
From killer heatwaves to floods 
Climate change worsened weather extremes in 2021 

By Lisa Shumaker and Andrea Januta (Reuters 16 Dec 2021) 

Extreme weather events in 2021 shattered records around the globe. Hundreds died in storms and 
heatwaves. Farmers struggled with drought, and in some cases with locust plagues. Wildfires set 
new records for carbon emissions, while swallowing forests, towns and homes. 

Many of these events were exacerbated by climate change. Scientists say there are more to come 
– and worse – as the Earth’s atmosphere continues to warm through the next decade and beyond. 

February – A blistering cold spell hit normally warm Texas, killing 125 people in the state and 
leaving millions without power in freezing temperatures. 
Scientists have not reached a conclusion on whether climate change caused the extreme weather, 
but the warming of the Arctic is causing more unpredictable weather around the globe. 

February – Kenya and other parts of East Africa battled some of the worst locust plagues in 
decades, with the insects destroying crops and grazing grounds. Scientists say that unusual 
weather patterns exacerbated by climate change created ideal conditions for insects to thrive. 
 
March – Beijing’s sky turned orange and flights were grounded during the Chinese capital’s worst 
sandstorm in a decade. 
Busloads of volunteers arrive in the desert each year to plant trees, which can stabilise the soil 
and serve as a wind buffer. Scientists predict climate change will worsen desertification, as hotter 
summers and drier winters reduce moisture levels. 

June – Nearly all of the western United States was gripped by a drought that emerged in early 
2020. Farmers abandoned crops, officials announced emergency measures, and the Hoover Dam 
reservoir hit an all-time low. 
By September, the US government confirmed that over the prior 20 months, the Southwest 
experienced the lowest precipitation in over a century, and it linked the drought to climate change. 

June – Hundreds died during a record-smashing heatwave in the US and Canadian Pacific 
Northwest, which scientists concluded would have been “virtually impossible” without climate 
change. 
Over several days, power lines melted and roads buckled. Cities, struggling to cope with the heat, 
opened cooling centres to protect their residents. During the heatwave, Portland, Oregon, hit an 
all-time record high of 116 Fahrenheit (46.7 Celsius). 

July – Catastrophic flooding killed more than 300 people in central China’s Henan province when a 
year’s worth of rain fell in just three days. 
 

Meanwhile in Europe, nearly 200 people died as torrential rains soaked Germany, Belgium and the 
Netherlands. Scientists concluded that climate change had made the floods 20 per cent more 
likely to occur. 

July – A record heatwave and drought in the US West gave rise to two massive wildfires that tore 
through California and Oregon and were among the largest in the history of both states. 
Scientists say both the growing frequency and the intensity of wildfires are largely attributable to 
prolonged drought and increasing bouts of excessive heat from climate change. 



July – Large parts of South America are suffering from a prolonged drought. While Chile is 
enduring a decade-long megadrought linked to global warming, this year Brazil saw one of its 
driest years in a century. 
In Argentina, the Parana, South America’s second-longest river, fell to its lowest level since 1944. 

Around the globe, heatwaves are becoming both more frequent and more severe. 

August – In the Mediterranean, a hot and dry summer fanned intense blazes that forced 
thousands of people to evacuate their homes in Algeria, Greece and Turkey. 

The fires, which killed two people in Greece and at least 65 in Algeria, struck amid an intense 
heatwave, with some places in Greece recording temperatures of over 46 Celsius (115 Fahrenheit). 

Late August – Nearly all the world’s mountain glaciers are retreating due to global warming. In the 
Alps, Swiss resort employees laid protective blankets over one of Mount Titlis’s glaciers during the 
summer months to preserve what ice is left. 

Switzerland already has lost 500 of its glaciers, and could lose 90 per cent of the 1,500 that 
remain by the end of the century if global emissions continue to rise, the government said. 

August/September – Hurricane Ida, which hit Louisiana as a Category 4 storm, killed nearly 100 
people in the United States and caused an estimated $64 billion in damage, according to the NOAA 
National Centers for Environmental Information. 
As the remnants of Ida moved inland, the heavy rains created flash flooding across the densely 
populated Northeast, vastly increasing the storm’s death toll. 

Climate change is strengthening hurricanes, while also causing them to linger longer over land – 
dumping more rain on an area before moving on. Studies also suggest these storms are becoming 
more frequent in the North Atlantic. 

September – Infrastructure and homes in Russia are increasingly in peril as underground 
permafrost melts and deforms the land underneath them. 
Permafrost was once a stable construction base, in some regions staying frozen as far back as the 
last Ice Age. But rising global temperatures threaten the layer of ice, soil, rocks, sand and organic 
matter. 

