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Abstract: This study presents a comprehensive comparison of Level 2.0 cloud properties between a
Second-generation Global Imager (SGLI) aboard the GCOM-C satellite and a Moderate Resolution
Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) aboard the Terra satellite, to better understand the qualities
of cloud properties obtained from SGLI/GCOM-C launched on 23 December 2017. The cloud
pixels identified as water phase by both satellite sensors are highly consistent to each other by
more than 90%, although the consistency is only ~60% for ice phase cloud pixels. A comparison of
cloud properties—cloud optical thickness (COT) and cloud particle effective radius (CER)—between
these two satellite sensors reveals that water and ice cloud properties can have different degrees of
agreement depending on underlying surface. The relative difference (RD) values of 22% (18%) and
37% (24%) for water cloud COT (CER) comparison over ocean and land surfaces and respective values
of 35% (42%) and 35% (62%) for comparisons of ice cloud properties, and also other comparison
metrics, suggest better agreements for water cloud properties than for ice cloud properties, and for
ocean surface than for land surface. Though cloud properties differences between MODIS and SGLI
can arise from inherent features of cloud retrieval algorithms, such as differences in ancillary data,
surface reflectance, cloud droplet size distribution function, model for ice particle habit, etc., this
study further identifies the important roles of cloud thickness and Sun and satellite positions for
differences in cloud properties between SGLI and MODIS: the differences in cloud properties are
found to increase for thinner clouds, higher solar zenith angle, and higher differences in viewing
zenith and azimuth angles between these satellite sensors, and such differences are more distinct for
water cloud properties than for ice cloud properties.

Keywords: SGLI; MODIS; cloud optical thickness; cloud particle effective radius; cloud phase

1. Introduction

Clouds are known to have profound impacts on the atmospheric heat budget, Earth’s
climate system, and the hydrological cycle [1,2]. Clouds have very strong spatial and
temporal variations [3], and they have complex interactions with aerosols and meteoro-
logical factors [2,4]. Therefore, clouds are recognized to have large uncertainties in the
studies of climate systems and water and heat budgets of the Earth [5–7]. Given their
importance, they have been studied from different perspectives and using different meth-
ods, including remote sensing from space. A Television InfraRed Observational Satellite
(TIROS), launched on 1 April 1960, is the first satellite to successfully capture the cloud
picture from space. Since then, space-based cloud remote sensing technology has seen great
advancement. Currently, clouds are observed from space by various active and passive
sensors aboard various polar-orbiting and geostationary satellites [5–7], and data from
them are being widely used for diverse purposes [8–10]. Along with such wide and diverse
applications, the quality assessment of space-based cloud products has become an impor-
tant aspect of research in the cloud remote sensing field. It is because the same satellite
sensor monitors the whole Earth or a large part of it for a long time, and physical quantities
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from such satellite observations are generally derived by relying on certain physical models
with certain assumptions. Therefore, cross-checking of such products using data from
independent sources is vital to increase confidence in applications of these products in
scientific research, policy-making, and so on [11]. Additionally, such quality-assessment
further helps to figure out the shortcomings of present technology and then to develop
future strategies to overcome them.

Among a number of Earth-observing satellites, the Global Change Observation Mission-
Climate (GCOM-C) satellite (“Shikisai” in Japanese) is the one belonging to the Japan
Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA). It was launched on 23 December 2017, to better
understand global climate change by observing the surface and atmosphere of the Earth.
Onboard is the Second-Generation Global Imager (SGLI) to collect data related to clouds,
aerosols, ocean color, vegetation, snow, and ice. Among various geophysical products
obtained from SGLI observations, this study focuses on understanding the qualities of
cloud products. As the operation only started relatively recently, our knowledge regarding
the qualities of SGLI cloud products is limited. Damiani et al. [12] compared cloud optical
thickness (COT) values obtained from observations at the surface using a sky radiometer
and a pyranometer, with those obtained from SGLI observations for an intensive campaign
period of 16 days over Chiba, Japan. Their study showed reasonably good agreement
between SGLI and surface observation-based values. Khatri et al. [11] used cloud optical
properties—COT and cloud particle effective radius (CER)—retrieved from sky radiome-
ters [13,14] at multiple SKYNET [15–17] sites to understand the qualities of SGLI cloud
properties for both water and ice clouds. They found good agreement between SGLI- and
sky radiometer-observed COTs, although the agreement was better for water clouds than
for ice clouds, while the SGLI-observed CER exhibited poorer agreement than the COT.
They further suggested that solar and satellite viewing angles could have important effects
on the comparison of cloud properties obtained from space and surface observations.

