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Abstract: The Mediterranean region is characterized by its vulnerability to changes in the 

water cycle, with the impact of global warming on the water resources being one of the 

major concerns in social, economical and scientific ambits. Even if precipitation is the  

best-known term of the Mediterranean water budget, large uncertainties remain due to the 

lack of suitable offshore observational data. In this study, we use the data provided by the 

Advanced Microwave Sounding Unit-B (AMSU-B) on board NOAA satellites to detect 

and analyze precipitating and convective events over the last decade at spatial resolution of 

0.2° latitude × 0.2° longitude. AMSU-B observation shows that rain occurrence is 

widespread over the Mediterranean in wintertime while reduced in the eastern part of the 

basin in summer. Both precipitation and convection occurrences display a weak diurnal 

cycle over sea. In addition, convection occurrences, which are essentially located over land 

during summertime, shift to mostly over the sea during autumn with maxima in the Ionian  

sub-basin and the Adriatic Sea. Precipitation occurrence is also inferred over the sea from 

two other widely used climatological datasets, HOAPS (Hamburg Ocean Atmosphere 
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Parameters and Fluxes from Satellite Data) and the European Centre for Medium-Range 

Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) reanalysis interim (ERA-Interim). There is generally a rather 

fair agreement between these climatologies for describing the large-scale patterns such as 

the strong latitudinal gradient of rain and eastward rain signal propagation. Furthermore, 

the higher spatial resolution of AMSU-B measurements (16 km at nadir) gives access to 

mesoscale details in the region (e.g., coastal areas). AMSU-B measurements show less rain 

occurrences than HOAPS during wintertime, thereby suggesting that some of the 

thresholds used in our method might be too stringent during this season. We also observed 

that convection occurrences in ERA-Interim are systematically lower than those derived 

from AMSU-B. These results are potentially valuable to evaluate the rainfall 

parameterization in weather and climate models and to constrain ocean models. 

Keywords: precipitation; convection; microwave remote sensing; climatology; Mediterranean 

 

1. Introduction 

The Mediterranean region (Figure 1) is a densely populated area and one of the most responsive to 

climate change (e.g., [1,2]). On the one hand, water availability is of great importance, and on the 

other hand, severe weather events, which cause heavy rainfall and floods, add to the socio-economical 

distress. In fact, trend analysis of daily rainfall data for the period of 1951 to 1995 based on 265 

Mediterranean stations have shown that the Central–Western Mediterranean faced a change in the rainfall 

distribution with reduction of mean precipitation totals, as well as the whole Mediterranean Sea [3], but 

increase in the occurrence of heavy precipitating events (e.g., [4]). The expected increase in weather 

systems severity in the future would contribute to the increase in extreme rainfall [5].  

Since the beginning of the 2000s, several studies have been carried out to investigate the 

precipitation climatology over the Mediterranean region. These studies have shown that rain gauges, 

satellite observation or reanalyses show reasonable agreement regarding large-scale rainfall 

distribution, while results differ in regional scale particularly over coastal areas and regions with 

complex topographies (e.g., [6,7]). 

In general, the monitoring of precipitation at a high spatial and temporal resolution over the 

Mediterranean Sea remains challenging (see e.g., [7]). Conventional instrumentation for measuring 

precipitation such as rain gauges quantify the flux of rainfall and provide rain rate using direct 

measurements in a small area. Errors in the rain gauges measurements arise from several factors, such 

as short rainfall events, wind flow, evaporation and the spatial and temporal distribution of raindrop 

size [8–10]. In contrast, weather radar and satellites take a snapshot of the rainfall distribution over a 

limited area of about a 200 km radius around the site. In spite of uncertainty in the retrieval 

relationship reflectivity/rainfall from weather radars, they have gained a greater interest due to their 

capability to monitor rainfall at high spatial and temporal resolution.  

Rain gauges and weather radar systems networks are unevenly distributed and mostly concentrated 

over land masses. Over the oceans, the few existing systems are mainly located on islands and are 

therefore subject to local influences. While both rain gauges and radars provide quite accurate 
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estimates of rainfall rate, the level of representation of the measurement relative to the surrounding 

region remains a major issue. The measurement of precipitation on a global basis must therefore rely 

on satellite systems that are able to provide information at regular intervals (for a review, see [8–11]).  

Figure 1. Orography of the studied area (in meters). wMed: The western Mediterranean 

basin consists of the Alboran (ALB), the Algerian (ALG), the Balearic (BAL), the Ligurian 

(LIG) and the Tyrrhenian (TYR) sub-basins; cMed: the central Mediterranean basin consists 

of the Adriatic Sea (ADR) and the Ionian sub-basin (ION); and eMed: the eastern 

Mediterranean basin consists of the Aegean Sea (AEG) and the Levantine sub-basin 

(LEV); BLK: Black Sea; ALP: Alps; ATL: Atlas; BAL: Balkan; PYR: Pyrenees; ANT: 

Anatolian and TRS: Taurus Mountains. Blue-solid lines indicate limits between western, 

central and eastern Mediterranean basins. 

 

It is generally admitted that passive microwave (PMW) techniques (e.g., the Special Sensor 

Microwave Imager (SSM/I), the Tropical Rainfall Measuring Mission (TRMM), the Advanced 

Microwave Scanning Radiometer—Earth Observing System (AMSR-E)) provide better instantaneous 

estimates of precipitation than visible/infrared techniques (e.g., [12–14]). The infra-red (IR)-based 

technique offers a very high temporal sampling (e.g., 15 min for GEO satellites) and a fine spatial 

resolution (down to 3 km). However, a limitation of the IR-based methods is that the relationship of 

surface rainfall and cold cloud tops is indirect and highly dependent on season and location. The 

problem is even more severe when dealing with multilayer cloud systems and the bad collocation of 

the coldest cloud tops and the heaviest precipitation. These issues limit the IR-algorithm’s applicability 

in global climate studies [9,14].  
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PMW techniques exploit the fact that microwave radiation emitted from the earth’s surface interacts 

with the atmosphere constituents such as water vapor and cloud distribution and precipitation particles. 

Therefore, the desired measurement (i.e., the precipitation signal) is mixed with the earth’s surface 

radiation. That means that depending on the surface emissivity, the measured signal can be affected. 

For example, an over-ocean signal due to emission by rain subsequently results in a warmer area than 

the colder ocean background. Over land, the rainfall is detected by the reduction of the upwelling 

radiation due to scattering by large, frozen hydrometors. Overall, PMW retrieval methods work better 

over ocean than over land areas where the emissivities of soil and vegetation are greatly variable from 

place to place [8]. The spatial resolution (5–60 km) of PMW sensor is constrained by the antenna size, 

but it still has adequate resolution for global and regional (such as the Mediterranean basin) 

climatological studies.  

PMW captures the precipitation characteristics and provides a better measure of precipitation than 

IR, even if IR tracks faithfully the movement of precipitating system [9]. Since polar-orbiting satellites 

that carry microwave sounders overpass the same point on the globe roughly twice daily, infrared 

observations from geostationary satellites have been consistently used for the characterization of 

diurnal aspects of precipitation. However, with the launch of a series of Advanced Microwave 

Sounding Unit (AMSU) instruments on board several platforms, the number of overpasses has 

increased significantly, providing an unprecedented opportunity to explore microwave-based data to 

characterize precipitation and convection over the Mediterranean region in a diurnal timescale.  

