
Heatwaves at both of Earth’s poles alarm 
climate scientists 
Antarctic areas reach 40C above normal at same time as north pole regions hit 30C above 
usual levels 

 
 

… as you’re joining us today from South Africa,  

 
A drop of water falls off an iceberg melting in the Nuup Kangerlua Fjord in south-west 
Greenland. Earth’s poles are undergoing simultaneous extreme heat. Photograph: David 
Goldman/AP 
Fiona Harvey Environment correspondent 

Startling heatwaves at both of Earth’s poles are causing alarm among climate scientists, who 
have warned the “unprecedented” events could signal faster and abrupt climate breakdown. 

Temperatures in Antarctica reached record levels at the weekend, an astonishing 40C above 
normal in places. 

At the same time, weather stations near the north pole also showed signs of melting, with 
some temperatures 30C above normal, hitting levels normally attained far later in the year. 

At this time of year, the Antarctic should be rapidly cooling after its summer, and the Arctic 
only slowly emerging from its winter, as days lengthen. For both poles to show such heating 
at once is unprecedented. 
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IPCC issues ‘bleakest warning yet’ on impacts of climate breakdown 
 
 
Read more 
 

The rapid rise in temperatures at the poles is a warning of disruption in Earth’s climate 
systems. Last year, in the first chapter of a comprehensive review of climate science, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change warned of unprecedented warming signals 
already occurring, resulting in some changes – such as polar melt – that could rapidly become 
irreversible. 

The danger is twofold: heatwaves at the poles are a strong signal of the damage humanity is 
wreaking on the climate; and the melting could also trigger further cascading changes that 
will accelerate climate breakdown. 

As polar sea ice melts, particularly in the Arctic, it reveals dark sea that absorbs more heat 
than reflective ice, warming the planet further. Much of the Antarctic ice covers land, and its 
melting raises sea levels. 

Scientists warned that the events unfolding were “historic”, “unprecedented” and “dramatic”. 

Michael Mann, director of the Earth System Science Centre at Pennsylvania State University, 
said the extreme weather being recorded was exceeding predictions to a worrying extent. 

“The warming of the Arctic and Antarctic is cause for concern, and the increase in extreme 
weather events – of which these are an example – is a cause for concern as well,” he said. 
“The models have done a good job projecting the overall warming, but we’ve argued that 
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extreme events are exceeding model projections. These events drive home the urgency of 
action.” 

The latest unprecedented weather patterns follow a series of alarming heatwaves in 2021, 
most notably in the US Pacific north-west, where previous records were shattered by several 
degrees as temperatures climbed close to 50C. 

Mark Maslin, professor of earth system science at University College London, said: “I and 
colleagues were shocked by the number and severity of the extreme weather events in 2021 – 
which were unexpected at a warming of 1.2C. Now we have record temperatures in the 
Arctic which, for me, show we have entered a new extreme phase of climate change much 
earlier than we had expected.” 

The Associated Press reported that one weather station in Antarctica beat its all-time record 
by 15C, while another coastal station used to deep freezes at this time of year was 7C above 
freezing. In the Arctic, meanwhile, some parts were 30C warmer than average. 

James Hansen, former NASA chief scientist and one of the first to warn governments of 
global heating more than three decades ago, told the Guardian the heating of the poles was 
“concerning” and that sea ice in the Arctic this year could shrink far enough to break a 
decade-old record on its lowest extent. 

“The average sea ice thickness has been declining, so it’s ripe for large sea ice loss,” he 
warned. “The effect of reduced sea ice cover is to amplify Earth’s energy imbalance that’s 
caused by increasing greenhouse gases (GHGs) -- the GHGs reduce outgoing heat radiation, 
thus causing a net imbalance that’s heating the planet. 

“Reduced sea ice cover increases the planetary energy imbalance, as a dark ocean reflects 
less sunlight than sea ice does.” 

                                               ……………………. 

 


