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Abstract: We investigated the spatial characteristics of heat extremes in South Korea from the
climatological mean perspective. A heat extreme was defined as a day when the daily maximum
temperature was higher than 33 ◦C. According to our analyses, the eastern area of the Sobaek and
Taebaek mountain ranges (hereafter called the eastern district) is significantly more exposed to heat
extremes compared to other areas. The onset date and total number of days of annual heat extremes
in the eastern district are approximately 13 days earlier and 3 days higher than those in the western
district on average, respectively. Likewise, the annual mean of daily maximum temperatures during
heat extreme days are approximately 0.25 ◦C higher. This larger exposure to heat extremes in the
eastern district appears to be attributable to the Föhn phenomenon, which is likely induced by
the dominant southwesterly monsoon during the early-to-peak summer. In contrast, differences
in the ending dates of annual heat extremes are not noticeable between the eastern and western
districts, when the southerly winds are dominant. Our analyses suggest that heat extremes in South
Korea cannot be understood by a simple function of latitude, but in conjunction with atmospheric
physical processes.
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1. Introduction

Heat extremes bring extremely hot air into midlatitude and subtropical regions. Because of the
vulnerability of living things to extreme weather conditions corresponding to climate change, heat
extremes have inflicted an immense amount of suffering on human societies, resulting in several
deaths worldwide [1]. It is important to examine and assess the characteristics of heat extremes,
especially in relation to global warming. In 2003, the heat extremes that swept across Europe resulted
in approximately 35,000 deaths [2,3]. Europe, especially Russia, also experienced an extremely hot
summer accompanied by strong heat extremes in 2010 [4]. In East Asia, there was a total of more than
3000 deaths in South Korea because of a record-breaking heat extreme that occurred in 1994 [5], while
a number of fatal heat extremes in 1998 [6], 2003 [6,7], and 2013 [8] had exceedingly adverse effects on
several regions in China. With increasing global warming, heat extremes have tended to increase in
their intensity and frequency [9,10].

In the 21st century, South Korea has already suffered from extremely hot summers twice, in 2016
and 2018, where 2125 (17) and 4526 (48) patients (deaths) with heat-related diseases were recorded,
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respectively [11]. These types of record-breaking hot summers will very likely increase in the future
due to global warming [12]. The mortality due to heat extremes is also expected to increase, even in
the fairly successful mitigation scenario, i.e., the Representative Concentration Pathway (RCP) 4.5 [13].
Hence, many previous studies regarding the heat extremes over South Korea have focused more on
past and future changes of heat extremes, but less on the climatological mean [14]. They found that the
expansion of the Tibetan high and the western North Pacific high is responsible for more frequent and
stronger heat extremes across the country [15]. The warmer tropical sea surface temperature (SST) in
the western Pacific was suggested as another reason. The warmer tropical SST can strengthen the local
Hadley cell, enhancing the adiabatic warming in its downward branch and increasing temperatures in
the mid-latitude [16]. The West Pacific subtropical high also plays a role in influencing the number of
heat extremes [17].

In terms of human adaptive capacity, it is of equal importance to understand the climatological
average, considering that the resistance against heat stress is possibly high in people living in hot
regions. Although the mortality rate due to heat extremes can be affected by various factors, such as
aging population, population density, and economic development [18,19], climatological distribution
of heat extremes appears to be a significant factor in South Korea. The excessive mortality rates due to
heat extremes for every 10 million people are higher in Gwangju than Daegu, even though the annual
mean of the daily maximum temperature is lower in Gwangju [20]. Since the south is generally hotter,
people simply guess that heat extremes are more serious in the southern region of South Korea from
the climatological perspective. However, it has not been studied in detail whether this is true or not.
Hence, we investigated the climatological pattern of heat extremes in South Korea. In addition, we
suggest a possible mechanism of the climatological pattern of heat extremes.

2. Materials and Methods

A heat extreme was defined as the day when the daily maximum temperature was higher
than 33 ◦C by reference to the heat wave warning standard of Korea Meteorological Administration
(KMA). The KMA issues a heat wave warning when the daily maximum temperature exceeds 33 ◦C
continuously for more than two days. In this study, however, the continuity was not considered
for simplicity. For the detailed analysis, we utilized four types of indicators. Annual number of
days with heat extremes and annual averages of daily maximum temperature during heat extreme
days were applied, which are hereafter referred to as total heat days and heat strength, respectively.
These indicators can measure how long extremes occur for and how strong they are in a certain region.
The onset and ending dates of annual heat extremes were also used, which indicate the very first and
last dates of heat extreme events in each year, respectively. Hereafter, they are called the onset and
ending heat dates, respectively. These can represent how early and late heat extremes begin and end,
respectively, at a certain place every year.

