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Abstract The detection of anthropogenic influences on climate extremes at regional scale is important for
the development of national climate change policy. Global climate simulations from phase 5 of the
Coupled Model Intercomparison Project under the Representative Concentration Pathway 8.5 scenario are
used to examine the time at which an anthropogenic influence becomes detectable in extreme precipitation
over China and the change in probability of extreme precipitation with certain magnitudes when the
changes are detectable. Anthropogenic influence is not significantly detected over China in the observational
record or simulations from 1961 to 2012 based on the test of field significance. Simulations indicate that
such change would become detectable in the future by around 2035. Large changes would already manifest
by the time of signal detection; for example, extreme precipitation events that occur on average once
every 20, 50, and 100 years in current (1986–2005) climate would reduce to about 15, 34, and 63 years on
average by the time of detection around 2035.

Plain Language Summary Understanding causes of changes in extreme precipitation can enhance
our confidence in future projections of extreme precipitation. The attribution of cause in changes of extreme
precipitation is not straightforward at regional scale, due to the presence of strong natural variability in
Earth’s climate and the lack of long-term and reliable observational records. This work seeks the
anthropogenic signal in extreme precipitation events within the current observational record. It also uses
climate models to explore the time at which such a signal would emerge in the future and to assess the
associated risks of extreme precipitation events over China. The findings help us to understand the future
evolution of Earth’s climate and provide useful information for the design and implementation of climate
adaptation measures.

1. Introduction

The risk of flooding caused by extreme precipitation events is a major threat to human societies across the
world. There is a need to investigate potential future changes in extreme precipitation events resulting from
global warming due to anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases. Determination of the cause of
changes in extreme precipitation events or their association with other changes in the climate system can
provide us some confidence in future projections of climate change. Many reports have shown upward
trends in extreme precipitation events at the global or continental scale based on observations (Alexander
et al., 2006; Westra et al., 2012), and it has been suggested that such trends may be attributable to anthropo-
genic global warming (Min et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2013). Projections under future scenarios have indicated
that the incidence of extreme precipitation events will continue to increase with further global warming
(Kharin et al., 2013; Sillmann et al., 2013).

The high level of natural variability in relation to expected warming-induced changes along with a lack of
long-term, reliable observational data limit the detection of anthropogenic influence on extreme precipita-
tion at regional scale (Stott et al., 2010). However, it is crucial for policymakers developing regional prevention
schemes for natural disasters to address these issues. Sufficiently reliable future projections of changes in
extreme precipitation are very helpful in developing adequate mitigation schemes for extreme changes in
climate. Many studies showed clearly that GCMs have certain capability to reproduce the observed
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extreme precipitation at region scale, including spatial patterns and regional averages (Jiang et al., 2015; W.
Li, Jiang, et al., 2017), although the observed trend of extreme precipitation is hardly well simulated (Ou et al.,
2013). A natural question regarding changes of extreme precipitation is the emergence of a regional-scale
anthropogenic signal. Addressing this question may provide useful information for policymakers. Much work
has been published in recent years on estimating the timing of the emergence of an anthropogenic signal at
regional scale, and those studies have consistently reported that an anthropogenic signal of changes in
extreme precipitation events would emerge in the few decades (Fowler et al., 2010; King et al., 2015;
Maraun, 2013; Martel et al., 2018).

Some studies have found increases in the intensity and probability of extreme precipitation over China in the
future with global warming (Feng et al., 2011; W. Li et al., 2016; W. Li, Jiang, et al., 2017; Zhou et al., 2014).
However, few studies have focused on the timing of the emergence of climate change signal from natural
variability. Here we applied a statistical approach to show that significant anthropogenic influence in extreme
precipitation over China is not yet significantly detectable from the available observational data and that
such change would emerge in about 20 years in GCMs simulations. We will also show that the changes in
the probability of extreme precipitation are substantial when the signal emerges.

