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The World's Top Lightning Hotspot Is Lake Maracaibo in Venezuela
Central Africa is the epicenter, but a South American lake ranks number one

By Mark Fischetti
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Lightning flashes above Lake Maracaibo in Venezuela more than anywhere else on earth and does so for a stunning 297 days of the year. Second place goes to Kahuzi-Biéga National Park in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. A new study of satellite data spanning 16 years shows that cloud-to-ground lightning and intracloud lightning occur most frequently over complex terrain—notably the foothills of rugged mountain regions, especially if a big, warm lake lies nearby (insets below). Ironically, the leading U.S. spot is not rugged, but a flat corner of the Everglades near Orangetree, Fla. Africa is home to the most hotspots—283 of the top 500—followed by Asia (with 87), South America, North America and Australia (colored dots on main map). Above land, thunderstorms are most prevalent during the afternoon; fewer form over the oceans, but they tend to flare up at night.
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To learn how lightning can produce x-rays, go to ScientificAmerican.com/may2016/graphic-science
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