To calculate the climatological spatial pattern of each indicator mentioned above, the datasets
from 52 weather stations over South Korea were utilized that cover the period 1973–2017. In a case
that there was no heat extreme at a weather station in a year, it was considered as a missing value,
and hence excluded in our calculation for climatological mean value at the station. Nevertheless, we
have enough samples of heat extremes to calculate the climatological average for each station over the
analysis period, since heat extremes have been recorded in most weather stations every year except
for three years that were largely cooler than usual (i.e., 1980, 1993, and 2003). To consider possible
oceanic effects on heat extremes, we classified the stations into two types: 31 inland and 21 coastal
stations (red and blue dots in Figure 1, respectively). For weather stations located in an administrative
district where there were coast lines, they were considered coastal stations. Note that the stations at
islands were excluded from our analyses. Islands are strongly affected by the ocean; therefore, their
climatological characteristics should be understood independently from the stations located in the
Korean peninsula. Here, we are more focused on the climatological characteristics of heat extremes
within the Korean peninsula.
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onset, peak, and ending heat dates (Figure. 2). Note that the three periods were defined in the 

Materials and Methods section. In both periods of onset and peak heat dates, southwesterly winds 

Figure 1. Climatological means of (a) onset heat dates (Julian days), (b) total heat days (days), (c) heat
strength (◦C), and (d) ending heat dates (Julian days). The red and blue dots indicate inland and coastal
stations, respectively. The size of each circle shows the value of each heat-related indicator over the
weather stations; refer the legend below each map. “x” in the legend means each relevant indicator.
The green shading represents the altitude of the topography: brighter green indicates a higher altitude.
Black thick lines indicate the Sobaek and the Tabaek mountain ranges from the left in order.

For the analyses on the climatological large-scale circulation associated with heat extremes, daily
reanalysis data of the National Centers for Environmental Prediction/National Center for Atmospheric
Research (NCEP/NCAR) were employed [21]. In addition, it was necessary to define the fixed periods
for onset, peak, and ending heat dates, respectively. Note that the peak date was defined as the day
when the annual maximum of the daily maximum temperature occurred. Firstly, we calculated the
temporal averages and standard deviations for the annual country-wide mean values of the onset,
peak, and ending heat dates. Then, each period was defined as the date from the average minus
the standard deviation to the average plus the standard deviation. Note that the distributions of all
kinds of heat dates can be regarded as the normal distributions according to the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
two-sample test. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov two-sample test can determine whether two samples come
from the same distribution [22]. Here, we compared the distribution of each kind of heat date with an
arbitrary distribution which was made by one hundred random samples with normal distribution.
Average and standard deviation of the arbitrary distribution are equal to those of each kind of heat
date for comparison. According to our definition, the periods of onset, peak, and ending dates are June
27th–July 20th, July 21st–August 10th, and August 5th–August 25th, respectively.
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3. Results

To confirm whether heat extremes are more severe in the southern region of South Korea or not,
the regression coefficients (rc) between latitudes and four climatological heat-related indicators of
weather stations were calculated (Table 1). The negative regression coefficient between latitude and
onset heat dates of each station is shown (rc = −2.49 days/degree), but it is not statistically significant
at the 90% confidence level. Total heat days and heat strength also display statistically insignificant
regression coefficients with their relationships to latitude (rc = −0.34 days/degree and +0.02 ◦C/degree,
respectively). In contrast, the significant negative regression coefficient between latitude and ending
heat dates at the 90% confidence level (rc = −1.63 days/degree) indicates that the ending heat dates
are relatively early in the northern region compared to the southern one. This is consistent with the
common assumption that the south is hotter than the north. Comprehensively, our results suggest that
heat extremes in South Korea do not have a strong dependency on latitude, which differs from the
common assumption of people.

Table 1. The regression coefficients of onset heat dates, total heat days, heat strength, and ending heat
dates with the latitudes and the longitudes in cases of all, inland only, and coastal only stations.

Onset Heat Dates
(Days/Degree)

Total Heat Days
(Days/Degree)

Heat Strength
(◦C/Degree)

Ending Heat Dates
(Days/Degree)

All Inland
Only

Coastal
Only All Inland

Only
Coastal
Only All Inland

Only
Coastal
Only All Inland

Only
Coastal
Only

Latitudes −2.49 4.67 * −4.16 * −0.34 −3.13 * +0.03 +0.02 −0.08 * +0.06 −1.63 * −3.49 * −1.45 *
Longitudes −9.00 * −8.70 * −8.51 * +1.89 * +3.06 * +1.14 +0.15 * +0.16 * +0.14 * −0.59 −0.38 −0.84

* The coefficient is statistically significant at the 90% confidence level based on the Student’s t-test.

