Lots of weather records set in the Northern Hemisphere
David Leitch
2026-08-12
Northern Hemisphere records just a warm up for the full El Nino theatre
I had Claude identify some key weather records as they pertain to the Northern Hemisphere summer this year. It’s quite likely it missed some, but I think the general picture is fairly clear.
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Figure 1: Records set across the northern summer of 2026, June to 12 August. Source: Copernicus Climate Change Service, Météo-France, UK Met Office, Korea Meteorological Administration, Japan Meteorological Agency, EFFIS, NOAA NCEI, GLAMOS; ITK analysis


The consequences are more debatable and I suspect things have been missed.
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Figure 2: The consequences: lives, power, water and food. Source: EuroMOMO, RTE and EDF, MVM Paks, Nuclearelectrica, State Grid Corporation of China, UK Environment Agency, AHDB via the Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit; ITK analysis


Humans are adaptable if they are anything.
El Niño
You’d have had to have been on a desert island not to have seen the news about the forthcoming likely record El Niño. El Niño can be forecast months in advance because of the change in water temperature.
First the forecast. Zeke Hausfather is arguably one of the most respected data scientists working in the area. This forecast is taken from the website he contributes to.
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Figure 3: The observed ENSO record since 1990 with the current forecast appended. Source: The Climate Brink


Second, what does El Niño mean for Australia? Not being a meteorologist, of course all I can do is read what people who understand say. Historically the answer seems to have depended on a number of things:
· which season we are in;
· whereabouts in Australia you are;
· what the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) is doing. NB it has now sat at the positive threshold for three consecutive weeks, although the Bureau has not yet declared an event established. Models expect one to develop, which would amplify the El Niño signal in southern Australia;
· and what the Southern Annular Mode (SAM) is doing — which, unlike ENSO, can only be forecast a week or two ahead.
Below is a composite for both rainfall and heat of previous El Niño events in Australia.
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Figure 4: What an El Niño year has looked like in Australia against an average year: rainfall and daytime heat, by season, across 23 events since 1951. Source: Bureau of Meteorology AGCD gridded analysis, NOAA CPC; ITK analysis


As those of you who watch the ABC news will have noted, an El Niño apparently does not necessarily mean drought in Eastern Australia, notwithstanding that when I was growing up in Northern NSW in the 1960s that was the interpretation. I guess the science has progressed in the last 50 years. Who would have thunk it.
I also had Claude write an El Niño explainer. This was solely for my benefit as I have zero academic or practical background in weather physics. However the AI has sufficiently improved over the past six months that I found not only the explanation but the explanatory diagrams to be sufficiently useful as to add the explanation to my website.
Here I simply produce a couple of diagrams that some readers may find interesting.
	
Figure 5: The neutral Pacific: strong trade winds, a deep thermocline in the west, and upwelling of cold water in the east. Source: ITK ENSO explainer


Actually, to save readers the trouble of clicking on a link, the above diagram in words.
The trade winds blow persistently from east to west along the equator, a consequence of Earth’s rotation and the general circulation of the atmosphere.
They drag surface water west with them. Over the width of the Pacific this piles up a genuine mound of warm water — the sea surface near Indonesia sits roughly 40–50 cm higher than near Ecuador, and the warm layer there is far thicker. This is the Western Pacific Warm Pool, the largest expanse of water above 28 °C on Earth.
Water removed from the east has to be replaced. It is replaced from below, by upwelling. And here is the crucial link: upwelling draws water up from a roughly fixed depth range, around 50–100 m. Whether that water arrives warm or cold therefore depends on where the thermocline is sitting relative to that depth. In the east the thermocline is shallow — above the source depth — so the water arriving is cold. The result is the cold tongue, a band of cool surface water stretching west from South America along the equator. (It is worth being clear that the cold tongue is what normal looks like here, not an anomaly.)
The atmosphere responds to that pattern. Air rises over the warmest water (the warm pool), producing deep cloud and heavy rain over Indonesia and northern Australia. It sinks over the cold tongue, producing the dry conditions that make coastal Peru a desert. Rising in the west, sinking in the east, flowing westward at the surface and eastward aloft: that closed loop is the Walker circulation.
Notice that the loop is self-consistent. The winds create the temperature pattern, and the temperature pattern drives the winds.
And in El Niño conditions note how the rainfall shifts east.
	
Figure 6: El Niño conditions: weakened trade winds, a flattened thermocline, a warm eastern Pacific and convection shifted east. Source: ITK ENSO explainer


So what’s in store for Australia?
Chris Uhlmann, Michael Stutchbury and Chris Mitchell — ex very senior figures in mainstream media — can now find little better to do than complain about renewable energy. It must be news to them that the average Australian family might be far more concerned about the increase in insurance, food and medical costs than about the price of electricity over the past decade. But then those real problems aren’t the obvious wedge politics. They are real problems.
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Figure 7: Cumulative CPI growth by expenditure class over the decade to June 2026, weighted average of eight capital cities. Source: ABS Cat 6401.0; ITK analysis