In this paper, we use the data provided by the AMSU-B radiometer (replaced on recent platforms 

by the Microwave Humidity Sounder, or, MHS), which permits a concomitant observation of 

convection/precipitation over land and sea at a temporal resolution higher than that of meteorological 

analyses and with a spatial resolution of roughly 20 km. Brightness temperatures measured since 1999 

by channels of the AMSU-B and MHS sensors in the water vapor absorption line (183–191 GHz) allow a 

screening of precipitation over the whole Mediterranean region, including the sea, where in situ 

observations are scarce, providing a complementary and completely independent picture from studies 

based on reanalysis and ground station data.  

The present work aims at better characterizing the occurrence of precipitation and convection over 

the Mediterranean basin at a regional scale over the last decade. It is the first time that the monthly 

climatology of the MR and DC over the Mediterranean region with a spatial resolution of  

0.2° × 0.2° latitudes is discussed. Compared to a number of climatic studies that have been conducted 

over this area, the spatial resolution is improved, and therefore we can expect more detailed results 

especially over the sea, where the monitoring remains challenging. It is a contribution to the HyMeX 

(Hydrological cycle in the Mediterranean eXperiment [15]) program whose objectives are to better 

understand and quantify the hydrological cycle and related processes in the Mediterranean, with an 

emphasis on (i) high-impact weather events, (ii) interannual to decadal variability of the Mediterranean 

coupled system, and (iii) associated trends in the context of global change. Climatological features of 

precipitation at regional scale will be presented with an emphasis on the Mediterranean Sea, separating 

moderate rain (MR) and deep convection (DC) occurrences following Funatsu et al. [16]. Comparisons 

with the widely used HOAPS (Hamburg Ocean Atmosphere Parameters and Fluxes from Satellite Data) 

observational dataset with a spatial resolution of 0.5° × 0.5° latitude–longitude, and with the European 

Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) reanalysis interim (ERA-Interim; resolution 
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of 0.75° × 0.75° latitude–longitude) will also be discussed in order to illustrate the advantages and 

shortcomings of AMSU-B products. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes microwave AMSU-B satellite observations 

and diagnostics used to detect precipitation and convection occurrences, and the other precipitation 

datasets considered in this paper. A general description of the monthly climatology of MR and DC 

occurrences is done in Section 3. Comparisons with other climatologies (HOAPS, ERA-Interim) at 

basin and regional scales are presented in Section 4. Finally, in Section 5, the results of the study are 

discussed and summarized. 

2. Precipitation Products 

2.1. AMSU-Based Precipitation and Convection Occurrence  

Since this dataset has been described in details in a recent paper [17], we recall here only the most 

important points. This study mainly uses the AMSU-B sensor, which is a cross-scanning microwave 

instrument flying on board NOAA sun-synchronous polar-orbiting satellites since late 1998. AMSU-B 

has three channels (3 to 5) centered around the water vapor absorption line (183 GHz) and has 90 

fields of views (FOVs) along a wide (~2300 km) swath. FOV of AMSU-B ranges between 16 km at 

nadir and 36 km for the largest viewing angles [18]. This sounder was initially designed for optimal 

moisture retrieval, but a number of studies have shown its utility for rainfall detection (e.g., [19,20]). 

More details can be found in the NOAA’s KLM User’s Guide (http://www2.ncdc.noaa.gov/docs/klm/). 

NOAA-15, 16, and 17 observations are considered in this study. The longest time series are provided 

by NOAA-15, which has been operational from January 1999 until July 2010. However, we do not use 

NOAA-15 observations after December 2007, due to scan asymmetry issues especially for channel 4 [21], 

which may affect deep convection determination (see below). We also dropped NOAA-16 

measurement after December 2007 due to a residual uncorrected radio-frequency interference (in spite 

of initial corrections made by NOAA) and asymmetry problem [22]. 

Table 1. Time intervals considered for the descending and ascending satellite passes for 

each platform (NOAA-15, 16 and 17) to cover the Mediterranean region (25°–60°N, 

10°W–0°E). 

 Dsc (UTC) Asc (UTC) 

NOAA-15 02–09 12–19 
NOAA–16 22–05 08–15 
NOAA–17 06–13 16–23 

AMSU-B channels 3, 4 and 5 (frequencies respectively: 183 ± 1, 183 ± 3 and 183 ± 7 GHz) can be 

used to detect precipitation and convection because cold precipitating clouds cause a depression in the 

emitted radiation due to scattering of icy particles [23]. Firstly, level-1c AMSU-B brightness 

temperature (BT) is re-sampled to a regular grid of 0.2° longitude × 0.2° latitude, using a weighting of 

1/R2, where R is the distance of the measured point to the grid point [16]. Then satellite passes 

covering the Mediterranean region (25°–60°N, 10°W–50°E) are concatenated providing, for each 

satellite, twice daily (for ascending or descending branches) BT records. In case of overlapping areas 
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(which occur mostly in the northern part of the area), we interpolate the brightness temperatures of the 

different orbits. Table 1 summarizes the time intervals considered for each platform (NOAA 15, 16, 17).  

Following Funatsu et al. [16,24] and Hong et al. [25], MR is detected whenever the BT difference 

of channels 3 minus 5 (hereafter, B3m5) is equal or larger than −8 K; DC areas are detected whenever 

B3m5, B4m5 and B3m4 are simultaneously equal or larger than zero.  

By comparing with TRMM 3B42, it was shown that with 70 to 80% of the cases whenever DC was 

detected, there was accumulated precipitation in TRMM [24]. In the case of MR, the threshold in 

B3m5 was determined so that it would detect accumulated rainfall greater than 0 compared to TRMM 

3B42 product and, at the same time, minimize false positives. This approach was found to give a good 

qualitative agreement not only with TRMM 3B42 rain product, but also ground station data. In 

particular, comparison with independent radar and ground measurements (OHM-CV (Observatoire 

hydro-météorologique méditerranéen Cévennes-Vivarais [26]) and SQR (Séries Quotidiennes de 

Référence) were conducted for several heavy-precipitating events (for more details see [24]). A very 

good correspondence between areas with significant rainfall measured by ground stations and areas 

determined by our method was found. In addition, there was a minimal number of cases of false 

alarms. In addition, Funatsu et al. [24] have shown that, over the Mediterranean region, the MR and DC 

thresholds correspond in more than 50% of the cases to an accumulated rainfall of at least 10 mm/3 h and 

20 mm/3 h respectively when compared to the TRMM 3B42 3-hourly accumulated precipitation.  

These results were obtained for areas outside the Alps, the Pyrenees and the mountainous regions 

around the Black Sea, which were found to be problematic due to the high elevation and presence of 

snow. An additional constraint of upper-tropospheric humidity (UTH > 70%) has been therefore added to 

discriminate frozen hydrometeors from snow or ice on the ground. Following Buehler and John [27], 

UTH is computed from AMSU-B channel 3. Although this condition (UTH > 70%) results in a 

significant underestimation of precipitating events especially during wintertime, it restrains the false 

positive detection of precipitation [28]. In addition, in the presence of snowfall, scattering might be 

compensated by emission by cloud liquid water in the snowing clouds [29]. Estimating missing detection 

is more complicated because an independent source of precipitation measurement at the exact same time 

as of the AMSU measurement would be needed to perform a direct comparison. Funatsu et al. [24] have 

shown examples of detection of precipitation from AMSU-B compared to radar and ground-based data 

(see their Figures 9 and 10). They found an overall good spatial match concerning the precipitation 

area, though there were some missing detection regions as well. The mismatch was explained to be a 

result of the different nature of these observations: while AMSU provides a near-instantaneous 

observation, the radar-derived and rain-gauge data provide an accumulated rainfall value. It could be 

that the precipitation accumulated in the “mismatch” area fell after the satellite passed. 

