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Abstract: To date, due to climate change, heatwaves are more frequent, with greater intensity and
duration resulting in deleterious impacts on human health. To be able to manage heatwaves and
quantify the impacts on human health, it is crucial to define them and implement policy preventive
measures. However, heatwaves are relative to the climate of a location: The same meteorological con-
ditions can constitute a heatwave in one place but not in another. Due to different climatic conditions,
social characteristics, and adaptation, heatwaves should be defined on a local scale, which poses
difficulties when it comes to comparison of different definitions. The aim of the present study is to
define heatwaves, implementing robust statistical analysis for three different indicators (temperature,
physiological equivalent temperature (PET), and universal thermal climate index (UTCI)) for three
causes of mortality (i.e., cardiological and respiratory mortality and cardiorespiratory mortality)
using Attica (Greece) as a case study. Our results define a heatwave for Attica as a period of at least 3
days when the mean temperature is higher than the 97.5th percentile. Afterwards, we encapsulate the
harvesting effect by implementing robust statistical analysis, using the Superposed Epoch analysis.
Consequently, quantifying heatwaves is crucial so as to create early warning systems and prevent
avoidable mortality.

Keywords: heatwaves; mortality; temperature; PET, UTCI

1. Introduction

As climate change evolves, the frequency, duration, and intensity of extreme events
will be amplified in the foreseeable future. Extreme events (such as heatwaves and cold
spells) are shown to have devastating effects on mortality in moderate climates [1], as
well as Mediterranean climates [2]. Summer of 2003 provided evidence of the relationship
between temperature and all causes of mortality [3,4]. As a result, it is crucial to define
heatwaves in order to be able to quantify them. Nonetheless, to date, among academics,
there is no universal and unequivocally accepted definition for heatwaves since heatwaves
remain “imprecisely defined events” [5]. Usually, a combination of critical temperature
and lag effect provides a definition for heatwaves. Arguably, it is very hard to provide
an internationally consistent definition, as climate and bioclimate, socio-demographic
characteristics, population acclimatization, and adaptation illustrate a large diversity across
different regions [6—8]. Moreover, definitions based on assumptions about temperature
may lead to wrong conclusions, since similar temperatures can have different impacts
depending on the duration, intensity, and timing of an event, as well as the acclimatization
status of the population from one country to another. Likewise, different biometeorological
indices are taken into account in order to define or forecast heatwaves [9]. Additionally,
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there is not a universally accepted statistical procedure in order to define a heatwave,
since the variety of the criteria makes it difficult to determine universal thresholds of any
climate [10]. The variety of definitions poses some obvious difficulties when it comes to
comparing and assessing the effectiveness of these definitions at different time horizons
(past or future). Furthermore, future projections of heatwaves include different parameters,
for instance, summer days, tropical days and nights, maximum air temperature, etc. [9].

In meteorological terms, a heatwave is “an extended period of days with higher than
normal temperatures” [11]. Different definitions using different durations are proposed
throughout the years (see inter alia [12-14]). Using a critical temperature, heatwave days
can be defined as “the days when the daily maximum temperature exceeds 32 °C for at
least 3 continuous days” [15] (p. 7338), while using percentiles, heatwaves can be defined
as the “95th percentile of mean temperature for 2 or more consecutive days in the summer
season” [16] (p. 1) or as “temperatures at the 99.5th percentile or higher and 2 days duration
or longer” [17] (p. 6). However, other definitions consider a heatwave as “a spell of at least
6 consecutive days with maximum temperatures exceeding the local 90th percentile” [18]
(p- 399), or as “a period of at least 3 days where the combined effect of excess heat and heat
stress are unusual with respect to the local climate” [5] (p. 13). A heatwave event should
be analyzed based on the following characteristics: Duration, intensity, timing, frequency,
and spatial extent [19]. However, it is difficult to define heatwave intensity [19].