2. Data and Analysis Methodology
2.1. Observational Data

We used daily precipitation data collected by the China Meteorological Administration from 726 meteorolo-
gical stations in the period 1961 to 2012 (available online at http://data.cma.cn/data/cdcdetail/dataCode/
A.0029.0001.html). The National Meteorological Information Center passed the data set under rigorous qual-
ity control procedures (Qian & Lin, 2005). Stations were retained when there was no missing value in the
records of any year during this period, giving a total of 603 stations in this study. We used the annual global
mean surface temperature (GMST) anomalies relative to 1951–1980 from the National Aeronautics and Space
Administration Goddard Institute for Space Studies (http://data.giss.nasa.gov/gistemp/) to characterize the
global warming trends (GISTEMP; Hansen et al., 2010; Team, 2016).

2.2. Output of Model Simulations

Output data from historical and future simulations under the +8.5 W/m2 Representative Concentration
Pathway 8.5 (RCP8.5) were retrieved from the Earth System Grid data portal for 20 CMIP5 (phase 5 of the
Coupled Model Intercomparison Project) models. We only used RCP8.5 data in this research because these
data represent a business-as-usual scenario in which greenhouse gas emissions continue to increase
throughout the 21st century (Moss et al., 2010). To maintain consistency among models, only one ensemble
member of each model was used (r1i1p1). Models were selected based on the availability of both historical
and RCP8.5 simulations for the period 1961–2100. Model outputs were analyzed in their original meshes to
preserve the extreme precipitation events produced in GCMs. We only took account of grid boxes covering
mainland China and having observation sites (see Table S1 in the supporting information). The monthly
GMSTs were used to calculate the annual GMST relative to 1951–1980 from the original resolution for indivi-
dual model to represent the simulated amount of global warming.

2.3. Analysis of Extreme Values With the R-Largest Method

The generalized extreme value (GEV) distribution is a widely used probability function to model and charac-
terize extreme values (e.g., Kharin et al., 2013; W. Li, Jiang, et al., 2017). There are two main approaches for the
estimation of GEV parameters (Coles et al., 2001). The first method relies on block maxima series over a per-
iod, such as annual maximum daily precipitation for which one maximum value is taken from each year (a
block) in the period. The second method relies on extracting the values over a certain (suitably large) thresh-
old from a continuous record such as all values of daily precipitation amount that is above a threshold over a
period. It is generally recognized that the peak over threshold method may be able to use the data more effi-
ciently when compared with the block maximum; however, it is difficult to determine the threshold when
extreme values are nonstationary. As an extension of the block maxima method, the R-largest method uses
the R number of largest values rather than a single value in the block. It represents a compromise between
the block maxima and peak values over threshold. It is a widely used method and shows good performance
(Lehmann et al., 2016; Wang & Zhang, 2008; Zhang et al., 2010, 2004).
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The GEV distribution can be extended to nonstationary processes, enabling the inclusion of time and other
more physically meaningful covariates in its three parameters (location μ, scale σ and shape ξ) (Cheng
et al., 2014; Villafuerte & Matsumoto, 2015). Here we consider two types of GEV:

For model GEV0, all the parameters are constant, which implies that no covariate is introduced.

μ tð Þ ¼ μ; σ tð Þ ¼ σ; ξ tð Þ ¼ ξ

For model GEV1, location and scale parameters are formulated as a function of covariate.

μ tð Þ ¼ μ0 þ μ1 var tð Þ; lnσ tð Þ ¼ lnσ0 þ σ1 var tð Þ

In model GEV1, var(t) indicates the time series of covariate. We take time as covariate to determine if there is a
trend. If GMST is taken as covariate, we can determine if GMST may have influence on extreme values.
Extreme precipitation exhibits significant trend when model GEV1 with time being a covariate is selected
as the best fitting model determined by the likelihood ratio test. Similarly, extreme precipitation receives a
significant influence from global warming if model GEV1 with GMST being a covariate improves the fit.
More detailed information can be found in supporting information Text S1.