Ground-based observations are important to validate cloud properties obtained from
space observations [14,18,19], including observations from SGLI aboard GCOM-C [11,12];
however, such ground-based observations are limited in temporal and spatial coverages.
Therefore, the abovementioned ground-based observations are not enough to understand
the qualities of SGLI-observed cloud properties. Along with ground-based observation
data, data from other independent observations need to be used. This demands the need
for comparing SGLI cloud properties with other standard cloud properties, such as those
obtained from a Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS). It is worth
mentioning that MODIS has a long history of observation, and MODIS cloud products
have been updated a number of times, helping to better understand the qualities of SGLI
cloud products by comparing them with MODIS cloud products. A literature review shows
that Nakajima et al. [20] compared SGLI cloud properties with MODIS cloud properties.
However, their comparisons were limited to only coarse-grid cloud properties of 1◦ × 1◦

spatial resolution. Considering that cloud properties of fine spatial resolution, such as Level
2.0 cloud products, have broader scientific applications than coarse-grid cloud properties,
this study is designed to understand the qualities of Level 2.0 SGLI cloud properties of
nearly 1 km × 1 km spatial resolution. For this purpose, we compared Level 2.0 SGLI cloud
properties with Level 2.0 MODIS cloud properties of nearly the same spatial resolution.

This paper is organized as follow. Section 2 describes the data and study method.
Sections 3 and 4 describe the results and discussion. Finally, the major findings are summa-
rized in Section 5.

2. Data and Study Method
2.1. Data

This study uses cloud products obtained from observations made from space by
MODIS and SGLI sensors. A detail of these cloud products is given below by summarizing
their important features in Table 1.
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Table 1. A quick look at MODIS and SGLI cloud products.

MODIS SGLI

Product identification Level 2.0 (Collection 6.1) Level 2.0 (Version 3.0)
Wavelengths for retrievals of

cloud properties 0.66, 0.86, 1.24, 1.6, 2.1, and 3.7 µm 1.05 and 2.21 µm

Wavelengths for detection of cloud phase 7.3, 8.5, 11.0, 12.0 µm 10.8 and 12.0 µm
Cloud-particle size distribution for retrieval

of cloud properties Gamma size distribution Log-normal size distribution

Single-scattering properties for water clouds Mie calculation Mie calculation

Single-scattering properties for ice clouds Severely roughened aggregated
columns model Voronoi model

MODIS aboard Terra and Aqua satellites has been one of the most successful sensors
for monitoring the surface and atmosphere of the Earth for more than two decades. Terra
(Aqua) is timed to cross the equator from north to south at approximately 10:30 AM
(1:30 PM) local time. MODIS has 36 spectral bands ranging from 0.4 to 14.2 µm to observe
the changes in the Earth’s atmosphere and the processes occurring in ocean and land
surfaces. The operational algorithms and data products for MODIS observations are
being continuously updated, and the current product is collection 6.1 [5]. This study
used Level 2.0 (collection 6.1) cloud products with a spatial resolution of 1 km × 1 km
(at nadir). More specifically, we used data for COT, CER, cloud phase, solar zenith angle
(SZA), solar azimuth angle (SAZ), sensor zenith angle (VZA), sensor azimuth angle
(VAZ), and land/sea mask in this study. In the MODIS cloud retrieval algorithm, COT
and CER are derived from the combination of observed and forward model-generated
reflectance data of two different wavelengths having different amounts of cloud particle
absorption [21]. In brief, cloud top reflectance are calculated for six wavelengths—non-
absorbing 0.66, 0.86, and 1.24 µm, which are mainly sensitive to COT, and absorbing
1.6, 2.1, and 3.7 µm, which are sensitive to CER—to generate a look up table (LUT)
for any single pair for absorbing and non-absorbing wavelengths. The non-absorbing
wavelengths of 0.66, 0.86, and 1.24 µm are chosen to retrieve properties for clouds lying
over land, ocean, and ice surfaces, respectively. Similarly, the absorbing wavelengths of
1.6, 2.1, and 3.7 µm are chosen to retrieve three different CERs as the effective vertical
weighting functions of these wavelengths are different [22]. In other words, in-cloud
penetration depth increases with the decrease of wavelength. Therefore, 3.7 µm provides
information for upper cloud layers; whereas, other wavelengths provide information
for relatively deeper cloud layers. By assuming gamma particle size distribution, Mie
calculation is used to characterize single-scattering properties for water cloud droplets;
whereas the ice crystal habit of severely roughened aggregated columns [23] is used to
generate such data for ice cloud particles. Though COT and CER data are available for
different pairs of absorbing and non-absorbing wavelengths, this study uses standard
products, which are obtained by combining an absorbing 2.1 µm wavelength with non-
absorbing 0.66 µm (land) and 0.86 µm (ocean) wavelengths. Similarly, cloud phase (water,
ice, mixed, undetermined, cloud free) data used in this study are derived using three
wavelength pairs of the infrared region, which are 7.3 and 11 µm, 8.5 and 11 µm, and 11
and 12 µm [24]. The remaining data—SZA, SAZ, VZA, VAZ, and land/sea mask—are
generated by combining spacecraft attitude and orbit, the instrument telemetry, and
digital model (https://modis.gsfc.nasa.gov/data/dataprod/mod03.php, accessed on 15
February 2023). As SGLI only crosses the equator in the morning at around 10:30 AM,
this study uses data collected by the MODIS sensor aboard the Terra satellite.