Numerous studies highlight that while a heatwave is a meteorological event, it cannot
be scrutinized without reference to human health impacts [20,21]. To that extent, the
synergy of weather elements linked to human sensation, as well as the effects of duration
and intensity must be captured by appropriate thresholds. Temperature thresholds are
defined as the thresholds at which the harmful effects of ambient heat appear as health
outcomes [22]. It is critical to define a tipping point closely related to the definition of
heatwave, after which effects on human health increase rapidly [14]. These thresholds
should take into account both daytime high and overnight low values along with the
climatic variability of the area under study due to the cumulative build-up effect of the heat
load [20]. In this respect, day- and night-time conditions are equally important for under-
standing the health effects of heatwaves [21]. Another definition of a heatwave implies that
it is “an extended period of unusually high atmosphere-related heat stress, which causes
temporary modifications in lifestyle, and which may have adverse health consequences
for the affected population” [20] (p. 763). However, there is no standard public health
definition of heat-related illnesses and mortality, due to the complex interactions between
climatic conditions and the health impacts [23]. Hence, defining a heatwave based on
human health is a complicated and multifactorial issue.

The aftermath of a heatwave is another major challenge. Harvesting effect, also known
as displacement effect or short-term mortality displacement, refers to the phenomenon
where a specific exposure (for instance, temperature) impacts already frail population or
individuals leading to excess mortality [24]. During a heatwave event, excess mortality is
observed mainly in individuals whose health is already compromised [21]. Additionally,
after a heatwave episode lower-than-expected (below normal levels) mortality is sometimes
observed [21,25]. However, to date, no robust methods of quantification of the harvesting
effect are developed, resulting in an uncertain proportion of harvesting mortality, since
most studies that examine heatwaves do not report the harvesting effect, either due to
the fact that they overlook it or it occurs infrequently [25]. Since the harvesting effect is
not reported in many studies, it is difficult to draw robust conclusions or compare the
methodological framework concerning the displacement effect from different studies.

The most significant bottleneck concerning an accurate definition of heatwaves is the
fact that the effects of heatwaves vary greatly in geographical terms and are heterogeneous
across different regions. Different climatic zones provide different definitions concerning
a heatwave. Additionally, optimal temperature indicators and indices may vary across
different cities as well as age groups. Moreover, there is not one optimal temperature
predictor known as the best explanatory variable of mortality [26]. At the same time,
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different measures of a variable (for instance, mean and maximum temperature) provide
different conclusions. Key components to a robust definition of heatwaves are the indices
taken into account (temperature, humidity, health impacts (mortality, morbidity), heatwave
duration and intensity) that shape different definitions. Moreover, in research studies that
combine heatwaves and health effects, distinct attention should be paid on the different
categorization of diseases, gender, and age groups. Numerous studies consider different
causes of deaths (for instance, cardiological, cerebrovascular, respiratory, all-causes, etc.)
providing different definitions. Consequently, comparison of different definitions and
evaluation of possible future consequences are not straightforward processes.

The aim of the present study is to define a heatwave using Attica (Greece) as a case
study. In order to do so, we use data concerning temperature, thermal indices (i.e., PET
and UTCI), and mortality (cardiological and respiratory mortality), as well as two different
durations: heatwaves duration greater than or equal to 2 and 3 days. We use cardiorespi-
ratory mortality since these causes are among the leading causes of temperature-related
mortality [27]. Correspondingly, we use two thermal indices (PET and UTCI) since they
provide information to individuals as a means to adjust and adapt their behaviours to
the outdoor environment [28]. Moreover, in order to capture the aftermath of a heat-
wave (i.e., the harvesting effect), we use the superposed Epoch analysis (SEA), a robust
non-parametric statistical tool, for the different causes of mortality under examination,
considering a heatwave duration of at least 2 and 3 days. To our knowledge, this is the
first study that defines heatwaves using three causes of mortality and numerous different
indices for the Attica region.