2.4. Field Significance Test

The extreme value analysis described above is applied for each station or grid box in case of numerical mod-
els individually. It is, however, not necessarily very helpful if we consider mitigation policies and climate adap-
tation plans for a country or region as a whole. In statistics, when a test of significance is conducted at the 5%
level, 5% sites are expected to still show statistical significance even if there was no significant trend or GMST
has no significant influence on precipitation. Additionally, as there are only a limited number of sites tested
and there are potentially correlations among the sites, the percentage of sites showing statistical significance
could be larger than this 5% nominal level if there was no significant trend (or influence) over the region
(Livezey & Chen, 1983). To determine if a change in extreme precipitation in China, as temporal trend or as
response to GMST emerges, we use a field significance test. That is, we consider a change in extreme preci-
pitation detectable if the percentage of sites (stations for observations or grid boxes for model data) showing
significant changes is larger than what can be expected from pure chance. It is possible for some sites to have
positive trends while other sites negative trends, which results in no net trend. In this case, the statistical test
(percentage sites showing significant change) would still indicate field significance and catch the signals. This
concept of field significance has been widely used in different regions of the world (Alexander et al., 2006;
Kiktev et al., 2003; Westra et al., 2013) but has never been applied to the whole territory of China.

As generally practiced within the framework of field significance, the bootstrap resampling technique is also
used here to perform the statistical test. We use 500 samples (or 200 in the case of model simulations) to con-
duct the probability distribution for our statistical variable (in this case, the percentage of stations showing
trend or association with global warming). For each resampling, time series was randomly generated (with
replacement), but the resampling time sequences are consistent among stations, ensuring the loss of the
temporal sequence, but the preservation of dependencies across space (Westra et al., 2013). If the statistical
variable from the initial data lay outside 95% probability distribution obtained by resampling, then the statis-
tical variable is qualified as field significant. More details of the filed significance test are given in supporting
information Text S2.

3. Results

Figure 1a shows the spatial distribution of the trend of extreme precipitation in China from 1961 to 2012. The
trend is determined by the parameter μ1 in GEV1. Monitoring stations marked by open blue (red) circles indi-
cate increasing (decreasing) trends. Stations where GEV1 is identified as the best model are represented by
solid red (blue) circles indicating significant increasing (decreasing) trends. Figure 1a shows that 60.4% of the
stations show an increasing trend and 39.6% show a decreasing trend. The increase is mainly located in South
China, whereas the decrease in North China. This structure is consistent with the change in mean precipita-
tion observed in China during this period, which is known as the flooding in the south and drought in the north
pattern, and is in visual agreement with the study reported by H. X. Li, Chen, et al. (2017). However, the
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number of stations with significant trends is relatively small: 4% show a significant increasing trend of
extreme precipitation and only 0.66% show a significant decreasing trend, with both trends randomly
distributed across the region.

To test whether the significant trend was statistically different from the null hypothesis of random change,
the distribution of the percentage of stations showing significant increasing and decreasing trends under
the null hypothesis was generated based on the resampling methodology described in section 2.4.
Figures 1b and 1c show the number of samples corresponding to the percentage of stations with a significant
increasing trend and a significant decreasing trend, respectively. The percentages of stations showing signif-
icant increasing and decreasing trends in the original nonpermuted data set are also shown as blue and red
dots. The observed percentages are both within the 95% probability evaluated from 500 bootstrap realiza-
tions (marked by dashed lines). It is clear that the observed trends in extreme precipitation in China are
not significant, implying that an overall trend of extreme precipitation cannot be detected with the current
observational record. It is noted that our results are not sensitive to the choice of R in R-largest
method (Figure S1).

We also examined the anthropogenic influence on changes in extreme precipitation by using the GMST as a
proxy for anthropogenic change. The relationship between the change in extreme precipitation and the
GMST is shown in Figure 2a, which displays the parameter μ1 deduced from GEV1 with GMST as covariate.
Stations showing positive (negative) association of the parameter μ1 with GMST are mainly located in south-
ern (northern) China. The percentage of stations showing a significant association with the GMST is also small:
5.8% for significant positive associations and 0.66% for significant negative associations. Figures 2b and 2c
were obtained in a similar manner as Figures 1b and 1c, but the histogram is now based on the percentage
of stations showing a significant association between the location parameter of the GEV and the GMST. It is
clear that the observed percentages of stations showing significant positive and negative associations with
GMST are well inside the 95% probability distribution in the histogram obtained by resampling, which implies
that a significant anthropogenic signal in terms of extreme precipitation change is unlikely to be detectable.