SGLI aboard GCOM-C has 16 channels covering the spectrum from 0.38 to 12.0 µm.
Similar to the MODIS cloud retrieval algorithm, the SGLI cloud retrieval algorithm
retrieves COT and CER by using a combination of absorbing and non-absorbing wave-
lengths; but, the used wavelengths are different. Though SGLI has non-absorbing chan-
nels of 0.67, 0.87, and 1.05 µm wavelengths and absorbing channels of 1.63 and 2.21 µm

https://modis.gsfc.nasa.gov/data/dataprod/mod03.php
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wavelengths, currently available cloud products are generated by using a combination of
non-absorbing 1.05 and absorbing 2.21 µm wavelengths in the framework of the Com-
prehensive Analysis Program for Cloud Optical Measurement (CAPCOM) package [20].
Though CAPCOM also relies on the principle of using LUT of reflectance data for absorb-
ing and non-absorbing wavelengths for priorly defined COT and CER values and solar
and satellite geometries [21], some major differences remain. First, unlike gamma size
distributions in the MODIS cloud retrieval algorithm, cloud particles are characterized by
log-normal size distribution in CAPCOM. Second, non-spherical Voronoi particles [25] are
considered to generate single-scattering properties for ice particles in CAPCOM, though
the MODIS cloud retrieval algorithm uses severely roughened aggregated columns. Ex-
cept for these, the sources of meteorological and surface reflectance data and radiative
transfer models used to generate LUT differ between the CAPCOM and MODIS cloud
retrieval algorithm [5,20]. Additionally, there appears to be a major difference between
cloud phase detection methods of SGLI and MODIS. Unlike the MODIS algorithm, the
SGLI algorithm uses a combination of only 10.8 and 12.0 µm to detect cloud phase, be-
cause SGLI has fewer channels than MODIS in the infrared region [20]. Along with cloud
properties (COT and CER) and cloud phase data, geolocation field data (SZA, SAZ, VZA,
VAZ) are also available for SGLI observations, which were also used in this study.

2.2. Study Method

Level-2 SGLI cloud products are available at approximately 1 km × 1 km spatial
resolution with sinusoidal projection. Each tile has an area of approximately 1200 km
× 1200 km. This study selects six tiles (T0527, T0528, T0529, T0627, T0628, and T0629),
which cover regions bounded by 20◦–40◦N and 106◦–131◦E, for an observation period
from 1 June to 31 August 2020. MODIS Level-2 cloud products of same region and period
were extracted to compare with SGLI cloud products. Data from both MODIS and SGLI
cloud products were valid for the comparison if the pixel centers of each were closer to
each other by less than 1 km and the observation times of them were within less than
5 min time difference. Before comparing the cloud properties (COT and CER) between
them, we first studied how well cloud phases detected by them were consistent with each
other. For this purpose, phases of MODIS cloud pixels for SGLI-detected water and ice
cloud pixels were detected and counted to derive distributions of MODIS cloud phases for
SGLI-detected water and ice cloud phases. While comparing the cloud properties, analyses
were separately performed for land and ocean surfaces by detecting the surface type by
using land/sea mask data of MODIS. We quantified the agreement levels between MODIS
and SGLI cloud properties by using the comparison metrics given below,