2. Materials and Methods

Attica, which concentrates half of Greece’s population, is the case study. The aim of
the present study is to define a heatwave using data concerning temperature (mean and
maximum), thermal indices (mean and maximum physiological equivalent temperature
(PET), mean and maximum universal thermal climate index (UTCI)), and mortality (car-
diological, respiratory, and cardiorespiratory mortality). We collect the respective data
concerning cardiological and respiratory mortality on a daily basis from the Hellenic Statis-
tical Authority (https://www.statistics.gr/en/home/ accessed on 22 August 2021). We
define cardiorespiratory mortality as the sum of deaths attributed to cardiological and
respiratory diseases. The period under examination is from 1 January 1992 to 31 December
2016 (9.132 days). We focus on summer since that is the period when heatwaves take
place, and we define summer as the period that includes June, July, and August. The
data concern mortality and not morbidity, since mortality data are the most regularly
collected, organized, and standardized data, unlike hospital admissions where the reports
lack consistency and may depend on each country’s health system.

Data on hourly temperature for the same period (i.e., from 1 January 1992 to 31
December 2016) are obtained from the National Observatory of Attica (https://www.noa.
gr/en/ accessed on 22 August 2021) The data are then converted into daily observations
of mean and maximum temperature and for the period under examination (i.e., summer)
are presented in Figure 2. The physiological equivalent temperature (PET) (Figure 3)
and universal thermal climate index (UTCI) (Figure 4) are calculated with the RayMan
model [29,30]. We use temperature, PET, and UTCI since they are in close relationship with
mortality [31].

In order to define a heatwave for different causes of mortality and different indices,
we use three indices (temperature, PET, and UTCI) and we apply five different percentiles
of them (90, 92.5, 95, 97.5, and 99th). By comparing the indices, we investigate the optimal
index to accurately depict their impact on mortality. Additionally, we examine the duration
of a heatwave using a duration of at least 2 and 3 days, respectively.

After the data collection, we calculate the percentiles for heatwaves for the differ-
ent indices (i.e., temperature, PET, and UTCI). In order to create a robust definition of a
heatwave, we use six indicators: Two temperature indicators (mean and maximum temper-
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ature), two PET indicators (mean and maximum PET), and two UTCI indicators (mean and
maximum UTCI). Five percentiles are used (90, 92.5, 95, 97.5, and 99th) for each index and
two durations of a heatwave event (greater than or equal to 2 and 3 days, respectively). In
other words, for each percentile, three binary variables are created:

e A binary variable to capture if a percentile exceedance exists for each index (i.e.,
temperature, PET, and UTCI), with “0” signifying non-exceedance and “1” signifying
exceedance of the percentile value, and

e Two binary heatwave variables, with “0” representing non-heatwave day and “1”
representing heatwave day for durations that are greater than or equal to 2 and 3 days,
respectively.

Moreover, in order to depict the aftermath of the heatwave event (harvesting effect)
and encapsulate the harvesting effect, we use a lag effect (from day 0 to the 10th day of
the event). The lag effect is used for two reasons: (1) To run the sensitivity analysis to test
different lag effects after an event, and (2) to test when the heatwave effect is stronger on
mortality (which day during or after the event) and capture whether there is an aftermath
mortality (i.e., the harvesting effect).

In order to remove the seasonality element, an annualized change is implemented.
The next step is to run a regression analysis between the binary heatwave variable for
each index (i.e., temperature, PET, and UTCI) and the time series concerning mortality
due to cardiological, respiratory, and cardiorespiratory diseases. Since we try to optimally
describe and define a heatwave, computed by the regression analysis, the R-squared (R?)
interprets to what extent the variance of the heatwave variable explains the variance of
the mortality. Lastly, in order to quantify the harvesting effect, we run a robust statistical
analysis using the superposed Epoch analysis (SEA) as a means to observe when mortality
peaks using different temperature percentiles. In the present section, the null Hy and the
alternative H; hypotheses are as follows:

Hypothesis 1. For cardiological mortality:
Hy : MV(CM) = MV(ZC)

H; : MV(CM) % MV(ZC)

where MV is the mean value, CM is the cardiological mortality, and ZC is the mean value at the
Zero-crossing point.

Hypothesis 2. For respiratory mortality:
Hj : MV(RM) = MV(ZC)

H; : MV(RM) # MV(ZC)

where MV is the mean value, RM is the respiratory mortality, and ZC is the mean value at the
Zero-crossing point.

