dale in Kent on 10 August 2003, a record high which still stands to day.”