Note that we mainly analyze the rain frequency, i.e., the percentage of rain observation at a given 

grid point. We do not determine a rain rate due to the rather weak correlation between scattering 

intensity and instantaneous rain rate at the surface (e.g., [30]) and saturation issues (e.g., [31]), which 

could lead to an underestimation of large rain rates associated with severe events, which are of special 

interest in the HyMeX project. However, we apply the retrieval algorithm for each sensor (ascendant 

and descendant passes) separately to record MR and DC occurrence twice daily, and then the average 

of both records gives one daily record. 
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2.2. HOAPS 

Because of the lack of reliable in situ measurements, comparisons between satellite and in situ 

observations for oceanic precipitation are still limited—the strong spatial and temporal variabilities of 

precipitation add to these difficulties. One of the longest records of precipitation derived from SSM/I 

passive microwave radiometer observation over the area is provided by the HOAPS product 

(http://www.hoaps.zmaw.de/index.php). We use the latest release, HOAPS-3.2, which provides surface 

fluxes and related atmospheric variables (and among others, the rain rate) over the global ice-free ocean 

from July 1987 to December 2008 ([32,33]). This version uses an optimum interpolation gap filling and 

diurnal cycle corrections. HOAPS-3.2 datasets are available as monthly averages and six-hourly  

multi-satellite composite on a regular latitude/longitude grid with a spatial resolution of 0.5 × 0.5°. 

Andersson et al. [34] have performed a global assessment of HOAPS-3 (previous release) dataset. 

Since our concern is the high temporal resolution to compute the rain frequency, we use the product 

HOAPS-C (six-hourly composites) from HOAPS-3.2. HOAPS-3.2 coverage after July 2006 is limited 

to only two satellites (DMSP F13 and F14; see: http://www.hoaps.zmaw.de/index.php), resulting in 

gaps over some parts of the studied area. We thus restrict the analysis to the period 1999–2005 to 

compare the results to NOAA-15. We therefore use the morning (0–6 UTC overpasses) and the 

evening (12–18 UTC overpasses) records from HOAPS-3.2 dataset, which are close to the NOAA-15 

satellite time passes over the Mediterranean region (see Table 1). The daily fields of rain frequency are 

then computed in each grid-box for several thresholds (20, 30, 40, 50 and 60 mm/day) to be compared 

to the Mediterranean Sea climatology from NOAA-15. 

2.3. ERA-Interim  

The ERA-Interim dataset is the latest reanalysis dataset released by ECMWF (extensively described 

in [35]); it uses four-dimensional variational analysis and an improved processing of input 

observations, particularly satellite data. ERA-Interim dataset provides since 1989 global precipitation 

rate and convective rain rate every six hours on a regular grid with a horizontal resolution of  

0.75° × 0.75° latitude–longitude. It is a six-hour cumulative rain from the forecast system which starts 

at 12:00 UTC the day before.  

Cumulus convection is parameterized by a bulk mass-flux scheme which was originally described 

in Tiedtke [36]. The scheme considers deep, shallow and mid-level convection. Clouds are represented 

by a single pair of entraining/detraining plumes, which describes updraught and downdraught 

processes. For deep convection, the convective mass-flux is determined by assuming that Convective 

Available Potential Energy (CAPE) is adjusted towards zero over a specified timescale. For mid-level 

convection, the cloud base mass-flux is directly related to the large-scale vertical velocity. The 

intensity of shallow convection is estimated by assuming an equilibrium of moist static energy in the 

sub-cloud layer. The convection scheme provides tendencies of temperature, specific humidity and 

wind components ([37]; for more details see: www.ecmwf.int/research/ifsdocs/CY33r1/PHYSICS/ 

IFSPart4.pdf). 

For the comparison, we use eight years of precipitation data between 2000 and 2007 overlapped 

with the NOAA-15 dataset. To increase the temporal matching between ERA-Interim and NOAA-15 

datasets, we use the morning (06 UTC) and the evening (18 UTC) records from ERA-Interim, which 
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are close to NOAA-15 time passes in the Mediterranean region (see Table 1). We then produced the 

daily fields of rain and convective rain (assumed to correspond to DC) frequency for several thresholds 

too (20, 30, 40, 50 and 60 mm/day) to be compared to those from NOAA-15. 

3. Rain and Deep Convection Occurrence Characteristics 

3.1. Mean Annual Cycle  

The mean annual cycle of MR and DC frequencies has been computed over the period 2002–2007 

separately for land and sea (Figure 2) of the Mediterranean region (10°W–40E°/28°–50°N; sea area 

excluding the Atlantic Ocean and the Black Sea) and for the three platforms that carried AMSU-B at 

that time. 

The Mediterranean Sea annual cycle of MR shows a distinct seasonal signal (Figure 2a) with 

maximum occurrence (~9‰) in autumn (SON) and minimum (~0.5‰) in summer (JJA). These 

features were also found by Mariotti et al. [6] and Dubois et al. [38] in terms of rain rate. However, we 

note a shift compared to Mariotti et al. [3,6] who show a maximum of precipitation between October 

to December using several coarse resolution datasets. An interesting feature is that both descending 

and ascending annual cycles follow broadly the same evolution in the Mediterranean Sea, thus 

indicating that, globally, the diurnal cycle over the sea is not very pronounced. The largest differences 

between morning and evening occurrences (Table 1) take place from September to February, and the 

smallest occur during May–August; overall, a slight difference remains all year long.  

DC annual cycle over the Mediterranean Sea is rather similar to the MR one, but with smaller 

amplitude (Figure 2b). DC is more frequent over the Mediterranean Sea during autumn (~2 to 4‰ in 

September–November) than the rest of year (~in the range 0.5–1‰) in agreement with an independent 

study which mainly considers infrared satellite observations over a four-year period [39]. This is 

consistent with the DC signal migration from land to sea during summer and early autumn [28]. As for 

MR, it is during SON that the diurnal cycle is more important with DC more frequent in the early 

morning (descending-passes from NOAA-16 and NOAA-15 on Figure 2). It remains however weak 

compared to the land surfaces as shown in Figure 2 (lower panel). From May until October, over land, 

MR and DC occurrence is much larger in ascending than in descending time sampling. More 

specifically, the maximum occurrence is in the window 12–19 UTC. This corresponds well to the 

maximum of precipitating clouds found around 18 h (local time) over mountains of the Mediterranean 

region [40]. Precipitation occurrences, especially in terms of DC, do not show a strong difference 

between the three satellites from October until March. The decreased performance of the detection 

algorithm in the presence of snow and/or cold surface may partly explain this feature. However, it is 

worth noting that Zampieri et al. [41] found almost the same annual cycle of monthly mean 

precipitation climatology using the CRU dataset over the Alps region (see their Figure 5). For evening 

passes—for both MR and DC—two strong peaks are observed in June and August, and to a lesser 

extent a third one in February. Morning passes show different features for MR and DC: MR is at a 

minimum from April to August, while DC is at a minimum from November until April. 

