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Abstract Based on daily station precipitation data, this study
investigates the trends in light precipitation events (less than
the 50th percentile) over global land during 1961–2010. It is
found that the frequency of light precipitation events decreases over East China (EC) and northern Eurasia (NE) but
increases over the United States of America (US), Australia
(AU), and the Iberian Peninsula (IP). However, the trends in
the intensity of light precipitation events are opposite to those
in frequency. We find that the trends in light precipitation
events are possibly associated with the changes in static stability. Over EC and NE (US, AU, and IP), the static stability
weakens (strengthens) during 1961–2010. The weakening
(strengthening) of static stability leads to increase (decrease)
in precipitation intensity due to the enhancement (reduction)
of upward motion; light (relatively heavier) precipitation
events accordingly shift toward relatively heavier (light) precipitation, and the frequency of light precipitation events decreases (increases) consequently.

1 Introduction
Observations show that the global mean surface temperature
has increased steadily since the beginning of the twentieth
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century and this warming trend is particularly strong over
the past few decades (Trenberth et al. 2007). Global warming
is supposed to have a noticeable impact on global and regional
hydrological cycle (Trenberth 1999, 2011; Held and Soden
2006). The warming climate results in an increase in evaporation and atmospheric moisture content, which in turn leads
to enhancement of total precipitation and heavy precipitation
(Trenberth 1999; Karl and Trenberth 2003; Trenberth et al.
2003; Allan and Soden 2008).
Additionally, it is expected that heavy precipitation increases more than total precipitation based on theory and numerical models (Hennessy et al. 1997; Allen and Ingram 2002;
Trenberth et al. 2003; Pall et al. 2007; Liu et al. 2009; Shiu
et al. 2012). Trenberth et al. (2003) hypothesized that heavy
precipitation should increase at about the same rate as atmospheric moisture that increases 7 % per Kelvin according to the
Clausius–Clapeyron relation. What is more, they argued that
the increase in heavy precipitation could even exceed 7 % per
Kelvin because of additional latent heat released from the increasing water vapor. Climate models also support this result
despite different increasing magnitudes. On the other hand,
global mean precipitation increases at the same rate as global
evaporation which is constrained by global energy budget
(Boer 1993; Trenberth 1998). It is found that the increasing
rate of total precipitation is about 1–3 % per Kelvin (Allen and
Ingram 2002; Held and Soden 2006; Sun et al. 2007). Thus, the
increase in heavy precipitation is more than that in total precipitation. The implication is that there must be a decrease in
relatively weaker precipitation events (Trenberth et al. 2003).
Observed records indicate that there are widespread increases in heavy precipitation events over global land in recent
warming decades (Groisman et al. 1999, 2005; Easterling
et al. 2000; Alexander et al. 2006). Significant increases in
the heavy precipitation events have been reported over lots
of land areas, such as the USA (Karl and Knight 1998; Kunkel
et al. 1999), Canada (Zhang et al. 2001), the UK (Osborn et al.
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2000), Europe (Klein Tank and Können 2003), Northern Eurasia (Wen et al. 2015), Japan (Fujibe et al. 2005), Northwest
and South China (Zhai et al. 2005), India (Goswami et al.
2006), and Australia (Suppiah and Hennessy 1998). Thus,
the observations support the expectation that there would be
increases of heavy precipitation in warming climate.
Theory and climate models indicate that heavy precipitation increases at the cost of light precipitation. The light precipitation would decline while the heavy precipitation rises.
Increases of heavy precipitation events are widespread over
global land areas. So it is reasonable to ask whether the light
precipitation events over land have deceased globally. To answer this question, we collect a large number of observed
daily precipitation data covering a large part of global land
and use uniform method to define light precipitation event.
We analyze the trends in light precipitation events based on
observed data. Moreover, we discuss possible reason for the
trends in light precipitation events using reanalysis data and
numerical model as well.
The rest of this paper is organized as follows: section 2
introduces data, methods, and model; and section 3 describes
the trends in light precipitation events over global land. A
possible reason for the trends in light precipitation events is
discussed in section 4. Finally, conclusions and discussions
are given in section 5.