MBE =
1
n ∑n

i=1(Mi − Si), (1)

RMSE =

√
∑n

i=1
(Mi − Si)

2

n
, (2)

r =
n(∑n

i=1 MiSi)−∑n
i=1 Mi ∑n

i=1 Si√
[n ∑n

i Mi
2 − (∑n

i=1 Mi)
2][n ∑n

i Si
2 − (∑n

i=1 Si)
2]

, (3)

RD =
1
n ∑n

i=1

∣∣∣∣Si −Mi

Mi

∣∣∣∣ (4)

where M and S are cloud properties (COT or CER) for MODIS and SGLI observations,
respectively, and n the total sample count. MBE, RMSE, r, and RD represent mean bias
error, root mean square error, correlation coefficient, and relative difference, respectively. In
order to understand the factors for differences in cloud properties between MODIS and
SGLI, we performed analyses by grouping data into different bins of COT and SZA, as well
as the different groups mentioned below.



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 1075 5 of 17

• Group I: Both MODIS and SGLI sensors exist in forward scattering direction.
• Group II: Both MODIS and SGLI sensors exist in backward scattering direction.
• Group III: MODIS (SGLI) exists in forward (backward) scattering direction.
• Group IV: MODIS (SGLI) exists in backward (forward) scattering direction.

The forward or backward scattering direction is determined based on the relative
azimuth angle (RAZ) of the satellite sensor with respect to the azimuth angle of the Sun.
RAZ for each satellite sensor is calculated as

RAZ = |VAZ− SAZ| (5)

The satellite sensor is considered to exist in the forward scattering direction if RAZ > 90◦,
and vice versa.

3. Results
3.1. Comparison of Cloud Phase

Table 2 summarizes distributions (in percentage) of MODIS-detected cloud phases
for total counts (100%) of SGLI-detected water and ice cloud phases. Table 2 reveals that
water cloud pixels detected by SGLI and MODIS are consistent with each other by more
than 90%. On the other hand, the consistency percentage for ice cloud pixels is only ~60%.
Nearly ~20% of cloud pixels detected as ice phase by SGLI are detected as water phase in
MODIS observations. At the same time, undetermined pixels also account for ~20% in
MODIS observations for cloud pixels detected as ice phases in SGLI observations. Overall,
Table 2 suggests a considerable mismatch in ice phase detection between MODIS and
SGLI. It is important to note that SGLI uses a single pair of two wavelengths—10.8 and
12.0 µm—to discriminate cloud phase; whereas, MODIS uses three pairs of four infrared
wavelengths (see Section 2.1) for this purpose. As shown by Baum et al. [26], the imaginary
parts of the refractive indices for water and ice particles are nearly equal in the 8.5 to
10 µm wavelength range, but they are diverse between 10 and 13 µm wavelengths. This
difference between 10 and 13 µm is the foundation for using infrared wavelengths in cloud
phase detection in satellite remote sensing. MODIS having more infrared channels than
SGLI may effectively capture the information contained within 10 to 13 µm to effectively
distinguish the absorption capacities for water and ice cloud particles, and thereby the
cloud phase. It is worth mentioning that alternative procedures are being developed to
detect cloud phase for SGLI observations. For example, Nagao and Suzuki [27] developed
algorithms for simultaneous retrievals of COT, CER, and cloud thermodynamic phase
to estimate the fractional probability of the cloud phase as an alternative to discrete
discrimination into liquid and ice typical of operational cloud retrievals.

Table 2. Percentage distributions of MODIS-detected cloud phases for total counts of SGLI-detected
water and ice cloud pixels.