November – The worst floods in 60 years in South Sudan have affected about 780,000 people, or 
one in every 14 residents, according to the UN refugee agency. Every year the county goes through 
a rainy season, but flooding has set records for three years in a row. The destruction will likely 
increase as temperatures rise, scientists say. 
A massive storm dumped a month’s worth of rain over two days in the Canadian province of 
British Columbia, unleashing floods and mudslides that destroyed roads, railroads and bridges. It is 
likely the most expensive natural disaster in Canada’s history, although officials are still assessing 
the damage. 
 
Meteorologists said the rain had come from an atmospheric river, or a stream of water vapor 
stretching hundreds of miles long from the tropics. Atmospheric rivers are expected to become 
larger – and possibly more destructive – with climate change, scientists say. 



  

 

 

   

 

  

  

February -- A blistering cold spell hit normally warm 

Texas, killing 125 people in the state and leaving millions 

without power in freezing temperatures. The warming 

of the Arctic is causing more unpredictable weather 

around the globe. 

 

Historically, frigid temperatures have been contained 

within the Arctic by a jet stream circling the polar region. 

But as the Arctic has warmed more than twice as fast as 

the global average over the last three decades, the polar 

jet stream may be carrying warmer air farther south. 

Overall damage to Texas and surrounding states is 

estimated at $20.8 billion, according to the NOAA 

National Centers for Environmental Information. The 

storm was a wake-up call for U.S. energy regulators, who 

vowed to examine the threat climate change posed to 

the country's power supply. Guyler Antoine rests at a 

shelter run by the Salvation Army after winter weather 

caused electricity blackouts in Plano, Texas. 

 

February -- Kenya and other parts of East Africa battled 

some of the worst locust plagues in decades, with the 

insects destroying crops and grazing grounds. Swarms, 

containing up to 80 million locusts per square meter, 

can travel up to 150 km (93 miles) a day and devour all 

vegetation in their path. Locust swarms have been 

recorded in the region since Biblical times. But 

scientists say that unusual weather patterns 

exacerbated by climate change created ideal conditions 

for insects to thrive. Warmer seas are creating more 

rain, waking dormant eggs, while cyclones that disperse 

the swarms are getting stronger and more frequent. 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

June -- Nearly all of the western United States was 

gripped by a drought that emerged in early 2020. 

Farmers abandoned crops, officials announced 

emergency measures, and the Hoover Dam reservoir hit 

an all-time low level mark. By September, the U.S. 

government confirmed that over the prior 20 months, 

the Southwest experienced the lowest precipitation in 

over a century, and it linked the drought to climate 

change. Severe droughts around the world are now 

happening 1.7 times as often because of climate change 

and will get more frequent and severe as global warming 

continues, according to this year's report by the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). An 

aerial view shows new grass being watered on a golf 

course as California faces its worst drought since 1977, in 

La Quinta near Palm Springs, California, June 29, 2021. 

 

June -- Hundreds of people died in North America during a 

record-smashing June heatwave in the U.S. and Canadian 

Pacific Northwest, which scientists concluded would have 

been "virtually impossible" without climate change. Over 

several days, power lines melted and roads buckled. Cities, 

struggling to cope with the heat, opened cooling centers to 

protect their residents, like the one shown here in 

Portland, Oregon. During the heatwave, Portland hit an all-

time record high temperature of 116 Fahrenheit (46.7 

Celsius). Scientists classified the heatwave as a once-in-a-

thousand-year event, and said such events could start 

happening every five to 10 years by 2040 if greenhouse gas 

emissions continue to rise. Already, extreme heatwaves 

that previously struck only once every 50 years are 

happening once per decade, according to this year's report 

by the IPCC. PICTURED: People sleep at a cooling shelter 

set up during an unprecedented heat wave in Portland, 

Oregon, June 27, 2021. 

July -- Catastrophic flooding killed more than 300 people 

in central China's Henan province in July when a year's 

worth of rain fell in just three days. Direct economic 

losses reached 114.27 billion yuan ($18 billion), and more 

than a million farm animals were lost.  

A man holding a baby wades through a flooded road 

following heavy rainfall in Zhengzhou, Henan province, 

China July 22, 2021.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Dixie Fire, now over 200,000 acres, burns at night in 

Taylorsville, California, U.S., July 27, 2021. 

People ride on a front loader as they make their way 

through a flooded road following heavy rainfall in 

Zhengzhou, Henan province, China July 23, 2021 

Cows that were stranded in a flooded barn are rescued by 

a group of people after rainstorms lashed the western 

Canadian province of British Columbia, triggering 

landslides and floods, shutting highways, in Abbotsford, 

British Columbia, Canada November 16, 2021 