inconsistencies (Durre et al. 2010). ECA&D project has also
checked the European station daily precipitation dataset and
detected data errors such as climatological outliers and negative values. The daily precipitation dataset from CMA is also
quality controlled by detecting the climatological outliers,
negative values, and world record exceedances, referring to
the quality checks applied to GHCN dataset (Durre et al.
2010). The records failing in quality checks are regarded as
missing values, and the records passing all the checks are
taken as reliable values.
We select stations with data long enough based on some
standards after quality control. A year with no missing value is
classified as a usable year. A station with 40 or more usable
years during 1961–2010 is accepted. As a result, 3538 stations
across global land, shown in Fig. 1a, are picked up. However,
there are few stations over South America and Africa. Thus,
the trends in light precipitation events in these two continents
are not analyzed in this study.
Atmospheric data used, including monthly mean temperature, geopotential height, and precipitable water, are derived
from the National Centers for Environmental Prediction and
National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCEP-NCAR)
atmospheric reanalysis dataset (Kalnay et al. 1996). The data
have a 2.5×2.5° horizontal resolution and extend from 1000
to 10 hPa with 17 pressure levels in vertical. The data is available from January 1948.

2 Data, methods, and model

2.2 Methods

2.1 Data

Precipitation event with daily precipitation less than 10 mm/
day is commonly regarded as light precipitation event (Qian
et al. 2009, 2010). According to this definition, light precipitation events account for a large part of the total over land,
about 50–80 % at mid latitudes and more than 90 % at high
latitudes and other arid and semi-arid areas (Huang and Wen
2013). Thus, a fixed threshold to define light precipitation
event may be inappropriate. We want the light precipitation
event defined in this study to represent the bottom tail of daily
precipitation probability distribution. Furthermore, there are
significant regional differences in precipitation. Therefore,
we use percentile threshold to define light precipitation event.
The 50th percentile based on 30-year (1971–2000) daily precipitation data is chosen to be the threshold for light precipitation event. The 50th percentile is defined as the middle value
among daily precipitation of 0.1 mm/day or more. A day with
daily precipitation greater than or equal to 0.1 mm/day is
regarded as a precipitation day. For each station, if daily precipitation is less than the corresponding threshold (the 50th
percentile) and greater than or equal to 0.1 mm/day, then the
precipitation event on that day is taken as a light precipitation
event. The threshold for each station was calculated. Annual
and seasonal thresholds, shown in Fig. 1b–d, are computed
separately. The thresholds for most regions are around 1–

Daily station precipitation data from several organizations are
used in this study. These include Global Historical Climatology Network (GHCN) daily precipitation dataset (Menne
et al. 2012) from the National Climate Data Center (NCDC),
European station daily precipitation dataset (Klein Tank et al.
2002) from European Climate Assessment and Dataset
(ECA&D) project, and Chinese station daily precipitation
dataset from China Meteorological Administration (CMA).
The GHCN dataset contains more than 70,000 stations across
global land except the Antarctic (Menne et al. 2012). The
lengths of the records span from more than one century to
several years. However, most of the data in South America
and Africa is not long enough to detect climate change. What
is more, the quality of GHCN data over Europe and China is
poorer than that in the data from ECA&D project and CMA,
which contain more stations and less missing records. Thus,
we replace the precipitation data over Europe and China in
GHCN dataset with those from ECA&D project and CMA.
Date quality control is taken into account in order to ensure
the reliability of the results in this study. NCDC has applied a
set of quality assurance procedures to GHCN dataset to detect
duplicate data, climatological outliers, and various
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Fig. 1 a Locations of 3538 precipitation stations (red dots) used and the
five regions (black rectangles) analyzed in this study and threshold values
(mm/day) for b the whole year, c boreal summer half year, and d boreal

winter half year. The scale bar at the bottom of figure is used for
measuring the threshold values and the unit is mm/day