Our results show that a change in extreme precipitation events associated with anthropogenic warming is
not detectable within the purely observational framework, although we expect that such an influence will

Figure 1. (a) Trend of extreme precipitation during the period 1961–2012 in China. Open blue (red) dots indicate increasing (decreasing) trend. Solid blue (red) dots
indicate significant increasing (decreasing) trend at the 5% (two-sided) significance level. (b) Percentage of stations showing a significant increasing trend. The
histogram is based on 500 bootstrap samples. The blue solid circle represents results from the original nonpermuted data set. The dashed line marks the 95%
probability distribution. (c) The same as (b) but for percentage of stations showing significant decreasing trend; the red solid circle represents results from the original
nonpermuted data set.

Figure 2. Same as in Figure 1 but for the establishment of relationship between changes in extreme precipitation and the global mean surface temperature (GMST),
instead of extreme precipitation trend.

10.1029/2018GL079133Geophysical Research Letters

LI ET AL. 9182



be detected in the next decades. The main question we address is on the
emergence timing of the signal. To do so, we used historical simulations
from 1961 to 2005 in the CMIP5 ensemble models and those from 2006
to 2100 under the RCP8.5 scenario. Our calculations, exactly the same as
performed previously with the observational data, were applied to each
model for different 5-year periods (1961–2010, 1961–2015, and so on, until
1961–2100). Each calculation gave two values in the form of a percentage
of model grids over the total number of model grids inside the geographi-
cal domain of China for eachmodel. The first value, S (signal), is the percen-
tage of model grids showing a significant relationship with global
warming. The second percentage, C (critical value), is a reference value
allowing us to reject or not the null hypothesis of occurrence by pure
chance, corresponding to the 95% probability in the distribution con-
structed with the bootstrap resampling technique. If S is larger than C,
we reject the null hypothesis and adopt the alternative one that anthropo-
genic signal in extreme precipitation changes could be detected.

A rigorous evaluation of CMIP5 models capability in reproducing rainfall
extremes is somehow out of the scope of our current work and has been
reported in the literature (e.g., Jiang et al., 2015; Ou et al., 2013). We need,
however, to point out that such an evaluation suffers a serious lack of suf-
ficiently dense observation. It is a challenging task to produce high-quality
precipitation data to compare with simulations at the spatial scale of mod-
els. It is also to be noted that models are self-consistent physically and that
different models seem to provide similar results (including the observed
spatial pattern and regional average of extreme precipitation, see

Figures S2 and S3), which gives us some confidence on models.

Figure 3 shows the results in the form of intermodel spread for the two emblematic percentages S and C. The
leftmost part of the graph shows results from the period 1961–2010, roughly comparable with the observa-
tion period 1961–2012. The S is largely overlapping with C; that is, anthropogenic signal cannot be detected
in CMIP5 simulations. This is consistent with observation. The observed S (5.8%) and C (6.6%) are both basi-
cally in the range of CMIP5 models, from 5.9% to 17.2% for S and 5.9% to 11.2% for C.

The S zone increases quickly over time. However, the C zone is almost constant. It is noted that the
spread among models for C may depend on the resolution of models (and thus number of grid boxes
in the studied area) and the spatial correlation of data. Anthropogenic signal in extreme changes in pre-
cipitation is expected to emerge by around 2035 under RCP8.5 scenario, with a clear separation between
the S and C zones—that is, it is no longer possible to attribute the signal to a random change. This result
is consistent with previous studies for East Asia. King et al. (2015) used 23 runs from seven CMIP5 models
to study signal of the maximum 1-day precipitation in June-July-August. They concluded that a response
to anthropogenic forcing emerges for all models by 2040. However, H. X. Li, Chen, et al. (2017) found an
increase in extreme precipitation events over China in recent decades and detected an anthropogenic
influence in these events. The discrepancy between these results and our findings may be due to a num-
ber of factors, but the use of different data sets may be the main cause. H. X. Li, Chen, et al. (2017) used
gridded daily precipitation data at a resolution of 0.25° × 0.25°. The region showing a strong increasing
trend was northwestern China, where station observations are scarce. There is an issue with the reliability
of gridding daily precipitation over this vast region based on sparse observations. Increasing trends from
the few observational stations may have been given too large weighting, which may have contributed to
the detection of an anthropogenic influence in their study. Our study determined the detectability of an
anthropogenic signal based on the percentage of stations at which there is a significant association
between precipitation and the global mean temperature. As a consequence, the contribution from a
region to the whole country may not be proportional to the size of the region. We recognize that this
issue may have effect of reducing the detectability over the whole country if extreme precipitation events
truly increase in frequency in unobserved locations. Our approach has a practical implication, however,
because it allows us to judge detectability with the current observational network.