Hypothesis 3. For cardiorespiratory mortality:
Hy : MV(TM) = MV(ZC)

H; : MV(TM) # MV(ZC)

where MV is the mean value, TM is the cardiorespiratory mortality, and ZC is the mean value at
the zero-crossing point.

The data used concern the mean temperature and cardiological, respiratory, and
cardiorespiratory (i.e., the sum of cardiological and respiratory). The SEA runs for a
window that spans for 15 days before and 15 days after an event occurs. Day 0 is the day
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that the heatwave event begins (i.e., the day that the mean temperature exceeds the value

of a certain percentile).

3. Results

Figure 1 presents the data concerning the three different causes of mortality taken into
account (i.e., cardiological, respiratory, and cardiorespiratory mortality) during summer

months (i.e., June, July, and August).
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Figure 1. Graphs of mortality for Attica: (a) Graph of cardiological mortality during summer months;
(b) graph of respiratory mortality during summer months; (c) graph of cardiorespiratory mortality

during summer months.

Figure 2 presents the graphs for temperature, while Figures 3 and 4 show the physio-
logical equivalent temperature (PET) and universal thermal climate index (UTCI), respec-

tively.
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Figure 2. Temperature graphs of mortality for Attica: (a) Graph of mean temperature; (b) graph of

maximum temperature.
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Figure 3. PET graphs of mortality for Attica: (a) Graph of mean PET; (b) graph of maximum PET.
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Figure 4. UTCI graphs of mortality for Attica: (a) Graph of mean UTCI; (b) graph of maximum UTCL

In order to define heatwaves for the case of Attica, six indicators (mean and maximum
temperature, mean and maximum PET, and mean and maximum UTCI), five percentiles
(90, 92.5, 95, 97.5, and 99th) and two durations of the heatwave event (greater than or
equal to 2 and 3 days) are used. Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics concerning
mortality for two different seasons, i.e., winter and summer (specifically, winter months
are December, January and February, while summer months are June, July and August).
As shown, mortality for all the causes under examination in the present paper, is higher in
winter compared to summer, when it comes to minimum and mean values. Our results
agree with previous studies in the relevant literature [4,32]. Nonetheless, during summer,
the maximum values of cardiological and cardiorespiratory mortality is higher than the
respective values during winter.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for mortality (winter and summer).
Winter Summer
Mortality
Mean Min. Max. S.td'. Mean Min. Max. S.td'.
Deviation Deviation
Cardiological 32.63 15.00 70.00 6.72 26.25 8.00 89.00 6.87
Respiratory 10.10 1.00 36.00 5.00 7.94 0.00 31.00 4.19
Cardiorespiratory 42.74 20.00 96.00 9.26 34.18 10.00 103.00 8.94

For a detailed representation of the causes of mortality under examination, the table
above is presented as a map of Attica (Figure 5) for the winter and summer season.
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Figure 5. Map of mean values of cardiological, respiratory, and cardiorespiratory mortality (CR)
for summer and winter for Attica. Note: The latitude and longitude coordinates are 37.983810 and
23.727539, respectively.

After data collection, we calculate five different percentiles (i.e., 90, 92.5, 95, 97.5, and
99th) for the indices taken into account (i.e., temperature, PET, and UTCI). Table 2 presents
the values of the different percentiles for the six indicators.

Table 2. Percentiles (Unit: °C).

Percentiles 90th 92.5th 95th 97.5th 99th
Mean Temperature 28.67 29.23 30.00 31.00 32.15
Max. Temperature 33.89 34.60 35.41 36.60 38.01

Mean PET 28.61 29.50 30.58 31.39 33.46

Max. PET 43.00 43.97 45.50 47.79 50.00

Mean UTCI 28.35 29.17 30.02 31.25 32.55

Max. UTCI 38.70 39.50 40.58 42.20 43.90

Tables 3 and 4 illustrate the number of days and the number of events for different
percentiles for mean and maximum temperature, mean and maximum PET, and mean and
maximum UTCI and for two different heatwave durations (i.e., 2 and 3 days). As expected,
the number of days and events increases at low values of percentiles, while decreasing for
high values of percentiles. Furthermore, it is evident that using different percentiles the
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number of days and events change, as well. Hence, the different definitions of heatwaves
provide different results.