5 mm/day. In general, the threshold at lower latitudes and wet
regions are larger than those at higher latitudes and arid regions. The thresholds for boreal summer half year are generally larger than annual thresholds, and those for boreal winter
half year are less than annual thresholds. In addition, we want
to point out that similar results are obtained when either 30th
or 40th percentile is used as the threshold to define light precipitation event.
Considering the seasonal differences of climate background, this study divides a year into boreal summer half year
and boreal winter half year and analyzes the trends of light
precipitation events in boreal summer and winter half years,
respectively. Same as the study of Zhai et al. (2005), boreal
summer half year is from April to September and boreal winter half year is from October to March in the next year. Linear
regression is used to analyze long-term trends and Student’s t
test is used to examine the significance of the trends.
The stations available for this study are not evenly distributed across the global land areas. Thus, a gridding method is
needed to interpolate the results onto regular latitudelongitude grid. New et al. (2000) find that angular distance
weighting (ADW) algorithm (Shepard 1968, 1984) is the most
appropriate method for gridding irregularly spaced data when
comparing to several other methods. Several studies have used
a modified ADW algorithm to grid daily climate extreme indices (Kiktev et al. 2003), such as maximum and minimum
temperature (Caesar et al. 2006) and heavy precipitation
events (Alexander et al. 2006). The global gridded climate
extremes indices, HadEX and HadEX2, managed by the Met
Office Hadley Centre, are based on this method. A more detail
description about this method is documented by Alexander
et al. (2006). The gridding method in this study is the same
as that used by Alexander et al. (2006) except for differences

in some parameters. The minimum number of stations required to calculate a grid point value is one, which is less than
previous works (Alexander et al. 2006; Donat et al. 2013). The
search radius is fixed to 200 km, which is close to the length of
the grid used. We calculate the anomaly and climate mean
(averaged during 1971–2000) of the indices relative to light
precipitation events separately for each station and then interpolate them onto 2.5 ×2.5° latitude–longitude grid using
ADW method.
2.3 Model and experimental design
This study utilizes the Advanced Research Weather Research
Forecasting (ARW-WRF) model (version 3.4.1) developed by
NCAR, NCEP, and others. We use a 30-km horizontal grid
resolution and 28 terrain-following vertical layers. The model
domain is centered at 55°N and 30°E and consists of 201
(west–east)×111 (south–north) grid points. The model’s initial conditions and outmost lateral boundary conditions are
obtained from the National Centers for Environmental Prediction (NCEP) global final (FNL) analysis dataset (National
Centers for Environmental Prediction 2000) at 1×1° horizontal resolution and 6-h intervals.
The following three experiments are performed using the
above model: control experiment CTL and sensitivity experiments WEA and STR. In the CTL run, the initial condition
and lateral boundary condition for the model are derived from
NCEP-FNL analysis data. The initial condition and lateral
boundary condition for STR and WEA are the same as those
for CTL except for temperature field. In the WEA runs, the
temperatures from 1000 to 200 hPa in the initial conditions
and lateral boundary conditions are added by 1.8–0.0 K at an
interval of 0.1 K, in order to increase the lapse rate and weaken
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the static stability. In contrast, in the STR runs, the temperatures from 1000 to 200 hPa in the initial condition and lateral
boundary condition are added 0.0–1.8 K at an interval of
0.1 K, which decreases the lapse rate and strengthens the static
stability. All the three experiments are repeated for 30 times
with each run integrated 24 h staring from 0000 UTC of every
day in July and January 2009 except for the last day of the
2 months, respectively. A summary of all the three experiments is given in Table 1.

3 Trends in light precipitation events over global land
during 1961–2010
We first analyze the trends in annual light precipitation events.
Considering the seasonality, we investigate the trends in boreal summer and winter half year further.
3.1 Trends in annual light precipitation events
Frequency, intensity, and amount are the three aspects of precipitation events. The intensity is the amount divided by the
frequency. Thus, we calculate the long-term trends in the frequency, intensity, and amount of light precipitation events,
respectively. The result is shown in Fig. 2.
There are evident regional differences for the trends in the
frequency of light precipitation events (Fig. 2). There are decreasing trends over East China (EC) and northern Eurasia
(NE, refer in particular to the area north of 50°N and east of
20°E), but increasing trends over the United States of America
(US), Australia (AU), and the Iberian Peninsula (IP). The frequency of light precipitation events is reduced by 3.0 % per
decade (Fig. 3a) over EC (100–130°E, 20–50°N) and by
2.5 % per decade (Fig. 3d) over NE (20–180°E, 50–80°N).
Both decreasing trends are significant at more than 99.9 %
confidence level according Student’s t test (Fig. 3a, d). In
contrast, the frequency of light precipitation events increases
by 0.8 % (Fig. 3g), 3.1 % (Fig. 3j), and 2.7 % (Fig. 3m) per
decade over US (70–125°W, 25–50°N), AU (110–160°E, 10–
Table 1

