
May 2020 

 

Thunder events 

 

This was a second successive anticyclonic and exceptionally sunny month; it was even drier 

than April over England and Wales. Incidences of thunder were well below the normal 

expectations for May. Whilst two thunder days were observed in parts of Sussex, Kent and 

south Wales, many places had no thunder at all this month, even in traditionally ‘thundery’ 

areas of England like the east Midlands and East Anglia.  

 

1
st
 

A complex area of low pressure was situated over the northern North Sea, with unstable polar 

maritime air covering these islands  Mostly isolated thunder accompanied showers over 

England, southeast Scotland (including Fife) and eastern Ireland, though with more 

pronounced thundery activity over the Bournemouth/New Forest area in the late morning, 

and across east Sussex and Kent during the afternoon. Lightning struck a house in Tunbridge 

Wells, Kent, causing a roof fire. 

 

3rd 

Thundery showers developed over northeastern England during the afternoon, within a very 

slack surface pressure ‘COL’ (a favourable scenario for sea breeze convergence). In St Helen 

Auckland, Co Durham, lightning shattered a tree, sending fragments into adjacent gardens; 

the strike also damaged electrical and telephone equipment in several homes. A funnel cloud 

was photographed near Settle, North Yorkshire. 

 

7
th

 

An anticyclone over the North Sea started to decline, leaving an increasingly slack southerly 

airflow over the UK with a residual frontal zone near the east coast of Ireland. Sporadic 

outbreaks of rain moved northeast across some western and northern districts with isolated 

thunder over mid and north Wales in the afternoon. 

 

8
th

 

A slow fall of pressure continued with slack pressure gradients throughout the UK and 

Ireland.   There were again scattered showers and isolated thunder, this time over mid Wales 

and the west Midlands during the late afternoon and evening. 

 

9
th 

This day had the most active thunderstorms of the month, although activity was mostly 

confined to western areas, closest to the influence of an upper trough. A surface cold front 

was introducing much colder northerly winds into Scotland; further south it was another very 

warm day over England with 24°C to 25°C quite widespread from Cheshire and Shropshire 

to Sussex. Over Ireland, lively storms affected Counties Kerry, Kilkenny and Limerick 

throughout the afternoon; lightning struck a house in Kilbehenny in Co Limerick, starting a 

fire. A large area of heavy showers, with a fair amount of thunder, also developed over Wales 

in the afternoon, and moved across Staffordshire and Cheshire in the evening. A severe 

storm, with near continuous thunder, caused flash flooding in the Carmarthen area of south 

Wales; a funnel cloud was observed at nearby Five Roads. Another active storm affected the 

Stoke-on-Trent area in the evening with discharges of 1-2/minute. There were a few other 

heavy showers over the Midlands and northern England, with isolated thunder around the 

Tees Estuary and east Yorkshire which continued into the very early hours of the 10th.  



 

10
th

:  

Southward progress of the previous day’s cold front was quite slow; it was straddling mid 

Wales and the Midlands at  midday on the 10th. It was still warm in the south and thundery 

showers affected mid Cornwall in the afternoon with another cluster evident just offshore 

from Plymouth. 

 

21
st
 

After a very warm day in a southerly airflow on the 20
th

 (28°C in Norfolk), a cold front 

moved eastwards overnight 20
th

-21
st
. Although the following day was comparably warm,  the 

front had been associated with quite a sharp ‘short wave’ upper trough. A band of unstable 

mid level cloud gave some thunder across south Wales and southwest England in the early 

hours, activity re-commencing near the Norfolk coast later in the morning. Some spectacular 

lightning displays from the mid level storm clouds were visible over a large area of southwest 

Britain. Lightning struck and badly damaged a house in Gorseinon near Swansea and also 

caused brief power outages elsewhere in south Wales. 

 

22
nd

 

A very deep depression, especially for May, (969 hPa) passed close to the northwest of the 

UK; showers followed across central and northern areas with very isolated sferics detected, 

e.g over the Pennines. 

 

23
rd

 

In a blustery westerly airstream, southern Britain had a day of ‘passing showers’, with quite a 

clutch of thunderstorms from Hampshire to Kent in the early afternoon. 

 
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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