A broad agreement between the three platforms has been found, with most of the differences related 

to the time sampling and the diurnal cycle, which is significant especially over land during the warm 

season. We observed that, unlike over land, MR and DC show a consistent annual cycle over sea, with 
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maximum frequencies in September–October and minimum ones in June–July in good agreement with 

the recent study of Melani et al. [39]. MR and DC are more frequent in the evening over land and in 

the morning over sea, although the diurnal cycle is smaller over sea.  

Figure 2. Descending (solid) and ascending (dashed) annual cycle of (left column) 

moderate rain (MR) and (right column) deep convection (DC) frequency for the 

Mediterranean Sea (upper panel) and for land-only of the Mediterranean region 

(lower panel) based on NOAA-15 (black), NOAA-16 (blue) and NOAA-17 (red) 

observations over 2002–2007. 

 

3.2. Interannual Variability  

We now examine the interannual variability of MR and DC frequencies in the Mediterranean Sea 

from the monthly mean time series over January 2000–January 2010 (Figure 3). Both MR and DC 

evolution over the Mediterranean Sea exhibit a strong seasonal signal modulated by an interannual 

variability that are in line with analyses performed by Melani et al. [39] over the 2007–2010 period. 

For example, MR frequencies display amplitude values of 7–10‰, reaching more than 13‰ during 

autumn 2007 and 2009 (Figure 3a), while DC amplitude values range ~3‰ except during autumn in 

2003, 2004, 2006, 2007 and 2009, when it reaches 4.2–5.5‰ (Figure 3b). The minimum DC values 

occur during summer 2003 and 2005 when the latter records the longest and driest summer. 

High correlation values (correlation coefficients: 0.6–0.87) between all time series of both MR and 

DC indicate a good agreement between the three satellites observation in term of amplitude and 

variabilities. Some differences are still observed; for example, NOAA-16 shows slightly higher 



Atmosphere 2014, 5 379 

 

 

amplitude values of MR frequency along the studied period, while NOAA-17 exhibits slightly higher 

amplitude values of DC frequency from 2004 onward. This difference could be related to the sampling 

time [17].  

Figure 3. Monthly mean of (a) MR and (b) DC frequency over the Mediterranean Sea 

based on NOAA-15 (black), NOAA-16 (blue) and NOAA-17 (red) observations. 

 

3.3. Spatial Patterns of MR and DC Occurrence  

Figure 4 shows the eight-year climatology of MR and DC observed by NOAA-15 over the 

Mediterranean region from January 2000 through December 2007. Both MR and DC patterns show a 

complex structure constrained by the orography and topography of the Mediterranean region  

(Figure 4a,c). The MR frequency shows a distinct latitudinal gradient pattern in agreement with 

previous studies [6,7,17,28,42,43]. Northern regions show precipitation frequency values of >6‰ 

except the center of the Iberian Peninsula and northwestern France. The driest area is found in the 

southeastern part of the studied domain with frequency values below 1‰ (northeast Africa and 

southeastern Mediterranean), in agreement with previous studies mentioned above and other precipitation 

products such as the GPCP (Global Precipitation Climatology Project) [42] and TRMM [44]. Maximum 

precipitation occurrence is found over the Alps and the Atlas Mountains with a frequency of >15‰ [41]. 

The dominant feature is that frequencies of ~10–15‰ form an arch which starts in the Pyrenees and 

stretches along the Balkan and the Carpathians relieves, only interrupted by low frequencies in the 
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Rhone valley. The high MR frequencies in the Anatolian region could be related to the low-pressure 

systems’ path during summer and autumn [45,46]. Indeed, the Taurus and Atlas regions are 

characterized by an MR frequency larger than 7‰, related to the orography of the area.  

Figure 4. NOAA-15 climatologies: (left) mean state and (right) interannual variability 

computed as standard deviation of the monthly means over the period 2000–2007. 

(a,b) MR frequencies (‰), and (c,d) DC frequencies (‰). 

 

The Mediterranean Sea displays minimum MR occurrences of ~0.4‰ in the southeastern Alboran 

Sea and southeastern Levantine sub-basin; there are maximum MR occurrences of >7.2‰ in the Gulf 

of Lions, the northern Ionian sub-basin and the Adriatic Sea. Although the western Mediterranean 

basin exhibits nearly homogeneous MR frequencies, the central and the eastern Mediterranean basins 

record a strong southward gradient, from ~8‰ along the Balkan coasts to ~0.4‰ along the Libyan and 

Egyptian coasts. This could be related to the impact of Atlas Mountains on the local climate and likely 

related to low-pressure system paths [47–49].  

The overall pattern of the DC distribution correlates well with that of MR, hence DC is more 

frequent over the northern regions and the Atlas Mountains than the southeastern regions (Figure 4c). 

The highest DC frequencies (>4‰) occur over the Alps. DC frequencies higher than 3.5‰ are found 

over the Tunisian region. The minimum DC frequencies (<0.2‰) are recorded over the Gulf of Biscay, 

Black Sea and the southeastern regions of the studied area. Over 1.5‰ are found in the surrounding 

areas of the western Mediterranean basin and the Adriatic Sea (Pyrenees, Alps, Balkan, Carpathians 
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and Atlas Mountains). Similarly to the MR frequency pattern, DC is more frequent over the  

northern–central Mediterranean than the western and eastern Mediterranean basins. The Alboran and 

southern Levantine sub-basins exhibit the lowest (frequency below 0.2‰) DC precipitating systems in 

the Mediterranean Sea. 

The MR and DC variability in terms of geographical distribution and amplitude are represented by 

the standard deviation (SD) of the monthly mean time series (96 months; 2000–2007; annual cycle 

included) at each grid point and shown in Figure 4b,d. SD values are relatively high compared to the 

mean frequency, particularly for low frequencies (compare Figure 4a with 4b); this may be explained 

by the strong seasonal variability in the Mediterranean Sea. The most pronounced pattern is the SD 

values (>12‰ for MR and >6‰ for DC) over the Pyrenees, Alpines, Balkan, Carpathians and Atlas 

Mountains. The minimum values of the SD, below 4‰ for MR and 2‰ for DC, appear in the center of 

Iberian Peninsula, southeastern Alboran Sea, southeastern Mediterranean Sea and northern Africa, but 

they are still larger than the mean frequency there, highlighting occasional precipitation in those areas. 

The greatest variability in the Mediterranean Sea occurs in the southern Adriatic Sea, the northern 

Ionian sub-basin and around Sicily Channel, near the Balearic Islands and the Gulf of Lions, and along the 

Aegean coasts and the northern Levantine coasts, in good agreement with the GPCPv2 climatology 

variability [7]. These areas coincide with the spatial density distribution of intense  

low-pressure systems and medicanes from MEDEX (MEDiterranean EXperiment on cyclones that 

produce high impact weather in the Mediterranean) observations [50]. 

3.4. Monthly Mean Spatial Patterns of MR and DC Occurrences  

Figure 5 shows the spatial distribution of the monthly mean climatology of MR frequency averaged 

over the period January 2000 through December 2007 from NOAA-15 in the Mediterranean area  

(28°N–50°N; 10°W–40°E). The distinct latitudinal gradient pattern of the MR frequency is still observed 

from May until September in contrast to previous studies [43] (for an example, see Figure 3a–c,k–l). The 

highest frequency (>20‰) of precipitation occurs over the Alps and Balkan Mountains from November 

until March, over Taurus Mountains during January–February and over Tunisia and Atlas Mountains 

during May–September. Most of northern Africa and the eastern Mediterranean basin are the driest 

regions during summertime (June–September), in good agreement with TRMM observations [43,44]. 