Summary of model experiment design

Experiment

Initial and boundary conditions

CTL
WEA

Directly from FNL data
Same as those for CTL expect
temperature field. The temperatures
at 1000–200 hPa are added 1.8–0.0
K at an interval of 0.1 K
Same as those for CTL expect
temperature field. The temperatures
at 1000–200 hPa are added
0.0–1.8 K at an interval of 0.1 K

STR

Fig. 2 Trends (%/decade, relative to climatology, which is the mean
during 1971–2000; climatology period is the same hereafter) in annual
a frequency, b intensity, and c amount of light precipitation events over
land. Black dots denote the grid points where the trend is significant at
90 % confidence level according to Student’s t test

Sample size
July
30
30

January
30
30

30

30

45°S), and IP (10°W–5°E, 35°–45°N), respectively. The
trends over AU (Fig. 3j) and IP (Fig. 3m) are both significant
exceeding the 99 % confidence level, and the trend over US
(Fig. 3g) is also significant above the 95 % confidence level.
The intensity of light precipitation events has changed
significantly as well. The changes in intensity are characterized by increasing trends over EC and NE but decreasing trends over US, AU, and IP (Fig. 2b), which are opposite to those in frequency. The intensity of light precipitation events is increased significantly by 0.9 % (Fig. 3b)
and 1.7 % (Fig. 3e) per decade over EC and NE,
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Fig. 3 Anomaly percentage (%, solid line) of regional average frequency
(left column), intensity (second column), and amount (right column) of light
precipitation events during 1961–2010 over East China (EC, top row),

northern Eurasia (NE, second row), United States of America (US, third
row), Australia (AU, fourth row), and the Iberian Peninsula (IP, bottom
row), respectively. Dashed lines represent the trends (%/decade)

respectively. In contrast, the intensity of light precipitation
events is decreased by 0.8 % (Fig. 3h), 1.7 % (Fig. 3k),
3.5 % (Fig. 3n) per decade over US, AU, and IP, respectively. The trends in the intensity of light precipitation
events are all significant at more than 99.9 % confidence
level over the five regions (Fig. 3b, e, h, k, n).
However, there are no spatially consistent trends in the
amount of light precipitation events over most of land such
NE, US, AU, and IP, except for EC (Fig. 2c). The regional
average light precipitation amount does not have evident
trend over NE (Fig. 3f), US (Fig. 3i), AU (Fig. 3l), and
IP (Fig. 3o), since the linear trends are small and insignificant at the 95 % confidence level. This is due to
opposite trends in the frequency and intensity.

3.2 Trends in light precipitation events in boreal summer
and winter half year
We further investigate the trends in the frequency, intensity,
and amount of light precipitation events in boreal summer and
winter half year, which are shown in Fig. 4.
The spatial pattern of trends in frequency for boreal
summer half year (Fig. 4a) resembles that for boreal winter
half year (Fig. 4b). There are spatial coherent decreasing
trends in the frequency of light precipitation events over
EC and NE. The regional average frequency for boreal
summer and winter half year is reduced by 2.9 and 2.6 %
per decade over EC, and 2.4 and 2.2 % per decade over
NE, respectively (Table 2). In contrast, increasing trends
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Fig. 4 Trends (%/decade) in frequency (top row), intensity (second row),
and amount (bottom row) of light precipitation events in boreal summer
(left column) and winter (right column) half year. Black dots denote the

grid points where the trend is significant at 90 % confidence level
according to Student’s t test

are widespread over US, AU, and IP in both boreal summer
(Fig. 4a) and winter (Fig. 4b) half year. The frequency of
light precipitation events for boreal summer half year increases by 1.0, 3.1, and 3.2 % per decade, and that for
boreal winter half year increases by 0.5, 3.4, and 3.3 %
per decade over US, AU, and IP, respectively (Table 2).
The trends in regional average frequency are all significant
at the 99 % confidence level except for that in boreal winter half year over US.