SGLI Cloud Pixels
MODIS Cloud Pixels

Water Phase Ice Phase Mixed Phase Undetermined

Water phase (100%) 92.1% 3.2% 0% 4.7%

Ice phase (100%) 23.5% 58.1% 0% 18.4%

3.2. Comparison of Cloud Properties
3.2.1. Water Clouds

Figure 1 shows the comparisons of COT (left) and CER (right) between SGLI and
MODIS for pixels detected as water clouds by both satellite sensors for ocean surface
(upper) and land surface (lower). Different comparison metrics are shown in each plot
of Figure 1 to understand the degree of agreement between MODIS and SGLI values.
The comparison metrics, including RD values, suggest that cloud properties between
MODIS and SGLI can have different levels of agreement over land and ocean surfaces.
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In general, the agreement is better for ocean surface than for land surface for both COT
and CER values. As surface reflectance is differently characterized in cloud retrieval
algorithms of MODIS and SGLI [5,20], such differences in surface reflectance can play an
important role in increasing the difference for land surface than for ocean surface. This is
because the reflection of land is more complex than that of ocean due to the variation in
surface type over land [28]. For both land and ocean surfaces, the correlation is stronger
for COT comparison than for CER comparison. This is because of the fact that CER
retrieval is generally more complicated than COT retrieval. For example, CER retrieval
strongly depends on the choice of absorbing wavelength, refractive index value, etc.,
though such factors have mere influence on COT retrieval. The MBE values are relatively
small in each plot of Figure 1, and they are negative in magnitude. This suggests that, on
average, SGLI cloud properties can be higher than MODIS cloud properties. To obtain
better insight into the comparison results shown in Figure 1, frequency distributions
for COT and CER bins of 2 and 0.5 µm intervals, respectively, are shown in Figure 2.
In Figure 2, the left and right panels show frequency distributions for COT and CER,
respectively. Similarly, the upper and lower panels show the distributions for ocean
and land surfaces, respectively. Figure 2 suggests that the frequency distributions of
COT for MODIS and SGLI agree better for ocean surface than for land surface. This
again emphasizes the better agreement of COT between MODIS and SGLI for ocean
surface than for land surface. At the same time, those results suggest that the quality of
cloud products over land surfaces can be improved by using high-quality information of
surface reflectance data in cloud retrieval algorithms. For both ocean surface (Figure 2a)
and land surface (Figure 2c), frequencies of very thick clouds (COT > 55) are more
increased in SGLI observations than in MODIS observations. Such increased thicker
clouds in SGLI observations could possibly contribute to the increase in negative MBE
in COT comparison between MODIS and SGLI shown in Figure 1. Considering that
optical sensors, such as MODIS and SGLI, may lose sensitivity to observe such very
high COTs; for instance, if comparison metrics shown in Figure 1a,c are recalculated by
excluding COTs larger than 55, R_value, MBE, RMSE, and RD for ocean (land) correspond
to 0.95 (0.85), −1.16 (−0.54), 4.59 (6.76), and 22.0% (37.0%), respectively. These data
suggest that excluding such high COTs can improve the comparison metrics by showing
a relatively better agreement in COT comparisons between them. In contrast to the COT
frequency distributions shown in Figure 2a,c, the CER frequency distributions shown in
Figure 2b,d show distinct differences between MODIS and SGLI observations. Though
CER distributions for both MODIS and SGLI observations generally follow a distribution
close to gaussian distribution for both land and ocean surfaces, in general, CERs from
SGLI are higher than those from MODIS. Clearly, the peak value of distribution falls at a
larger CER in SGLI observations than in MODIS observations.
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3.2.2. Ice Clouds