The same analyses were separately performed for the inland and the coastal stations to obtain
more detailed results (Table 1). According to the regression coefficients of the inland stations, heat
extremes are relatively weak in the northern region compared to those of the southern one. Onset heat
dates are late by 4.67 days for every degree of latitude further north. Total heat days and heat strength
decrease by 3.13 days and 0.08 ◦C for every degree of latitude further north, respectively. Ending
heat dates are early by 3.49 days for every degree further north. All of the regression coefficients are
statistically significant at the 90% confidence levels. For the coastal stations, the regression coefficients
of the four heat-related indicators exhibit different results from the inland stations. The significant
negative regression coefficient for onset heat dates at the 90% confidence level (rc = −4.16 days/degree)
implies that the onset heat dates are relatively early in the northern region, which is completely
contrary to the common assumption. For total heat days and heat strength, the statistically insignificant
relationships with latitude are shown (rc = +0.03 days/degree and +0.06 ◦C/degree, respectively).
For ending heat dates, however, the regression coefficient is significantly negative at the 90% confidence
level (rc = −1.45 days/degree), suggesting that latitude is important, particularly for ending heat dates
for both inland and coastal stations.

According to our results, heat extremes are not likely solely dependent on latitude. Hence,
we performed the same analyses, but for longitude (Table 1). Except for ending heat dates
(rc = −0.59 days/degree), the indicators show statistically significant regression coefficients at the
90% confidence levels. Onset heat dates are early by 9 days for every degree further east. Total heat
days and heat strength increase by 1.89 days and 0.15 ◦C, respectively, for every degree further east.
For the analyses of inland only and coastal only cases, similar results are shown. Ending heat dates
have statistically insignificant regression coefficients for both inland only and coastal only cases
(rc = −0.38 days/degree and −0.84 days/degree, respectively). The other indicators, except for total
heat days for the coastal stations, display statistically significant signals for both cases at the 90%
confidence levels. Onset heat dates were earlier by 8.70 days and 8.51 days for every degree further
east for the inland and coastal stations, respectively. Total heat days (heat strength) were found to
rise by 3.06 days and 1.14 days (0.16 ◦C and 0.14 ◦C) for every degree further east for the inland and
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coastal stations, respectively. To figure out the relative importance of latitude and longitude in heat
extremes, the multivariate linear regression was performed by using both latitude and longitude as the
explanatory variables (Table 2). Only longitude shows statistically significant regression coefficients
with 90% confidence for all heat-related indicators except for ending heat dates. Likewise, in terms of
absolute magnitude, the coefficients of longitude are much larger than those of latitude. Hence, in
South Korea, longitude appears to be a superior explanatory variable for heat extremes than latitude.

Table 2. The regression coefficients of onset heat dates, total heat days, heat strength, and ending heat
dates with the latitudes and the longitudes.

Onset Heat Dates
(Days/Degree)

Total Heat Days
(days/Degree)

Heat Strength
(◦C/Degree)

Ending Heat Dates
(Days/Degree)

Latitudes −1.66 −0.73 +0.002 −1.59 *
Longitudes −8.76 * +1.79 * +0.15 * −0.37

* The coefficient is statistically significant at the 90% confidence level based on the Student’s t-test.

To better understand the climatological spatial patterns of heat extremes in South Korea, each
indicator was plotted on a map (Figure 1). Onset heat dates are later for each degree further north,
particularly for the inland stations. Additionally, onset heat dates are generally earlier in the eastern
districts of the Sobaek and the Taebaek mountainous ranges. The differences are much more noticeable
for the coastal stations than for the inland stations. The late onset heat dates along the south coast,
together with the early onset heat dates along the eastern coast, appear to be a main factor in the
negligible regression coefficient between latitudes and onset heat dates, as shown in Table 1. Similar
spatial patterns were also observed for total heat days and heat strength. Both indicators were
seen to become higher and stronger, respectively, for each degree further north. They are relatively
higher and stronger in the eastern districts of the mountainous ranges than in the western districts.
In contrast, ending heat dates are considerably early for each degree further north, but they do not
exhibit noticeable differences between the western and eastern districts of the mountainous ranges.
For a more objective interpretation, the weather stations were divided into two—the western and
eastern stations of the Sobaek and Tabaek mountainous ranges—and then the difference between
each indicator was calculated (Table 3). Except for heat strength in coastal stations, the statistically
significant differences were found with 90% confidence. This strongly suggests that heat extremes are
more severe in the eastern districts of the mountainous ranges than those in the western districts. We
can infer that the Föhn phenomenon, which is likely associated with dominant southwesterly summer
monsoon, might result in such climatological patterns of heat-related indicators. This hypothesis is
further supported by the insignificant differences in ending heat dates between the western and eastern
districts, which implies that the ending heat dates are possibly controlled by different mechanisms
than the other three indicators.