Significant trends in the intensity of light precipitation
events are also found in boreal summer (Fig. 4c) and winter
(Fig. 4d) half year. What is more, the spatial patterns are quite
similar. However, the trends in intensity are opposite to those
in frequency. There are spatially coherent enhancing trends in
intensity over EC and NC but reducing trends over US, AU,
and IP. The intensity for boreal summer and winter half year is
increased by 0.7 and 1.5 % per decade over EC and 1.2 and
1.9 % per decade over NE, respectively (Table 2). By

Table 2 Trends (%/decade) in
light precipitation events in boreal
summer (Sum) and winter (Win)
half year over East China (EC),
northern Eurasia (NE), United
States of America (US), Australia
(AU), and the Iberian Peninsula
(IP), respectively

Frequency

EC
NE
US
AU
IP

Sum
−2.9***
−2.4***
1.0***
3.1***
3.2***

Intensity
Win
−2.6***
−2.2***
0.5
3.4***
3.3***

Sum
0.7***
1.2***
−0.8***
−2.3***
−3.6***

Amount
Win
1.5***
1.9***
−0.8***
−1.4***
−4.2***

Sum
−2.1***
−1.3***
−0.1
0.0
0.6

Win
−1.9**
−0.2
−0.5
1.3
0.3

*, **, and *** indicate the trends significant at the 90, 95, and 99 % confidence level according to Student’s t test
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comparison, the intensity for both boreal summer and winter
half year is deceased by 0.8 % per decade over US (Table 2).
The decreasing trends are more dramatic over AU and IP,
where the intensity reduces by 2.3 and 3.6 % per decade in
boreal summer half year and reduces by 1.4 and 4.2 % per
decade in boreal winter half year (Table 2). All the trends in
regional average intensity are significant at the 99 % confidence level (Table 2).
However, there is no distinct spatial consistence for the
trend in the amount of light precipitation events in both boreal
summer (Fig. 4e) and winter (Fig. 4f) half year. Magnitudes of
most of the trends in regional average amounts are less than
1.0 % per decade and even insignificant at the 90 % confidence level (Table 2). This is because of the opposite trends in
frequency and intensity.
In general, the trends in light precipitation events are quite
similar in boreal summer and winter half years. The frequency
decreases and the intensity increases over EC and NE, but
there are opposite trends over US, AU, and IP.

4 Possible reason for the trends in light precipitation
events
Previous studies (Trenberth et al. 2003; Trenberth 2011) suggest that the frequency of light precipitation events would

Fig. 5 Trends (kg m−2 decade−1) in total column precipitable water in
boreal summer (left column) and winter (right column) half year during
1961–2010 (top row) and 1979–2010 (bottom row) based on NCEP-
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decrease following global warming. However, observed
trends here indicate that there is no widespread reduction in
light precipitation events over land in recent decade. Although
Most of Eurasia including EC and NE exhibits a significant
decreasing trend, the increase in the frequency of light precipitation events is common over US, AU, and IP. Hence, the
reasons for the trend in light precipitation events should be
investigated further.

4.1 Trends in precipitable water during 1961–2010
Water vapor is one of the important factors affecting
precipitation. Figure 5a and b show the trend in total
column precipitable water in boreal summer and winter
half year during 1961–2010. The precipitable water is
decreased over EC but is increased over NE in both
boreal summer (Fig. 5a) and winter (Fig. 5b) half year.
However, the light precipitation events exhibit the same
trends over EC and NE. In addition, the precipitable
water rises over US but declines over IP in boreal summer and winter half year. There are inverse trends in
precipitable water between US and IP, but there are the
same trends in light precipitation events. The precipitable
water in boreal summer does not show spatially coherent
trend over AU where the frequency of light precipitation
events is mainly increased. What is m ore, the