Table 3. Number of days and events for different percentiles for heatwave events (2 days).

2 Days
Temperature 90th 92.5th 95th 97.5th 99th
Percentile
Days Events Days Events Days Events Days Events Days Events
Mean Temp. 858 142 635 114 404 81 196 51 82 24
Max Temp. 11 5 7 3 2 1 0 0 0 0
Mean PET 845 148 622 122 405 97 191 51 71 22
Max PET 725 166 515 135 298 95 127 45 34 12
Mean UTCI 841 147 617 121 402 93 186 51 74 23
Max UTCI 766 169 536 129 340 99 142 44 46 16
Table 4. Number of days and events for different percentiles for heatwave events (3 days).
3 Days
Temperature 90th 92.5th 95th 97.5th 99th
Percentile
Days Events Days Events Days Events Days Events Days Events
Mean Temp. 810 118 581 92 362 60 158 33 68 15
Max Temp. 3 1 3 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
Mean PET 779 116 570 94 339 63 149 30 57 15
Max PET 615 112 401 85 194 45 83 22 20 6
Mean UTCI 767 108 561 91 348 64 150 33 56 14
Max UTCI 658 112 438 83 250 54 106 26 36 11

After the running regression analysis for the indicators mentioned above, the most
accurate indicator is the mean value rather than the maximum for all three variables.
Additionally, the optimal percentile is the 97.5th with the higher R-squared values for
all three indices. Concerning the aftermath effect, the higher R-squared is observed 5
days after the event and at the cardiorespiratory mortality as the cause of death. More
specifically, the values for R?, 5 days after the event for the 97.5th percentile are equal to
0.044 for mean temperature, 0.039, for mean PET, and 0.033 for mean UTCI. In conclusion,
the optimal and more robust definition of a heatwave for the case of Attica, concerning
this analysis is “a period of at least 3 days when mean temperature is higher than the
97.5th percentile”. After defining a heatwave, we use the Superposed Epoch Analysis, a
non-parametric statistical technique, using different percentiles of mean temperature, since
as we show it is the optimal index to define a heatwave event and according to [17], it may
best reflect heat stress For our estimation, the confidence interval is constructed using the
preferred percentiles of the empirical distribution for a large number of resampled values.
In particular, we use 10,000 resamples to construct the 95% confidence interval. Since
our interest concentrates on the 15 days before and after an event, the superposed Epoch
analysis constructs 10.000 randomly selected samples of size equal to 31 observations,
which in turn are used to calculate the mean, the standard deviation, and finally, the
confidence interval. The resampling method used in our analysis to construct the reported
confidence intervals offer robustness for the results and thus minimizes the effects of data
measurement errors.

The results are shown in the figures below. Figure 6 illustrates the results of the
Superposed Epoch Analysis for cardiological mortality for three different percentiles (i.e.,
95, 97.5, and 99th) with the heatwave event duration greater than or equal to 2 and 3
days. As discussed in the Introduction section, different definitions of a heatwave provide
different results. As demonstrated in Figure 6, for the 95th percentile and for a duration
of at least 2 days, the peak value of cardiological mortality is equal to 31 in the third and
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fifth day of the event, while when we examine the duration of a heatwave event of at least
3 days, the peak value is equal to 33 in the fifth day of the event. Concerning the 97.5th
percentile and for a duration of at least 2 days, the peak value is equal to 35 in the fourth
day of the event, while for a duration of at least 3 days for the 97.5th percentile the peak
value is equal to 38 in the fourth and fifth day of the event. Lastly, for the 99th percentile
with a duration of at least 2 days, the peak value is equal to 43 in the third day of the event
and for the 99th percentile with a duration of at least 3 days the peak value is equal to 47 in
the third day of the event.
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Figure 6. Cont.
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Figure 6. Superposed Epoch analysis for mortality due to cardiological diseases for duration of the heatwave event of at
least 2 and 3 days: (a) 95th percentile; (b) 97.5th percentile; (c) 99th percentile. Notes: (i) The shaded area shows the 95%
Confidence Interval (CI), (ii) the vertical axis measures the mean number of deaths due to cardiological diseases, (iii) the
horizontal axis depicts the time 15 days before and 15 days after the heatwave event. Day 0 is the first day of the event.

