
5.2.2  What factors create variations in weather and climate at different scales   
  within the UK?

Weather – the day-to-day condition of the atmosphere.
Climate – the average weather for a place over 30 years.
Convectional rainfall – warm surfaces heat up the air above them which then rises. 
This cools with height, forming large clouds and often heavy rain. 

Microclimates are changes in climate over a small area such as a woodland or 
lake. These changes are created by:

• Buildings – reduce windspeeds as they act as a barrier to the flow of air and also 
absorb heat and in cities create the urban heat island effect.

• Lakes – the water cools down places around the water.
• Trees – they provide shade, reducing temperatures underneath them, and act as a 

barrier to wind on their leeward side.
• Dark surfaces – Tarmac roads absorb heat and raise temperatures in areas close 

to them, whereas lighter surface reflect heat and are cooler.

The north of the UK is cooler than the south. This is because 
the concentration of solar radiation reduces as you move 
away from the Equator, creating cooler temperatures. 

Temperatures decrease 1°C for every 200 metres you go 
up in elevation. Altitude affects precipitation as air forced to 
rise over a mountain will condense, form clouds and rain in 
mountainous areas. This is called relief rainfall.

The North Atlantic Drift, or Gulf Stream, is an ocean current 
that brings warm water to the west coast of the UK. This 
causes winter temperatures here to be milder.

In the UK, places near the sea have maritime climates (where 
the sea cools summer temperatures and warms winter 
temperatures as the sea takes longer to heat up and cool 
down). Places inland have continental climates (surrounded 
by land that heats up quickly in the summer and cools 
down quickly in the winter). Being an island, most of the UK 
experiences a maritime climate.
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The UK’s climate is influenced by several factors:
• These bring stable air conditions with 

little cloud or rain.
• In winter they bring clear skies and 

therefore frosts and fog.
• In summer they bring hot 

temperatures, leading sometimes 
to droughts that often end with 
convectional rainfall and thunder.

• These move eastward from the 
Atlantic across the UK.

• They bring frontal rainfall (as warm, 
tropical, maritime air mass is forced to 
rise up and over old polar maritime air 
mass). 

• Depressions also bring strong winds.
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The UK experiences 2 types of weather system, each 
of which brings different weather.
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