NCAR reanalysis data. Black dots denote the grid points where the trend
is significant at 90 % confidence level according to Student’s t test
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precipitable water consistently rises over NE and US in
both boreal summer and winter half year, but the trends
in light precipitation events are opposite. Hence, there
are no creditable linkage between the trends in light precipitation events and atmospheric water vapor.
The reliability of the trend detected by reanalysis data is
often cared about for the change in observing system. The
global observing system experienced three major stages: the
Bearly^ period from 1940s to the International Geophysical
Year in 1957, when the first global-scale upper-air observations were established; the Bmodern rawinsonde network^
from 1958 to 1978; and the Bmodern satellite^ era from
1979 to the present (Kistler et al. 2001; Zveryaev and Chu
2003). The change in observing system makes it more difficult
to detect trend associated with climate change. Even so, there
are some ways to test the reliability of the reanalysis data.
Computing trends for the period after 1979 and comparing
with other reanalysis data or observation data are commonly
suggested and used (Kistler et al. 2001). Figure 5 shows the
trends in precipitable water for the investigation period of
1961–2010 and the satellite period of 1979–2010. It can be
seen that the pattern of the trends are generally similar between the two periods though there are some difference in
some regions. Over EC and IP, the trends for boreal summer
and winter half year are both decrease during 1979–2010,
which are the same as those during 1961–2010. Although it
is not so consistent, the increasing trend, similar with that in
1961–2010, is also dominant over NE, US, and AU during
1979–2010.
Thus, EAR40 reanalysis data for 1961–2001 (not shown)
and studies based on observation data are also employed to
verify the reliability of the trends from NCEP-NCAR reanalysis data. We find that the patterns are quite similar between
the two reanalysis data. There are widespread increasing
trends over EU, US, and AU and decreasing trends over IP
and EC, except for the boreal winter half year over EC, in
ERA40 reanalysis data, which are similar to those in NCEPNCAR reanalysis data. These trends are supported by some
studies based on radiosonde data. Ross and Elliott (1996,
2001) found that most of the stations over US had an increase
trend in precipitable water for all the seasons during 1973–
1995. Mattar et al. (2011) also detected decreasing trend for all
seasons over IP using radiosonde data for 1973–2003. Radiosonde data showed that most of the stations over EC had a
decrease trend in boreal winter during 1979–2005 (Xie et al.
2011). Therefore, the trends in precipitable water from NCEPNCAR reanalysis data are reliable to a certain extent.
4.2 Trends in static stability during 1961–2010
Precipitation is partly connected with static stability (Peppler
and Lamb 1989; Richter and Xie 2008; Johnson and Xie
2010). Temperature difference between lower and upper level
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are commonly used to reflect the static stability (Lee and
Wang 2014; Liu et al. 2013; Xiang et al. 2014). Actually lapse
rate γ=−dT/dz involving temperature and altitude differences
is more appropriate (Bryan and Fritsch 2000; Joshi et al.
2008). We use the difference of potential height to represent
the altitude difference (Stone and Carlson 1979). Figure 6
shows the trends in the atmospheric lapse rate within lower
(925–700 hPa) and middle troposphere (850–500 hPa) in boreal summer and winter half year.
It is shown that there are consistent increasing trends in
lapse rates within both lower (Fig. 6a) and middle (Fig. 6c)
troposphere over EC in boreal summer half year. The regional
average lapse rates also exhibit significant increasing trends
(Table 3). In boreal winter half year, the lapse rate within
lower troposphere is mostly increased over EC, despite an
insignificant decreasing trend over south part of EC
(Fig. 6b). Furthermore, the lapse rate within middle troposphere has consistent increasing trends over EC (Fig. 6d).
The increasing trends in regional average lapse rates within
lower and middle troposphere are both evident and significant at the 99 % confidence level (Table 3). The increase
in lapse rate is even more evident and consistent over NE.
Increasing trends in lapse rates within lower and middle
troposphere are widespread across the whole NE in boreal
summer and winter half year (Fig. 6). The regional average
lapse rates also exhibit significant increasing trends
(Table 3). The increase in lapse rates implies that static
stability weakens and atmospheric stratification becomes
less stable over EC and NE in both boreal summer and
winter half year.
In contrast, decreasing trends are found over US, AU, and
IP. In boreal summer half year, the lapse rates within lower
(Fig. 6a) and middle (Fig. 6c) troposphere decrease across US.
The trends in regional average lapse rates are significant at the
95 % confidence level (Table 3). The lapse rates within lower
(Fig. 6b) and middle (Fig. 6d) troposphere in boreal winter
half year are mainly decreased over US and the regional average lapse rates also have decreasing trends (Table 3). The
decline of lapse rates is more evident over AU, where decreasing trends dominate the whole AU in both boreal summer
(Fig. 6a, c) and winter (Fig. 6b, d) half year. The trends in
regional average lapse rates within lower and middle troposphere are decreased significantly, reaching the 99 % confidence level (Table 3). Over IP, the lapse rate within lower
troposphere is decreased consistently in boreal summer half
year (Fig. 6a), although the consistence is not so distinct for
the lapse rate within middle troposphere (Fig. 6c). What is
more, decreasing trends in lapse rates within lower
(Fig. 6b) and middle (Fig. 6b) troposphere dominate the
entire IP in boreal winter half year. The regional average
lapse rates also show decreasing trends in boreal winter
half year (Table 3). The decrease in lapse rates indicates
that the static stability strengthens and the atmospheric

