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A New Normal for European Summers

Heatwaves are no longer isolated anomalies; they are becoming a defining feature of urban
life. According to the IPCC, between half and three-quarters of the global population could be
exposed to periods of life-threatening heat and humidity by 2100. As heatwaves become
more frequent, longer and more intense, their impacts are increasingly felt across multiple
areas, from public health and the economy to urban infrastructure and essential services.
Extreme temperatures disrupt transport systems, overload electricity networks, reduce labour
productivity and place growing pressure on healthcare services. Europe has experienced this
shift firsthand. The human cost has already been substantial: an estimated 14,956 heat-
related deaths were recorded/attributed to extreme heat across Europe in 2025 alone. In
addition, widespread disruption included postponed national examinations in France to
railway restrictions in Germany caused by overheating infrastructure. Heatwaves are
therefore no longer simply an environmental issue; they are becoming a systemic urban
governance challenge, requiring cities to plan for long-term resilience to rising temperatures
and increasingly severe urban overheating rather than exceptional emergencies.

The impacts of extreme heat are amplified by the Urban Heat Island (UHI) effect, a
phenomenon that makes cities consistently warmer than their surrounding rural areas.
Concrete, asphalt, steel and glass absorb large amounts of solar radiation during the day and
slowly release it overnight, preventing cities from cooling after sunset. Vegetation and
permeable soils, by contrast, dissipate heat through evapotranspiration and natural air
circulation, allowing rural landscapes to recover more quickly after hot days. As a result,
densely built urban areas can remain several degrees warmer than neighbouring countryside,
particularly during prolonged heatwaves.

Heat is also unevenly distributed within cities themselves. Neighbourhoods with limited tree
cover, scarce public green spaces and extensive heat-retaining surfaces routinely experience
higher temperatures than greener, wealthier districts. This creates a pattern of urban heat
inequity, where those most exposed to extreme temperatures often have the fewest
resources to protect themselves.


https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_Chapter06.pdf
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The question of how cities should cool themselves has therefore become increasingly
contentious. For decades, air conditioning has been regarded as the most immediate
response to overheating. This is a genuine dilemma for European cities. As periods of
extreme heat become more frequent and prolonged, ensuring access to cooling is becoming
a public health necessity, particularly for vulnerable populations. Yet relying exclusively on AC
as the primary response risks reinforcing urban overheating while increasing electricity
demand during periods when energy systems are already under significant pressure. Rather
than rejecting cooling technologies altogether, cities are increasingly exploring alternatives
that reduce indoor temperatures while limiting additional heat emissions. The challenge is no
longer simply how to cool buildings, but how to cool entire cities without accelerating climate
change in the process.

Paris offers one example of how cities are beginning to rethink their approach to urban
cooling. The city’s Bioclimatic Local Urban Plan explicitly identifies conventional air
conditioning as a potentially maladaptive response to urban heat, recognising that air-
conditioning units remove heat from indoor spaces only to release it outdoors, potentially
increasing ambient temperatures in already dense neighbourhoods. Studies have found that
intensive use of AC during heatwaves can increase local outdoor temperatures by up to 2°C
in highly urbanised areas. Conventional cooling systems also contribute to greenhouse gas
emissions through their electricity consumption and through the leakage of high-warming
refrigerants. Paris is also investing in an expanding district cooling network that circulates
chilled water through public buildings, reducing reliance on individual air-conditioning units
and limiting waste heat released into surrounding streets. These measures are part of a
broader shift towards cooling strategies that combine district-scale infrastructure with
passive building design, urban greening, reflective materials and improved ventilation.

Bucharest: Two Halves of the Same Problem

Bucharest illustrates these tensions concretely. Development pressures continue to erode
the city's already limited green infrastructure. Existing parks and vacant green areas have
increasingly come under pressure from real-estate development, while disputes over sector-
level urban plans expose the tension between growth and heat resilience. In a city already
struggling to preserve its green infrastructure, losing vegetation is no longer simply a question
of urban amenity or biodiversity; it directly reduces the city’s capacity to cope with extreme
heat. The stakes are set to increase dramatically: under a high-emissions scenario, Bucharest
could experience more than 100 tropical days per year by the end of the century. As
heatwaves intensify, protecting and expanding green infrastructure is therefore increasingly
a matter of public health and urban resilience.

But greening the city addresses only the outdoor half of the problem. The other half lies within
the buildings themselves and how they respond to prolonged solar exposure and rising
temperatures. A well-insulated building, if poorly designed for summer conditions, can trap
solar heat and become even hotter indoors than the street outside. Yet, while Bucharest can
at least quantify its green-space deficit, Romania has almost no regulatory framework for
systematically assessing the risk of indoor overheating, let alone requiring measures to
prevent or mitigate it.


https://regles-urbanisme.paris.fr/plu-bioclimatique/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S037877882400522X
https://romania.fes.de/ro/e/studiu-cum-afecteaza-canicula-populatia-din-bucuresti-si-ce-solutii-pot-adopta-autoritatile-locale.html
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Much of Romania's existing building stock was designed for a climate in which protection
from cold winters was the dominant concern. This logic has also shaped the country's EU-
funded thermal rehabilitation programmes, which have focused primarily on reducing heating
demand through fagade insulation and window replacement. Summer thermal comfort, by
contrast, has received considerably less attention. Residents of retrofitted apartment blocks
report clear improvements in winter comfort but more inconsistent benefits during summer,
while modelling from comparable Central European contexts suggests that winter-oriented
retrofits can, without appropriate shading and ventilation measures, increase daytime
overheating during heatwaves. In a warming climate, energy efficiency can therefore no
longer be understood exclusively as keeping heat inside during winter; it must also include
keeping excessive heat outside during summer.

This exposes an important regulatory gap. Romania currently has no equivalent mechanism
systematically requiring buildings to demonstrate that they will remain safe and comfortable
during periods of extreme summer heat. A renovated building isn't automatically summer-
safe: insulation and airtight windows cut winter heat loss, but without shading or ventilation,
they trap heat indoors during summer. Other European countries are beginning to address
this problem. In the United Kingdom, Approved Document O and the CIBSE TM59
methodology require overheating risk to be considered at the design stage, prioritising
measures such as solar shading, ventilation and thermal mass before relying on mechanical
cooling. Ireland offers an arguably more transferable model: overheating assessments can
be triggered through the country's existing building-energy compliance framework rather than
through an entirely separate regulatory system.

Bucharest Cannot Afford to Wait

As extreme heat becomes a structural challenge for European cities, Bucharest remains
particularly exposed, yet its response to overheating is still largely reactive. While cities such
as Paris are embedding heat resilience into urban planning and countries such as the UK are
introducing overheating requirements for buildings, Bucharest continues to lose green
infrastructure, and Romania still lacks a systematic framework for assessing summer
overheating in buildings. Climate shelters are an important first step, but they cannot
substitute long-term adaptation. Bucharest needs to move from responding to heatwaves to
planning for them, combining the protection of green infrastructure with building standards
that prevent overheating before additional mechanical cooling becomes necessary.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/overheating-approved-document-o
https://www.cibse.org/knowledge-research/knowledge-portal/technical-memorandum-59-design-methodology-for-the-assessment-of-overheating-risk-in-homes
https://www.cibse.org/knowledge-research/knowledge-portal/technical-memorandum-59-design-methodology-for-the-assessment-of-overheating-risk-in-homes
https://24h.ro/retea-adaposturi-climatice-inaugurata-in-bucuresti/:~:text=Primăria%20Municipiului%20București%20a%20inaugurat%20miercuri%2C%201%20iulie,funcționează%20î
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