These results point out a harvesting effect of short-term mortality ranging from day 3
to 5 for different percentiles. Comparing the two different heatwave durations, it is evident
that by defining different percentile thresholds and different durations, there are different
impacts on cardiological mortality. However, the results shown highlight that for the 99th
percentile the highest values are in the third day for both durations, while for the rest of
the percentiles the peak values range from the third to the fifth day.

Figure 7 depicts the results of the superposed Epoch analysis for respiratory mortality
for three different percentiles (i.e., 95, 97.5, and 99th) with the heatwave event duration of 2
and 3 days. For the 95th percentile and a duration of a heatwave of at least 2 days, the peak
value is equal to 11 in the fifth and seventh day of the event, while for a duration of at least
3 days, the peak value is equal to 11 in the fifth day of the event. For the 97.5th percentile
and a duration of at least 2 days, the peak value is equal to 11 in the fourth day of the event,
while for a duration of at least 3 days the peak value is equal to 12 in the fourth day of the
event. Lastly, for the 99th percentile for a duration of at least 2 days, the peak value is equal
to 14 in the fourth day of the event, while for a duration of at least 3 days, the peak values
are equal to 14 in the third day of the event. These results illustrate a harvesting effect of
short-term mortality ranging from day 3 to 5 for different percentiles. Again, by defining a
heatwave event based on different percentiles and different duration, there are different
impacts on the respiratory mortality.

Figure 8 depicts the results of the superposed Epoch analysis for cardiorespiratory
mortality for three different percentiles (i.e., 95, 97.5, and 99th) with the heatwave event
duration greater than or equal to 2 and 3 days. For the 95th percentile and for a duration
of a heatwave event of at least 2 days, the peak value is equal to 42 in the fifth day of the
event, while for a duration of at least 3 days, for the 95th percentile the peak value is equal
to 44 in the fifth day of the event. Concerning the 97.5th percentile and a duration of at least
2 days, the peak value is equal to 46 in the fourth day of the event, while for a duration of
at least 3 days the peak value is equal to 50 in the fourth and fifth day of the event. Lastly,
for the 99th percentile and a duration of a heatwave event of at least 2 days, the peak value
is equal to 55 in the third day of the event, while for a duration of at least 3 days the peak
value is equal to 61 in the third day of the event. These results illustrate a harvesting effect
of short-term mortality ranging from day 3 to 5 for different percentiles.
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Figure 7. Superposed Epoch analysis for mortality due to respiratory diseases for duration of the heatwave event of at
least 2 and 3 days: (a) 95th percentile; (b) 97.5th percentile; (c) 99th percentile. Notes: (i) The shaded area shows the 95%

Confidence Interval

(CI), (ii) the vertical axis measures the mean number of deaths due to respiratory diseases, (iii) the

horizontal axis depicts the time 15 days before and 15 days after the heatwave event. Day 0 is the first day of the event.
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Figure 8. Superposed Epoch analysis for mortality due to cardiorespiratory diseases for duration of the heatwave event of
at least 2 and 3 days: (a) 95th percentile; (b) 97.5th percentile; (c) 99th percentile. Notes: (i) The shaded area shows the 95%
Confidence Interval (CI), (ii) the vertical axis measures the mean number of deaths due to cardiorespiratory mortality, (iii)
the horizontal axis depicts the time 15 days before and 15 days after the heatwave event. Day 0 is the first day of the event.
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Comparing the results of the two different durations taken into account, it is evident
that by defining different percentile thresholds and different durations, there are different
impacts on cardiorespiratory mortality.