Observed trends in light precipitation events over global land

169

Fig. 6 Trends (K km−1 decade−1) in atmospheric lapse rate within 925–
700 hPa (top row) and 850–500 hPa (bottom row) in boreal summer (left
column) and winter (right column) half year based on NCEP-NCAR
reanalysis data. Black dots denote the grid points where the trend is

significant at the 90 % confidence level according to Student’s t test. Gray
color denotes the area where climatology (1981–2010) surface pressure is
less than the pressure at the bottom of lapse rate

stratification becomes more stable over US, AU, and IP in
boreal summer and winter half year.

motion and precipitation. Hence, when the static stability
weakens, the upward motion strengthens and precipitation
intensity increases; when the static stability strengthens, the
upward motion abates and precipitation intensity decreases.
Associated with the weakening of static stability, the intensity of light precipitation events in boreal summer (Fig. 4c)
and winter (Fig. 4d) half year is increased significantly over
the EC and NE. What is more, the mean intensity of all the
precipitation events is enhanced noticeably in the two regions
as well (figure not shown). The increase in intensity leads to a
change of the light precipitation events to relatively heavier
precipitation events and a decrease in the frequency of light
precipitation events correspondingly. In contrast, accompanied with the strengthening of static stability, a decrease in
the intensity of light precipitation events is noticeable over
US, AU, and IP (Fig. 4c, d). The mean precipitation intensity
mainly decreases as well over AU, and IP (figure not shown).
The decrease in intensity results in a shift of relatively heavier
precipitation events toward light precipitation events and increase in the frequency of light precipitation events
consequently.
Furthermore, we employ WRF to examine the impact of
static stability on precipitation intensity. The precipitation intensity for the modeling is defined as the daily mean precipitation during the given days (accumulated amount divided by
days). The difference of precipitation intensity between

4.3 Possible impact of the change of static stability
on the trends of light precipitation events
Precipitation is connected with upward motion, and on the
other hand, upward motion is associated with atmospheric
stratification or static stability. Unstable atmospheric stratification favors upward motion and heavy precipitation; in contrast, stable atmospheric stratification suppresses the upward
Table 3 Trends (10−3 K km−1 decade−1) in lapse rate within 925–
700 hPa and 850–500 hPa in boreal summer (Sum) and winter (Win) half
year over EC, NE, US, AU, and IP, respectively
925–700 hPa

