
December 2020 Thunder events 

 

Overview 

 

December 2020 was a very disturbed and cyclonic month, 

exceptionally wet in some southern and eastern areas. Most 

of the thunder occurred (a) in association with deep, slow 

moving depressions in the vicinity of these islands during the 

first and last weeks and (2) on couple of days in mid-month 

when there was a ‘long fetch’ of returning maritime polar air 

in strong south-westerly airstreams. There was a fair amount 

of thunder over adjacent sea areas but relatively little came 

ashore; nevertheless, two (potentially three) days of thunder 

were recorded locally in eastern Scotland (around the Firth of 

Forth) and in Cornwall. 

 

2nd: An occluding frontal system crossed all areas, followed 

by a very showery polar maritime airstream. Showers 

turned increasingly to hail and snow in north-western 

areas of the UK and there was local thunder here, 

especially around the Hebridean islands during late 

evening. 

3rd: A major upper trough had extended south across the UK 

and Ireland by midnight on 2nd-3rd. Meanwhile, a 

surface trough brought a band of heavy showers 

eastwards through the Forth-Clyde central belt of 

Scotland accompanied by some thunder in the two 

hours after midnight. 

Low pressure developed over the British Isles on the 

3rd. The main centre had formed near the Bristol 

Channel by 1200 GMT and then transferred to eastern 

England where it was deep and complex by midnight. 

Bands of precipitation rotated around the depression on 

the 4th with a period of heavy snow affecting eastern 

Scotland for a time through the early hours. Thunder 

accompanied this snowfall in the Fife and Lothian 

areas, especially between 0400 and 0500 GMT when 

hundreds of people reported being woken by loud 

thundersnow (“the sound of explosions”) in the 

Edinburgh area. There was also local thunder early 

during the morning in Cornwall. 

By noon on the 4th, the depression was over the 

Yorkshire coast at 968 mb and by midnight it had 

drifted WSW to Wales and began to fill. Troughs 

continued to circulate around the low as it filled and 

drifted slowly from south Wales to the English Channel 

on the 5th. For the second night in succession (even 

possibly the third, locally) thunderstorms affected the 

Edinburgh area, albeit this time with heavy rain rather 
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than snow. Between 0100 and 0200 GMT lightning 

struck a house in Craigentinny, Edinburgh, setting the 

roof ablaze. Lightning also struck a tree and caused 

power surges which damaged computer equipment in 

the Currie area of the city. The downpours, coupled 

with melting snow, brought flood problems and tram 

lines were swamped with water near Edinburgh Airport 

and between the Gyle Centre and Edinburgh Gateway. 

8th: Low pressure was centred over or close to northern 

Scotland throughout the 8th. Rain or showers were 

most persistent over Scotland and thunder occurred on 

Orkney during the morning. 

14th: Low pressure to the west of Ireland on the 14th created 

a mild, brisk west-southwest (returning maritime polar) 

airflow across the UK and Ireland with some embedded 

troughs. It was generally showery, and thunder 

occurred in west Cornwall and in the Llanelli area of 

south Wales. 

19th: Low pressure was centred between Scotland and 

Iceland. Overnight frontal rain cleared away eastwards, 

with showers following from the west to affect most 

areas at times during the day in a blustery southwesterly 

returning maritime polar airstream with (later in 

the day) some embedded troughs. There was thunder 

in various places in the south and west. While much of 

the thunder was in coastal areas (e.g. around the 

Bristol Channel and the Isle of Wight), there was a brief 

but lively storm over the Staffordshire Moorlands in the 

early evening, and around the same time more isolated 

thunder occurred in a shower over east London. 

28th: The axis of a major upper trough covered the UK and 

much of western Europe on 28th and 29th December. 

The deep but filling depression (which had brought the 

gales on 27 December) was still 967 mb over Wales at 

0600 GMT and just south of the Isle of Wight at 1200 

GMT on the 28th. There were wintry showers in places 

overnight, especially in the west and there was thunder 

over parts of Cornwall and in the Channel Islands. 

Another small depression was situated over Anglesey 

at 0000 GMT on the 29th within a trailing frontal zone. 

Thunder again occurred, locally, over Cornwall as 

overnight showers continued in the stronger northnorth- 

westerlies on the flank of the complex area of low 

pressure over northwest Europe (the ‘Pembrokeshire 

Dangler’ convergence line was evident on radar). 

 
These reports are based on observations and sferics with 
supportive evidence from  radar. Sincere thanks are due to members of COL and TORRO for observations, and 
to the Met Office/Net Weather for radar and sferics data. 
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