These regions are characterized by a minimum MR frequencies (<1‰) during wintertime.  

From May to August, MR occurrence spreads over the whole European continent, displaying 

frequencies values of 9–18‰. The MR signal moves southward over the western Mediterranean basin 

during September–October and towards the eastern Mediterranean basin from October to December. 

Southeastward propagation of the MR signal—which seems to be linked to DC seasonal migration 

(see Figure 4)—has already been mentioned by several authors ([6,28,40,43], among others). The 

effect of the orography—modulated by the seasonal cycle—is clearly seen on the MR maps where the 

highest MR frequencies are tightly locked to the mountainous areas (ex: maximum/minimum 

frequency over the Alps in winter/autumn and over the Atlas in summer/winter respectively).  

The MR is more frequent in the Mediterranean Sea in September to December, as also found with 

TRMM observations [44], and less frequent from January until August in agreement with the studies 

of Xoplaki et al. [51] and Mehta and Yong [43]. The western Mediterranean basin displays maximum 
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MR frequencies of >10‰ during September–October, when the minimum MR frequency (<0.5‰) is 

recorded in July. One can observe a maximum of MR frequency of ~15–18‰ near the Balearic Islands 

and northern Gulf of Lions in September. Precipitation is more frequent (~10‰) over the Adriatic Sea 

from August until October. The Ionian sub-basin shows a strong seasonal variability with maximum 

frequencies in October–December and minimum frequency in July–August. The highest MR 

occurrence over the Aegean Sea is recorded during November–December. The Levantine sub-basin 

persists dry the year round except during November–January a sporadic precipitation occurs along the 

Anatolian coasts.  

Figure 5. Spatial distribution of monthly climatology of MR frequency over the 

Mediterranean region from January 2000 through December 2007 from NOAA-15 satellite. 

 

Figure 6 shows the spatial distribution of the monthly climatology of DC frequency averaged over 

the period January 2000–December 2007 in the Mediterranean area from NOAA-15. Note that for a 

better visualization, we smoothed the DC fields by running average window of 2 × 2 grid points.  

Except for wintertime (December–March), DC occurrence follows almost the same geographical 

distribution pattern as MR occurrence but with lower values. Particularly, high DC frequencies (>3–7‰) 

are recorded around the lees of the Pyrenees, the Alps, the Balkans, the Carpathians and the Atlas 

Mountains in summertime (July–August) and over the Anatolian region in October–November. This 
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reflects the important role of these instances of relief on the convective precipitation systems. The 

maximum DC frequencies are found over the Atlas Mountains (>7‰) in summer (July–September) 

and the minimum DC frequencies are observed over the continent in wintertime (December until 

March). The southward propagation of DC signal from land to sea during August–September and 

eastward propagation of precipitation over the Mediterranean Sea during October–November are 

depicted on Figure 6, in accordance with the analysis of Mehta and Yang [43], Funatsu et al. [28] and 

Melani et al. [39]. DC distribution shows frequency values over the Mediterranean Sea higher than those 

of the surrounding continents from October until February. An interesting feature is that the DC is lagged 

by one month over the western Mediterranean basin, the Ionian sub-basin and the Levantine sub-basin, 

which can be explained by the eastward propagation of DC precipitation. The seasonal variability of DC 

signal over land is stronger than over sea, which is consistent with the small SD values over sea  

(Figure 4d). 

Figure 6. Spatial distribution of monthly climatology of DC frequency over the 

Mediterranean region from January 2000 through December 2007 from NOAA-15 satellite. 
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3.5. Annual Cycle of Zonally and Meridionally Averaged Precipitation Occurrence  

The variations of MR and DC occurrence over the Mediterranean region are investigated as 

function of latitude and longitude (Figure 7). Latitude–time distribution of the MR frequency averaged 

between 10°W and 40°E over the period January 2000–December 2007 is shown on Figure 7a. The 

predominant feature is the maximum of MR events in winter (JFM) and summer (JJA) around  

45–50°N, likely related to the precipitation at mid-latitudes associated with the orography of the region 

(Alps, Pyrenees, etc.). The minimum of MR frequencies is observed below 31°N almost year-round; in 

addition, this dry signal extends north until 35–39°N during summer (JJA), associated to the low 

precipitation over the African continent and the eastern Mediterranean basin. Figure 7a shows that the 

high MR frequency signal shifts northward starting at ~35°N from March to June, and then it moves 

from 50°N to 30°N during July to December. This indicates the latitudinal and seasonal propagation of 

the occurrence of precipitating systems. These features are consistent with the Meteosat-IR 

observations of Levizzani et al. [40] and the TRMM observations of Mehta and Yang [43].  

Figure 7. Latitude time sections (a,b) and time longitude (c,d) of MR (left column) and 

DC (right column) frequencies over the Mediterranean region based on NOAA-15 

observations, 2000–2007. 

 

Longitude–time distribution of MR frequencies averaged between 28° and 50°N over the period 

January 2000–December 2007 are displayed in Figure 7c. MR is more frequent in the central part  

(5°–20°E) of the Mediterranean region during September–December with maximum of frequency 
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of >7‰ linked to the precipitation over the western Mediterranean basin and the Atlas Mountains (see 

Figure 4). However, eastward propagation of MR frequency is evident from September through 

December in good agreement with previous works [28,39,40,43]. Latitude time and longitude time 

distributions of DC frequencies (Figure 7b,d) show almost the same patterns as the MR one. DC 

patterns indicate that more convective events occur during summer–autumn than during wintertime 

over almost the whole domain, except the southern parts of the eastern Mediterranean basin in 

summer. In terms of signal propagation, we again find the southward and slightly eastward 

propagations similar to the MR ones. 

4. Comparison with HOAPS and ERA-Interim 

4.1. HOAPS  

4.1.1. Spatial Variability and Precipitation Occurrence 

In this section, we compare our results to those derived from HOAPS-3.2 (hereinafter HOAPS) 

over the period 1999–2005. It is noteworthy that we take into account NOAA-15 measurements also in 

1999 (as mentioned earlier) to increase the length of the common period between both datasets, even 

though they are less reliable than after 2000 due to remaining scan asymmetries problems with respect 

to the angle of view [27]. 

Figure 8a displays the HOAPS climatology of rain rate frequency for a threshold of 30 mm/day 

over the period 1999–2005 in the Mediterranean Sea. We chose the threshold of 30 mm/day because it 

is the one that compares better with NOAA-15 observations. Since HOAPS measurements are limited 

to the open maritime areas, observations over some key areas (i.e., Adriatic and Aegean seas and 

coastal areas) are missing, compared to NOAA-15 coverage (see Figure 4a). HOAPS maps appear 

smoother than AMSU-B ones due to the spatial resolution of HOAPS product (0.5° × 0.5°) relative to 

AMSU-B (0.2° × 0.2°).  

The spatial distribution of HOAPS rain frequency exhibits a zonal pattern with maximum 

occurrences (>9‰) in the northwestern parts (off Gulf of Lions, northern Ionian sub-basin) and 

minimum occurrences (<1.5‰) in the southeastern ones of the Mediterranean Sea (southern Ionian 

and Levantine sub-basins). These values are consistent with those retrieved from NOAA-15 and with 

the patterns reported by Romanou et al. [52] from the monthly mean product of HOAPS-3.0 averaged 

over a longer period (1988–2005). The largest interannual variability of the precipitation occurrence 

estimated from the standard deviation (>16‰) takes place in the northern Ionian sub-basin and off 

Gulf of Lions, and the smallest one (<4‰) in the southern Ionian and southeastern Levantine  

sub-basins (Figure 8b) again in good agreement with NOAA-15 observation (see Figure 4b) and 

analyses performed by Romanou et al. [52].  