Figure 3. Fraction of grid boxes showing a significant association with the
global mean near-surface temperature anomalies (signal, blue) and 95%
probability in the distribution constructed with 200 bootstrap resamples
(critical value, gray) among models from phase 5 of the Coupled Model
Intercomparison Project under Representative Concentration Pathway 8.5
scenario. The leftmost part of the graph shows results for 1961–2010; the
calculation was then performed with an accumulative increase of 5 years
forward until 1961–2080 at the rightmost end of the graph. The shading
indicates the intermodel spread. The red vertical dashed line indicates the
time when anthropogenic influence on extreme precipitation is detected for
all models.
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Based on results from model GEV1 (taking t as the covariate for the loca-
tion and scale parameters), we use now the concept of probability ratio
(PR) to measure the risk change for a given extreme event (as threshold).
It is defined as the ratio of the probability in the changing climate to that
of the reference period, 1986–2006 (centered year is 1995). With GEV1
parameters known, we can calculate the PR for whatever the time is (pro-
vided that it is in a reasonable range). In term of extreme events, we select
events corresponding to return period of 20, 50, and 100 years in the refer-
ence climate. These return periods are estimated for individual grids and
models separately. Figure 4 shows results with a temporal evolution (from
1961 to 2040) of the PR averaged over China for the three return periods.
As expected, PR is equal to 1.0 in 1995 (the reference year). It becomes lar-
ger (less) than 1.0 after (before) 1995. The risk of extreme precipitation
increases with time, especially for rarer events (longer return periods).
The most intense and rarest extreme events have the largest increase in
risk. By 2035, the probability of 20-, 50-, and 100-year events in the refer-
ence climate increases by a factor of 1.4, 1.5, and 1.6, respectively. This
implies that regional events expected to occur once every 20, 50, and
100 years in the current climate (1995) are expected to occur every 15,

34, and 63 years when the anthropogenic signal clearly emerges in climate models by 2035. Model uncertain-
ties increase with time, with a greater uncertainty for rarer events.

4. Conclusions

We used statistical methods based on field significance to estimate the time horizon when the anthropogenic
signal of extreme precipitation would emerge over China. The historical and future RCP8.5 scenario simula-
tions from CMIP5 models were used, together with data from the Chinese meteorological network. We con-
ducted the present study with the aim of providing useful information for the design and implementation of
adaptation measures. Our conclusions are as follows:

1. Changes in extreme precipitation events represented by the annual maximum 1-day precipitation may
still be too small to be detectable against natural variability over China within the observational record.
The limited sample size may add uncertainty in the field significance test, but we tend to conclude that
a significant anthropogenic influence on extreme precipitation events in China may not yet have
emerged.

2. Within the framework of the CMIP5 ensemble models, the anthropogenic signal of changes in extreme
precipitation would become significantly detectable by around 2035, in the sense that the signal is well
separated from the background noise. As it is difficult to compare extreme precipitation in the simulations
and in the observations due to mismatch in spatial scale, the time of emergence of climate change signal
in the real world may still differ.

3. Changes in extreme precipitation events become important when they are detectable at the time horizon
of the emergence of an anthropogenic signal. Regional events expected once every 20, 50, and 100 years
in the current climate will occur every 15, 34, and 63 years when the anthropogenic signal clearly emerges.

It should be noted that uncertainties due to different emission scenarios are relatively low over China before
2040s (Chen & Sun, 2015). Similar results are therefore obtained when using the future RCP4.5 scenario
instead of RCP8.5 (Figure S4).

Finally, we want to point out that our study also raises new challenges. As anthropogenic influence cannot be
detected with a different treatment of observational data and as human influence is not detected in parts of
CMIP5 models, the robustness of detecting anthropogenic influence in historical observation and modeling
requires further studies.
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