Table 3. The differences between onset heat dates, total heat days, heat strength, and ending heat dates
of the eastern and western districts of the Sobaek and the Taebaek mountain ranges in cases of all,
inland only, and coastal only stations. Note that the differences were calculated by the values of the
eastern districts minus those of the western districts.

Onset Heat Dates
(Days)

Total Heat Days
(Days)

Heat Strength
(◦C)

Ending Heat Dates
(Days)

All Inland
Only

Coastal
Only All Inland

Only
Coastal
Only All Inland

Only
Coastal

Only All Inland
Only

Coastal
Only

−13.02 * −13.11 * −15.76 * +3.40 * +5.84 * +1.53 +0.25 * +0.27 * +0.20 * +0.74 +2.89 −1.84

* The coefficient is statistically significant at the 90% confidence level based on the Student’s t-test.
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To confirm whether the Föhn phenomenon causes the climatological patterns of onset heat dates,
total heat days, and heat strength, low-level large-scale circulations were plotted for the periods of
onset, peak, and ending heat dates (Figure 2). Note that the three periods were defined in the Materials
and Methods section. In both periods of onset and peak heat dates, southwesterly winds were found
to prevail in the Korean peninsula. The dominant southwesterly winds can enhance precipitation
in the western district of the Sobaek and the Taebaek mountain ranges through orographic lifting.
This orographic precipitation dries the air when it reaches the eastern district from the western district
by extracting water vapor from it. As shown in Table 4, in the western district, precipitation and
relative humidity are significantly larger in value at the 90% confidence level than in the eastern district.
This means that the air experiences the combination of dry and moist adiabatic cooling while climbing
the western sides of the mountain ranges, but it experiences only dry adiabatic warming while going
down the eastern sides. Consequently, the air should be hotter and drier in the eastern district than
in the western district, resulting in the relatively early onset heat dates, large total heat days, and
strong heat strength in the eastern district. In contrast, during the period of ending heat dates, the
southerly component of southwesterly winds becomes dominant, which is ineffective for leading the
orographic lifting effect along the Sobaek and the Taebaek mountains. In fact, differences in both
of relative humidity and precipitation between the western and eastern districts are not statistically
significant at the 90% confidence levels.
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Table 4. The differences in precipitation and relative humidity for the periods of onset, peak, and
ending heat dates between the eastern and western districts of the Sobaek and the Taebaek mountain
ranges. Note that the differences were calculated by subtracting the values of the eastern districts from
those of the western districts.

Period of Onset Heat Dates Period of Peak Heat Dates Period of Ending Heat Dates

Eastern
District

Western
District Diff. Eastern

District
Western
District Diff. Eastern

District
Western
District Diff.

Precipitation
(mm) 15.31 17.32 −2.01 * 13.86 16.23 −2.37 * 15.94 16.65 −0.71

Relative
humidity (%) 79.18 80.80 −1.62 * 77.87 79.76 −1.89 * 78.37 79.36 −0.99

* The coefficient is statistically significant at the 90% confidence level based on the Student’s t-test.

4. Summary and Discussion

Here, we examined the spatial characteristics of heat extremes in South Korea in terms of the
climatological mean perspective, which has not been previously investigated in detail. Contrary to the
common assumptions of people in the country, onset heat dates, total heat days, and heat strength
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are much stronger in the eastern districts of the Sobaek and the Tabaek mountain ranges than in the
western districts. Onset heat dates, total heat days, and heat strength in the eastern districts were 13
days earlier, 3 days higher, and 0.25 ◦C higher than those in the western districts, respectively. Hence,
the indicators are more likely dependent on longitude but not on latitude. The high dependence
on longitude is attributable to the dominant southwesterly monsoon and orographic lifting effect
by the mountain ranges which lie across the country in the south-north direction. This causes the
Föhn phenomenon, making the air in the eastern district drier and hotter than the western district.
In contrast, for the ending heat dates, no significant difference between the eastern and western districts
was found because the predominant southerly winds cannot effectively cause the orographic lifting
effect across the mountain ranges.

Our analyses suggest that heat extremes in South Korea are not due to a simple function of
latitude. Hence, this study highlights the necessity of in-depth analyses on heat extremes from the
climatological mean perspective and provides information for a better adaptation plan against heat
extremes. Our results also imply that future heat extremes in South Korea can be strongly affected by
orography as well as wind field change. If a coarse-resolution model that cannot resolve a detailed
orographic feature is used for the future projection of heat extremes, it may produce an inaccurate result
with no consideration of the orographic effect in conjunction with wind field change. Therefore, this
study highlights the necessity of high-resolution models which can accurately simulate the orographic
effect when studying heat extremes over South Korea.
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