If there is a drought, it will push up food costs. Heat may have a minor effect on medical services, but unlike Europe, Australia is well used to managing heat.
A commentator on LinkedIn noted that El Niño may have some impact on wind speeds, but the data doesn’t offer strong support. The published regional effects run in opposite directions — weaker winds along the southern margin, stronger around south-eastern topography — and largely cancel out across a fleet spread over 182 sites.
Solar generation goes up with less rain but down with more heat, and demand will increase. No doubt we will find out the consequences over the next six months.
Finally the obvious point to make, and to make it simplistically, is that CO₂ atmospheric concentrations are still increasing. So this year’s El Niño might be record breaking but it’s unlikely to be the all-time record holder.
	[image: ../media/co2_growth_and_commitment.png]
Figure 8: CO₂ growth by decade with the 2020s year by year, and the warming each concentration commits to if held there. Source: NOAA Global Monitoring Laboratory, NOAA CPC, IPCC AR6; ITK analysis
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What broke: records set in the northern summer of 2026
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Heat, fire, water and ice records, June to 12 August 2026
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rId24.png
PEOPLE

Europe, 26 countries
POWER

France

France

Hungary — Paks
Romania — Cernavoda
China

WATER

England

England and Wales

FOOD

United Kingdom

United Kingdom

What it did: the consequences
People, power, water and food, June to 12 August 2026

What happened

Excess deaths in the peak week of the June heatwave

Nuclear output cut as rivers neared their 28 °C limit
Peak curtailment — 9.8% of the nuclear fleet

Output cut as the Danube fell

One reactor shut; plant running at about half capacity

Record loads on three regional grids — Anhui peak

Share of the country in official drought — 11 areas, 45 M
people

Customers under hosepipe restrictions

On course for the worst cereal harvest since records
began in 1984

Lost revenue to arable farmers; wheat yields 13% below
the 5-year average

10,650

6.3 GW
6.2GW
491 MW
~50%
70.0 GW

71.3%

29.4M

19.5 Mt

£390 M

When

22-28 Jun

13 Jun
24 Jun
early Aug
early Aug

4 Aug

10 Aug

early Aug

harvest 2026

harvest 2026
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Historical record and current forecast - ONI (Nifio 3.4)
The observed ENSO record with the current forecast appended. Red spans are El Nifio events, blue La Nifia
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(+2.7 °C in 2015) — treat the upper tail with caution
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What an El Nifo year has looked like, against an average year

Median across 23 El Nifo events, 1951-2019, against a 31-year local baseline that removes the long-term trend.
Stippling marks cells where fewer than 60% of events agreed on the direction. Grid cells are noisier than regional averages, so a stippled
area can still sit inside a region with a consistent signal.
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rId37.svg
   
   
     
  
   
     
  
   
     
  
        
   
     
     
  
   
     
     
  
 1 · Neutral state — the Pacific's default setting Strong trade winds hold warm water in the west and keep the thermocline shallow in the east.   Walker circulation: upper-level return flow             rising air, heavy rain rising air, heavy rain  sinking air, dry sinking air, dry       TRADE WINDS  (easterlies) TRADE WINDS  (easterlies)     THERMOCLINE THERMOCLINE cold deep water cold deep water warm surface layer warm surface layer sea surface ≈29–30 °C sea surface ≈23–24 °C  upwelling upwelling  0  100  200  300 depth (m)  120°E 160°E 160°W 120°W 80°W west  ←  equatorial Pacific  →  east Indonesia / Australia Peru / Ecuador Warm water piles up in the west: the sea surface there sits roughly 40–50 cm higher than in the east. In the east, upwelling draws water from just below a shallow thermocline — so it arrives cold (the “cold tongue”).


rId41.svg
   
   
     
  
   
     
  
   
     
  
        
   
     
     
  
   
     
     
  
 2 · El Niño — the warm phase Trade winds slacken, warm water slides east, the thermocline flattens and deepens in the east.   Walker circulation: upper-level return flow             rising air, heavy rain rising air, heavy rain  sinking air, dry sinking air, dry    TRADES WEAKENED TRADES WEAKENED        thermocline now  normal (neutral) position THERMOCLINE THERMOCLINE cold deep water cold deep water warm surface layer warm surface layer sea surface ≈28–29 °C sea surface ≈27–28 °C  weak upwelling weak upwelling  0  100  200  300 depth (m)  120°E 160°E 160°W 120°W 80°W west  ←  equatorial Pacific  →  east Indonesia / Australia Peru / Ecuador Dashed line = where the thermocline normally sits. In the east it is now 50–150 m deeper. Upwelling continues, but it now draws up warm water — so the cold tongue disappears and rainfall shifts east.
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CPI Growth by Category, Decade to June 2026

Cumulative % change by expenditure class, weighted average of eight capital cities
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The rate of increase has roughly tripled What each level commiits to, if held there
Decadal means to 2019, then each year of'the"2020s. Red bars are El Nifio years, Equilibrium warming takes centuries as the ocean catches up. A doubling of CO,

when a weaker land sink lets more of each year's emissions stay in the air. is what climate sensitivity is defined against — hence 3 °C at 560 ppm.
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ECS = equilibrium climate sensitivity, the eventual warming from a doubling of CO,.
CO, only — other greenhouse gases add several tenths and aerosols currently mask a similar amount. Equilibrium values assume the concentration is held constant, which requires continued emissions to replace what land and
ocean sinks absorb. If emissions instead stopped, the IPCC's best estimate is that temperature roughly stabilises near where it already is and concentration falls — the zero emissions commitment.

Data: NOAA Global Monitoring Laboratory; NOAA CPC; IPCC AR6. ITK analysis