4. Discussion

As the intensity, duration, and frequency of heatwaves increase, it is imperative to
define heatwaves. Due to the fact that heatwaves are relative to the climate of a location:
The same meteorological conditions can constitute a heatwave in one place but not in
another, heatwaves should be defined on a local scale. The aim of the present study is to
define heatwaves implementing robust statistical analysis using Attica as a case study, for
three different variables (i.e., temperature, PET, and UTCI), three causes of mortality (i.e.,
cardiological, respiratory, and cardiorespiratory mortality), in order to select the optimal
indicator that precisely represents a heatwave. Five percentiles are created (90, 92.5, 95,
97.5, and 99th) for each indicator and two different durations (greater than or equal to
2 and 3 days, respectively) are taken into account. In conclusion, for Attica the optimal
heatwave definition is “a period of at least 3 days when mean temperature is higher than the
97.5th percentile”. Afterwards, we use the Superposed Epoch analysis as a non-parametric
technique, so as to capture the aftereffect of a heatwave. Specifically, our model runs for 30
days (15 days before and 15 days after a heatwave event). Day 0 is defined as the first day
of an event. The model runs for three different temperature percentiles (since we prove
that the mean temperature is the optimal indicator to define a heatwave for Attica), two
different durations (equal to or greater than 2 and 3 days), and three causes of mortality
(cardiological, respiratory, and cardiorespiratory). Our results from using the superposed
Epoch analysis, show a short-term mortality that varies depending on different percentiles
and different causes of mortality. It is critical to borne in mind that by defining the different
percentile thresholds and different durations, there are different impacts on mortality.

5. Conclusions

Heatwaves and human health are inextricably linked. Defining a heatwave on a local
scale is crucial for policy measures so as to forecast a heatwave event, predict possible
outcomes, and prevent the consequences of upcoming heatwaves. After several devas-
tating heatwave events, the need to develop effective coping mechanisms and accurate
surveillance to reduce the risk and avoid premature deaths is critical. Past heatwave
experiences can be used as a road map to the unpredictable future. Arguably, different
meteorological thresholds require different actions for different population groups. Hence,
our objective in the present paper is to define a heatwave using the impact of heatwaves on
human health. The point often overlooked is the setting of a threshold in order to activate a
health response. For instance, a high threshold would initiate response to the most extreme
heatwave events not taking into account the majority of heat-related mortality on less
extreme days [30]. Moreover, the combination of elevated ambient temperature, relative
humidity, and air pollution may amplify the effects on human health. Heatwave early
warning systems are effective measures to reduce the effects on human health and reduce
mortality and morbidity, especially on frail populations. Early alert systems are based on
temperature and humidity thresholds. They link meteorological forecasts to public health
interventions. The principal parameters of an early warning system contain forecasting
and identification of a heatwave event, prediction of the possible health outcomes, an
effective and timely response plan, and an ongoing updated evaluation of the system and
its components [33].

Preventive policy measures and alert systems operate on a national scale. Since heat-
waves are defined at a local level, early warning systems are implemented at a local scale,
as well. Hence, they vary widely in structure and different characteristics are taken into
account. The effective collaboration of meteorological organizations and public health
authorities is critical as a means to prevent excess mortality and morbidity. Weather fore-
casting and surveillance are key public health activities since they can predict whether an
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event is associated to health effects. Additionally, emergency public health interventions
should always be updated and ready to interfere. Public health warnings should be dissem-
inated to all age groups. Dissemination in a time effective manner and public education
and awareness strategies are essential parts of a warning system. Nevertheless, tailoring
messages for specific groups (for instance, frail populations and low-socio-economic pop-
ulations) in an early warning system is a significant driver to address the public. As a
consequence, a basic understanding and evaluation of human behaviour and susceptibility
should be developed in order to achieve the optimal and most sufficient dissemination. In
all cases, frequent, systematic, and effective evaluation of a heatwave early warning system
and public health intervention is needed. Nonetheless, there are limitations and difficulties
concerning the quantitative and qualitative assessment and evaluation of the effectiveness
of warning systems as a whole or of individual intervention actions.
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