Some differences between HOAPS and AMSU-B rain occurrences can be observed for example, in 

the center of the western Mediterranean basin (between Balearic and Sardinia Islands), and the 

mesoscale details of the low occurrence values in the southern Ionian sub-basin. However, the AMSU 

dataset provides finer scale details and better coverage, particularly in the coastal area where it allows 

a continuous sea-land screening of the whole Mediterranean region. In spite of the collocation of the 

maximum SD patterns in both climatologies (HOAPS and AMSU) off Gulf of Lions, NOAA-15 shows 
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almost a uniform structure in the western Mediterranean basin with weaker interannual variability 

relative to the HOAPS one (compare Figures 4b and 8b). 

Figure 8. (a) HOAPS-3.2 rain-frequency climatology (‰) and (b) interannual variability 

computed as standard deviation (‰) of the monthly means over the period 1999–2005 for 

a threshold of 30 mm/day. 

 

4.1.2. Basin Scale Precipitation Occurrence 

The monthly mean annual cycle of MR occurrence from NOAA-15 and rain occurrence from 

HOAPS in the Mediterranean Sea over the period 1999–2005 are depicted on Figure 9. In order to 

examine the sensitivity of our analysis to the choice of thresholds the rain occurrence from HOAPS 

has been determined for several rain-rate thresholds (30, 40, and 50 mm/day). To avoid the spatial 

resolution dependency in the averaged area, we normalized the rain frequency from HOAPS by the 

number of measured grid-boxes (where rain occurrence >0) and MR occurrence from AMSU-B by the 

number of measured grid points (when detected MR frequency >0).  

The annual cycle of the MR frequencies from NOAA-15 over the Mediterranean Sea (Figure 9a; 

UTH > 70%) shows a clear seasonal cycle with maximum MR frequency (~7‰) in November and a 

secondary peak (~4.5‰) in April. The minimum MR frequency (~1‰) occurs during July and a 

secondary minimum (~2‰) in March. The annual cycle of the MR/rain frequencies from both datasets 

AMSU-B/HOAPS shows a striking similar behavior (for example: correlation coefficient = 0.82 

between MR frequency and HOAPS rain frequency for a threshold of 50 mm/day). While two maxima 

are found on November and April, two minima are seen on July and March. MR frequency from 

AMSU-B is slightly higher than those of HOAPS during summertime (JJA), but there are fewer 

occurrences than in HOAPS during wintertime (JFM). This could be related to: (i) continuous (less 

intermittent) heavy precipitation during the sampling time; (ii) the fact that the lower frequencies 

(HOAPS: around 89 GHz) are more sensitive to the full atmospheric column, including the rain 

emission in the liquid phase, even when the rain is not associated to a large frozen phase, as rain 

occurrences that are missed by the high frequencies are more likely to be captured by the low 

frequencies; and (iii) the UTH constraint thresholds used in our method during this season. To test this 

hypothesis, we computed the MR occurrence from NOAA-15 for three UTH constraint thresholds 

(>70%, >50% and >30%). The method shows indeed high sensitivity of MR occurrence retrieval from 

NOAA-15 to UTH thresholds conditions in winter (Figure 9a). For example, except for December and 



Atmosphere 2014, 5 387 

 

 

January, the MR occurrence from NOAA-15 for UTH > 30% exhibits quite higher values than  

rain occurrence from HOAPS for rain-rate threshold of 30 mm/day. The rain-frequency cycle from 

HOAPS is more sensitive to rain-rate threshold values in wintertime than in summertime and exhibits 

a distinct seasonal variability, whatever the threshold value.  

Figure 9. Monthly mean annual cycle averaged over the period 1999–2005 of NOAA-15 

MR frequency for different thresholds of UTH (<70%, <50%, and <30%; thick-solid, 

dashed and dotted black, respectively), and HOAPS-3.2 rain frequency (thin-solid) for 

different thresholds (30, 40 and 50 mm/day; blue, purple, and green, respectively) in 

(a) Mediterranean Sea (Med), (b) wMed, (c) cMed and (d) eMed (see Figure 8 for the 

regions location). 

 

4.1.3. Regional Scale Precipitation Occurrence 

In order to go further into details in the comparison between NOAA-15 and HOAPS datasets, we 

investigate in both datasets the temporal variability in three target regions (see Figure 8). The first box 

is located in the western Mediterranean basin (indicated by wMed; 40.5–42.0°N, 5.0–7.0°E), the 

second one is located in the northern Ionian basin (indicated by cMed as central Mediterranean;  

36.5–38.5°N: 18.0–20.0°E), and the third one is located in the Levantine basin (indicated by eMed as 

eastern Mediterranean; 33.0–35.0°N, 28.0–31.5°E). The three annual cycles are shown on Figure 9b–d 

and exhibit a quite similar global behavior as the whole basin one (Figure 9a) with maximum 

precipitation in autumn and minimum in summertime. In spite of this similarity, there are differences 

within the individual variation in each region. The largest amplitude of the seasonal variability occurs 
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in wMed and cMed and the smallest one in eMed, which is consistent with SD analysis above 

(Figures 4 and 8). Although the eastward propagation of rainfall signal is captured on the 

climatological annual cycle from NOAA-15, it is not the case (less clear) for HOAPS. For example, 

the rainfall occurrence from NOAA-15 (HOAPS) starts to increase in July (August) in wMed, in 

August (August) in cMed and in October (September) in eMed. The dry season becomes longer from 

wMed to eMed in both databases in good agreement with analyses of Romanou et al. [52] in terms of 

rain rate. Note that the rain-frequency annual cycle exhibits the same behavior for all thresholds, with 

higher amplitude (more occurrences) for 30 and 40 mm/day. This suggests that, according to HOAPS, 

weak rain is more frequent than heavy rain during autumn–springtime. Besides, except for the wMed, the 

MR occurrence from NOAA-15 with threshold-UTH > 30% reaches higher amplitudes than rain 

occurrence from HOAPS with a rain-rate threshold of 30 mm/day. 

4.2. ERA-Interim  

4.2.1. Spatial Variability and Precipitation Occurrence 

Since reanalyses provide a complete coverage of the whole studied area, and are widely used, in 

particular for forcing oceanic models, it is interesting to compare them to our results. Geographical 

distribution of frequency climatologies (threshold of 30 mm/day) of rain and convective precipitation 

from ERA-Interim reanalysis over the period January 2000–December 2007 in the Mediterranean region 

are presented in Figure 10a,c. We use again a threshold of 30 mm/day, as done in the previous subsection 

for HOAPS, because it is the one that compares better with NOAA-15 observations. ERA-Interim  

rain frequency shows a fair similarity with MR frequency from NOAA-15 in terms of geographical 

distribution pattern (Figures 4a and 10a). Yet, NOAA-15 climatology provides more details due to its 

high spatial resolution (~0.2° latitude) relative to ERA-Interim (0.75° latitude).  

The well-known latitudinal gradient pattern of the mean rain frequency in the Mediterranean region 

is captured by the reanalysis, as does NOAA-15. The local maxima of rain frequency (8–20‰) occur 

over the northwestern regions and are closely tied to orography: for instance, more than 15‰ of 

rainfall is recorded over the Alps and is spreading (>8‰) toward the Dinaric Alps and the Pyrenees. 