EC
NE
US
AU
IP

Sum
11.5***
6.6***
−4.4***
−10.1***
−0.9

850–500 hPa
Win
7.4***
8.3***
−1.0
−11.4***
−4.1**

Sum
5.9***
2.2***
−1.5*
−3.3***
1.8**

Win
4.8***
4.7***
−0.3
−5.5***
−1.2

*, **, and *** indicate the trends significant at the 90, 95, and 99 %
confidence level according to Student’s t test
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sensitivity experiments and control experiment indicates the
effect of static stability on precipitation intensity. The differences of ensemble average precipitation intensity between experiment WEA and experiment CTL for July is dominated by
positive value (Fig. 7a), which indicates that precipitation intensity increases as static stability weakens. In contrast, the
precipitation differences between experiment STR and experiment CTL are characterized by decreasing change (Fig. 7c),
implying that precipitation intensity decreases as static stability strengthens. The regional average precipitation intensity in
the three experiments for each day in July (Fig. 8a) reflects
that precipitation intensity increases when static stability
weakens, and the precipitation intensity decreases when static
stability strengthens. The results in January simulation have
the same features (Figs. 7b, d; 8b).
The change in precipitation intensity is associated with the
change in vertical velocity. The vertical velocities in experiment WEA are larger than those in experiment CTL, but those
in experiment STR are smaller (Fig. 8c–f). The differences
between control experiment and sensitivity experiment indicate that the vertical velocities increase as static stability
weakens and decrease as static stability strengthens. The model results indicate that static stability affects precipitation intensity through upward motion. Precipitation intensity is increased due to the enhancement in upward motion as static
stability weakens, and is decreased due to the reduction in
upward motion as static stability strengthens.
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Hence, the probable mechanism for the impact of static
stability on light precipitation events can be summarized as
follows: the weakening of static stability leads to increasing of
precipitation intensity through the enhancement of upward
motion; some light precipitation events become relatively
heavier precipitation events and the frequency of light precipitation events decreases correspondingly over EC and NE; in
contrast, the strengthening of static stability results in decreasing of precipitation intensity through the reduction of upward
motion; some relatively heavier precipitation events turn toward light precipitation events, and the frequency of light
precipitation events increase consequently over US, AU, and
IP.

5 Conclusions and discussions
In this study, we investigate the trends in light precipitation
events over global land and their possible reasons during
1961–2010. Light precipitation event is defined as precipitation event with daily precipitation less than the 50th percentile
and above or equal to 0.1 mm/day based on 30-year (1971–
2010) daily records. Although reduction is expected according
to theoretical speculation and climate models, there is no consistent decreasing trend in the frequency of light precipitation
events over global land. There are decreasing trends in annual
frequencies of light precipitation events over EC and NE, and

Fig. 7 Precipitation intensity differences (mm/day) between experiment WEA and CTL (top row), and between experiment STR and CTL (bottom row)
in July (Jul, left column) and January (Jan, right column) simulation

Observed trends in light precipitation events over global land
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Fig. 8 Regional average (over
the areas with daily precipitation
above 0.1 mm) precipitation
intensity (mm/day, top row) and
vertical velocity (W, cm/s) at 700
(second row) and 500 hPa
(bottom row) for 30 days in July
(left column) and January (right
column). Blue, black, and red
lines and markers denote
experiment STR, CTL, and
WEA, respectively

in contrast, increasing trends over US, AU and the IP. The
trends in the intensity of light precipitation events are opposite
to those in frequency. The intensity is increased over EC and
NE, but is decreased over US, AU, and IP. However, there are
no consistent and significant trends in the amounts of light
precipitation events except over EC for reverse trends in frequency and intensity. It is interesting to note that the trends in
light precipitation events for boreal summer and winter half
year are similar to the trends for annual events. The frequency
is decreased and the intensity is increased over EC and NE in
boreal summer and winter half year, but the frequency is increased and the intensity is decreased over US, AU, and IP.
Although we reveal the trends in light precipitation over a
large part of global land, there are still some regions including
Africa and South America where the trends are unknown due
to data deficiency. The lack of data makes it unable to detect
climate change of extreme precipitation events over Africa

and South America (Alexander et al. 2006; Giorgi et al.
2011; Donat et al. 2013).
Additionally, we investigate the possible reasons for the
trends in light precipitation events. We have examined the
change of atmospheric water vapor. However, we have not
found creditable linkage between atmospheric water vapor
and light precipitation. Further analysis suggests that the
trends in light precipitation events are possibly due to the
changes in static stability. The static stability weakens and
the atmospheric stratification becomes less stable over EC
and NE, but the static stability strengthens and the atmospheric stratification becomes more stable over US, AU, and IP. The
weakening of static stability leads to increasing of precipitation intensity through the enhancement of upward motion;
light precipitation events turn to relatively heavier precipitation events and the frequency decreases correspondingly over
EC and NE; in contrast, the strengthening of static stability
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results in decreasing of precipitation intensity due to the reduction of upward motion; relatively heavier precipitation
events shift toward light precipitation events and the frequency of light precipitation events increases consequently over
US, AU, and IP.
However, the cause of the change of static stability is still
unknown. It is largely associated with the change of troposphere temperature, which is possibly connected with the
change of atmospheric radiation and atmospheric circulation.
We will investigate this issue in the near future.
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