Other localized maxima (>10‰) are found along the Portuguese coasts and over the Taurus 

Mountains. The minima of rain frequency (<1.5‰) occur in the southern regions below 35°N and in 

the eastern Mediterranean basin in good agreement with MR frequency distribution from NOAA-15. 

However, some dissimilarity between both datasets is observed: for example, the precipitation 

frequency of <5‰ over the Portugal coast in NOAA-15 coincides with high rain frequency >10‰ in 

ERA-Interim. Also, the MR over the Atlas Mountains is very frequent in NOAA-15 (>10‰) and 

contrasts with the low rain frequency <7‰ in ERA-Interim reanalysis. The western Mediterranean basin 

exhibits higher rain frequency (<2.5‰) than the central and eastern basins (<1‰), in contrast with 

HOAPS observations, though NOAA-15 results are consistent with the results of Romanou et al. [52] in 

terms of rain rate. 

Since the ERA-Interim dataset provides also convective precipitation estimates (hereinafter DC), 

they are analyzed and the derived DC frequency fields are compared to the DC fields from NOAA-15. 

The spatial distribution of DC occurrence from ERA-Interim (Figure 10c) exhibits a complex pattern. 

Although the latitudinal gradient is barely observed, the maxima over the Alps, the Balkan Mountains, 
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northern Ionian, Adriatic Sea and the Anatolian coasts and the minima over the northern African and 

eastern Mediterranean regions are well collocated with NOAA-15 results, but with lower amplitude 

(Figures 4c and 10c). The most significant discrepancies occur in the Atlas Mountains and the western 

Mediterranean basin (off Gulf of Lions) when the DC frequency field from ERA-Interim displays very 

low amplitude (<0.5‰) relative to DC frequency from NOAA-15 field (>1.5‰). 

Figure 10. ERA-Interim climatologies (left) mean state and (right) interannual variability 

computed as standard deviation of the monthly means over the period 2000–2007 for a 

threshold of 30 mm/day. (a,b) rain frequency (‰) and (c,d) convective rain frequency (‰). 

 

The monthly mean standard deviation of rain and DC frequencies has been computed at each grid point 

over the period January 2000–December 2007 from ERA-Interim (Figure 10b,d). The monthly mean 

standard deviation of rain frequency from ERA-Interim shows almost the same distribution as the  

rain frequency one from NOAA-15 with low values in northern Africa which tend to increase 

northward (Figure 10a,b). Local maxima of variability are found in the Alps, the Balkan Mountains 

and Anatolian and Portugal coastal areas. Although the Mediterranean Sea exhibits low variability, the 

Ionian sub-basin, the Adriatic and Aegean Seas show a slightly stronger variability than the western 

Mediterranean basin and the Levantine sub-basin, in agreement with HOAPS observations, albeit with 

much lower amplitude (cf. Figure 8). The low variability in the eastern Mediterranean basin associated 

to low rain occurrence suggests a persistent year-round dry area in ERA-Interim. The DC variability 

(Figure 10d) shows a quite different distribution than the total precipitation one. Although DC from 

NOAA-15 displays more fine-scale features, DC frequency from ERA-Interim shows weaker variation 
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particularly in the north Ionian sub-basin and Aegean Sea. Nevertheless, large/small SD values are 

closely associated to high/low frequencies, respectively.  

Figure 11. Monthly mean annual cycle averaged over the period 2000–2007 in (a) 

Mediterranean sea (Med), (b) wMed, (c) cMed and (d) eMed of NOAA-15 MR frequency 

(thick-solid black), and ERA-Interim reanalysis rain frequency (thin-solid) for different 

thresholds (30, 40 and 50 mm/day; blue, purple, and green respectively) and in (e) 

Mediterranean sea (Med), (f) wMed, (g) cMed and (h) eMed of NOAA-15 DC frequency 

(thick-solid black), and ERA-Interim reanalysis DC frequency (thin-solid) for different 

thresholds (30, 40 and 50 mm/day; blue, purple, and green respectively). See Figure 8 for 

the regions location.  
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Figure 11. Cont. 

 

4.2.2. Basin Scale Precipitation Occurrence 

Similarly to HOAPS analysis, we have computed the rain occurrence from ERA-Interim for several 

thresholds (30, 40 and 50 mm/day) and superimposed them on the monthly mean annual cycle of MR 

occurrence from NOAA-15 in the Mediterranean Sea over the period January 2000–December 2007 

(Figure 11a). In this section, we will not describe in details the annual cycle characteristics, but we just 

stress the similarities and differences between the datasets.  

While the annual cycle of the MR frequency from NOAA-15 shows a maximum in October and a 

minimum in July, rain frequency from ERA-Interim (for threshold of 30 mm/day) shows a similar 

annual cycle (correlation coefficient > 0.9) with a shifted maximum towards November. The annual 

cycle of rain frequency from ERA-Interim is sensitive to the chosen threshold values: for example, it 

shows a stronger seasonality for low thresholds (30 mm/day) than for high thresholds (50 mm/day), in 

contrast with HOAPS observations. This sensitivity indicates that heavy rain is much less frequent in  

ERA-Interim than low or moderate rain. It must be noted that the annual cycle of rain rate from  

ERA-Interim (not shown) exhibits a maximum in winter (DJF) and a minimum in summer (JJA). This 

suggests more frequent precipitation in October–November than in December–January, but with lower 

rain rates in ERA-Interim.  

The annual cycles of DC frequencies from both datasets in the Mediterranean Sea are depicted in 

Figure 11e. The DC frequency from ERA-Interim over the entire Mediterranean Sea shows a low 

seasonal signal with the maxima in autumn and minima in spring and summertime. The annual cycle 

of DC frequency from ERA-Interim shows weak seasonality and a different behavior than the annual 

cycle of DC frequency from NOAA-15; it also exhibits systematically lower occurrence values and 

amplitude than those of NOAA-15. Nevertheless, both datasets confirm that convective precipitation is 

more frequent in autumn over the Mediterranean Sea (Section 3.4). 

4.2.3. Regional Scale Precipitation Occurrence 

In this section, the comparison between NOAA-15 and ERA-Interim datasets is performed in the 

three previous targeted regions (wMed, cMed and eMed; see Figure 8 and Section 4.1.3). Figure 11b–d 

shows the annual cycle of frequencies from both datasets. Both AMSU-B and ERA-Interim show 
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distinct annual cycles with maxima in late autumn to early winter and minima during summer in all 

regions. Maxima values tend to decrease from wMed toward eMed. The largest difference between 

NOAA-15 and ERA-Interim rain frequency appears during the first half of the year, particularly the 

peaks in March–April in wMed when NOAA-15 shows less MR occurrence (Figure 11b), and in eMed 

when the peak is shifted two months later (Figure 11d). Except for springtime in wMed, NOAA-15 

exhibits comparable and higher occurrences than ERA-Interim (for rain-rate threshold 30 mm/day) in 

contrast to HOAPS. ERA-Interim rain frequencies in eMed are very low year-round associated to very 

low precipitation (<1 mm/day; not shown). Some of these differences probably pertain to the 

methodology, but this seems to indicate that there is also a relationship to the nature of the rain event 

(both in terms of quantity and intermittency). In particular, it remains unclear why the differences 

HOAPS/AMSU are larger in April for wMed, in March for cMed, and in February for eMed. As noted in 

other studies (e.g., [53]), there is a need for caution when assessing the performance of rain products.  

Similarly, DC from ERA-Interim is analyzed over the three regions (wMed, cMed and eMed) and is 

compared to DC from NOAA-15 (Figure 11f–h). Except for wMed in springtime, the annual cycle of 

DC frequency from NOAA-15 displays higher occurrence values than that from ERA-Interim. While 

the annual cycle from NOAA-15 shows almost the same behavior in the three regions, ERA-Interim 

annual cycle exhibits different shapes for each region. For example: in wMed, ERA-Interim displays 

two sharp maxima in September and November, while NOAA-15 exhibits a maximum in October 

only. DC frequency from NOAA-15 shows secondary peaks during March–May in the three regions, 

missed by ERA-Interim. Besides, DC frequency starts increasing in July (August) over wMed, in August 

(September) and September (October) for cMed and eMed respectively for NOAA-15 (ERA-Interim), 

thereby suggesting the eastward propagation of DC signal as shown above (Section 3.5).  

5. Discussion 

The present study is based on the AMSU-B sensors on board NOAA satellites which permits since 

1999 a concomitant observation of convection/precipitation over land and sea with a spatial resolution 

of 0.2° latitude × 0.2° longitude. More specifically, the diagnostics rely on brightness temperatures 

measured by channels 3 to 5 of the AMSU-B in the water vapor absorption line (183 GHz). The 

methodology to detect MR and DC from brightness temperatures has been validated for surfaces free 

of snow and ice by comparing diagnostics to rain gauges, radar and satellite (TRMM) measurements. 

Over snow-covered and very cold surfaces, improvements are still underway, since the discrimination 

between frozen hydrometeors and the surface is not easy; MR and DC occurrence over these areas is 

very likely underestimated, but false detection is restrained by a threshold on relative humidity. 

The zonal propagation of MR and DC occurrence is to be expected in the region dominated by the 

westerly wind system, while the meridional propagation could be related to disturbances coming from 

midlatitudes. The seasonal cycle of MR and DC is very distinct over sea and over land. A broad 

agreement between the three platforms has been found, with most of the differences related to the 

sampling time and the diurnal cycle, which is significant especially over land during the warm season. 

Regions with large occurrences of MR and DC such as the Adriatic Sea and the northern Ionian sub-basin 

are known for strong cyclone activity resulting from complex interactions involving atmospheric 

dynamics, orography, and land–sea temperature gradients [54].  
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The comparison of MR from HOAPS and NOAA-15 datasets is restricted to maritime areas away from 

the coasts (due to its coarser spatial resolution of 0.5° × 0.5°). Also, morning and evening HOAPS 

instantaneous products (00–06 UTC and 12–18 UTC overpasses) do not cover exactly the same time 

window as those covered by NOAA-15/AMSU-B (02–09 UTC and 12–19 UTC). In the case of  

ERA-Interim, the spatial resolution is of 0.75° × 0.75°, and in addition to total precipitation, convective 

precipitation has also been considered for comparisons to MR and DC from AMSU-B. Finally, besides 

large-scale comparisons, three boxes, located in the western, central and eastern parts of the 

Mediterranean Sea, have been considered. In spite of the aforementioned limitations of the comparison, 

the three climatologies are in good agreement in terms of large-scale structures. For example, the 

eastward propagation of rainfall signal is captured on the three climatological annual cycles (AMSU-B, 

HOAPS and ERA-Interim) with rainfall occurrence starting to increase in July–August in wMed, in 

August–September in cMed and in October–November in eMed; also the dry season becomes longer 

from wMed to eMed. Both HOAPS and ERA-Interim exhibit large rain occurrence in the northern 

Ionian sub-basin and the Gulf of Lions, while the smallest occurrences are recorded in the Levantine 

sub-basin in good agreement with AMSU-B. Both ERA-Interim and AMSU-B agree on the largest 

occurrence of DC in the Adriatic Sea, the Tyrrhenian basin and the northern Ionian basin. 

Nevertheless, more details could be seen on AMSU-B results due to its higher spatial resolution. 

HOAPS and ERA-Interim also capture the annual cycle of MR and DC when available. Concerning 

HOAPS, the differences during summertime (precipitation less frequent than for AMSU-B) suggest an 

increased sensitivity to precipitation of channels sounding around 183 GHz, compared to those 

sounding around 89 GHz (SSM/I). The temporal sampling of HOAPS and NOAA-15 very certainly 

contribute to the seasonal differences. For winter, we have also shown that the application of UTH 

thresholds in the detection of precipitation occurrence in AMSU-B leads to the underestimation of MR 

frequency. In addition, the fact that lower frequencies (HOAPS) are more sensitive to the full 

atmospheric column—including the rain emission in the liquid phase, even when the rain is not 

associated to a large frozen phase—may have also contributed to the differences. 

6. Conclusion 

The purpose of this article is to analyze at a rather high spatial resolution moderate precipitation 

and convection occurrence over the Mediterranean Basin, with an emphasis on the sea part, where it 

remains not well known (see e.g., [3,7]). 

The spatial distribution of MR and DC occurrence from AMSU-B from NOAA-15, 16 and 17 

during the last decade at a monthly scale has been analyzed. A southward propagation of MR and DC 

occurrence from land to sea during August–September, together with an eastward propagation over the 

sea during October–November appear clearly. Areas with frequent MR and DC occurrence generally 

coincide with low-pressure systems distribution, and also show a strong link to the orography over 

land. MR and DC show, unlike over land, a consistent annual cycle over sea, with maximum 

frequencies in September–October and minimum ones in June–July. MR and DC are more frequent 

over land in the evening and over sea in the morning, although the difference is smaller over sea. The 

regions that exhibit the largest occurrence of the MR are the Adriatic Sea, the northern Ionian sub-basin 

and the Gulf of Lions, while the Levantine sub-basin shows the fewest occurrences in AMSU-B. The 
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largest occurrence of DC is found in the Adriatic Sea, the Tyrrhenian sub-basin and the northern 

Ionian basin, while the eastern Alboran Sea and the Levantine basin indicate the lowest DC occurrence 

in AMSU-B. MR and DC occurrences show a strong interannual variability along the northern coasts 

of the Mediterranean Sea, while the sea (except cMed) shows low variability. 

In a second part, MR and DC occurrences derived from AMSU-B from NOAA-15 have been compared 

to similar products from two widely used precipitation climatologies: HOAPS and ERA-Interim. The 

global mean distribution of rain and convection occurrence is in good agreement in the three 

climatologies (AMSU-B, HOAPS and ERA-Interim) in terms of large-scale structures. Advantages of 

an increased spatial resolution of AMSU-B appear clearly with specifically more details for coastal 

regions, such as the Sicilian coasts, the Gulf of Lions area and the Anatolian coasts. Different 

thresholds for the calculation of MR and DC occurrence suggest that MR is more frequent in HOAPS 

during winter, and DC is almost absent in ERA-Interim. The temporal mismatch of the HOAPS 

morning and evening passes and NOAA-15 ones, as well as the intermittency of precipitation, very 

certainly contribute to the differences in all seasons. 

In spite of the failure of AMSU-B/MHS in some NOAA platforms, the recent/upcoming launch of 

two MHS-carrying Metop satellites in 2012/2016 will contribute to the continuity of the AMSU data. 

In this context, we hope that, besides a better monitoring and characterization of 

precipitation/convection patterns at regional scales, the determination of trends, if any, will be possible. 

This is a key issue in a region that is considered as one of the most responsive to climate change. 
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