Figure 3 shows the comparisons of COT (left) and CER (right) between SGLI and
MODIS for pixels detected as ice clouds by both satellite sensors for ocean surface (left) and
land surface (right). Figure 3 suggests that COT and CER values obtained from MODIS
and SGLI observations can agree better over the ocean surface than over the land surface.
This result is consistent with the water cloud properties shown in Figure 1, showing the
important effects of surface reflectance on the retrieved properties of ice clouds as well.
With respect to the comparison metrics shown in Figure 1, Figure 3 suggests that cloud
properties between MODIS and SGLI are less consistent with each other than water cloud
properties. The poorer agreements for ice cloud properties can be noted for both land and
ocean surfaces. It is because ice cloud retrievals can be more complex and uncertain than
water cloud retrievals, which is primarily due to irregular shapes of ice cloud particles. As
single-scattering properties (e.g., asymmetry parameter, single-scattering albedo, extinction
efficiency) of ice particles can change with the change in ice particle habits [23], MODIS
and SGLI can show poor agreements for comparisons of ice cloud properties between them.
It is because different ice cloud habits are considered in the cloud retrieval algorithms
of MODIS and SGLI (see Section 2.1). Additionally, one can note poorer agreements for
CER comparisons than for COT comparisons in Figure 3. This is due to the fact that CER
retrieval depends on factors more than COT retrieval, as mentioned in Section 3.1. The
worst agreement can be seen in Figure 3d for CER comparisons of land surface, which shows
an RD value as high as 62%. This indicates high uncertainties for the retrieved CERs of ice
clouds over land surfaces. It is important to note that, in Figure 3b,d, ice cloud CERs have
distinct distributions for MODIS CERs below and above 20 µm. Therefore, to better quantify
CER agreements between MODIS and SGLI, we calculated comparison metrics similar to
those shown in Figure 3 by splitting data pairs corresponding to MODIS CER ≤ 20 µm
and MODIS CER > 20 µm. The comparison metrics are shown in Table 3. Table 3 suggests
that MODIS and SGLI can have relatively better agreement for relatively larger CERs for
both ocean and land surfaces. For example, one can note considerably low values of RD
followed by MBE in comparison, corresponding to data pairs with MODIS CER > 20 µm in
Table 3. Though RMSE can be large for data of larger values, Table 3 suggests smaller RMSE
for data pairs with MODIS CER > 20 µm with respect to that for data pairs with MODIS
CER ≤ 20 µm for land surface. This further emphasizes that MODIS and SGLI can have
better agreement for relatively larger CERs for ice cloud observations. It is likely due to the
fact that ice clouds with smaller CERs may result from cloud misclassification, as discussed
below. Similar to Figure 2, Figure 4 shows the frequency distributions of COT (left) and
CER (right) for ocean surface (upper) and land surface (lower) for ice clouds for COT and
CER bins of 2 and 1 µm intervals, respectively. The frequency distributions for COT values
of MODIS and SGLI are relatively closer to each other than those for water cloud COT
frequency distributions shown in Figure 2. On the other hand, there exist considerable
differences in ice cloud CER frequency distributions between MODIS and SGLI for both
ocean and land surfaces, as shown in Figure 4b,d. The most important feature to be noted
is that there appears to be bimodal distribution, with the small and large peaks appearing
at ~12 µm and ~35 µm, respectively. This bimodal CER distribution can arise if ice and
water mixed multilayered clouds are identified as ice clouds [29]. It is because water cloud
droplets are less absorptive than ice cloud droplets at near-infrared wavelengths for a
given size. As noted in Figure 3a,c, COTs are relatively small for pixels detected as ice
clouds by MODIS and SGLI. Forward modeling indicates that information required to
discriminate monolayer and multilayer clouds is limited when COT becomes less than
4 [30]. As a result, the detection of water and ice mixed multilayered clouds is a difficult
task when clouds are relatively thin. This can result in a considerable amount of mixed
phase clouds to be detected as ice phase clouds, adding uncertainties in retrieved ice cloud
properties; more specifically, in retrieved CER values. Strict data screening criteria may
eliminate such small peaks [29]. However, Figure 4b,d shows that CERs from SGLI can still
become larger than those from MODIS, even without such small peaks. It is interesting
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to note that SGLI observations suggest a monomodal distribution over land surface in
Figure 4d, which is different than the distribution for MODIS data. As the decoupling of
cloud reflectance from undesirable radiation components from surfaces is one of the major
tasks in the cloud remote sensing process [31], differently characterized surface reflectance
over the land surface, along with different size distribution functions, single-scattering
properties, ancillary data, and the radiative transfer model in ice cloud retrieval algorithms
of MODIS and SGLI, could bring considerable difference to the estimated contribution
of land surfaces for mixed phase clouds, which could have more complicated radiative
transfer processes than water or ice clouds. Therefore, Figure 4d suggests that the ice cloud
retrieval algorithm for SGLI may result in the CER of mixed phase clouds being comparable
to values for ice clouds for land surfaces. By showing such features of retrieved CERs
for ice clouds over land surfaces, this study underscores the necessity of more detailed
investigations in future.
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Figure 3. Comparison between MODIS and SGLI for (a) COT over ocean, (b) CER over ocean, (c) COT
over land, and (d) CER over land for ice cloud pixels.

Table 3. Metrics for CER comparisons of ice clouds corresponding to data with MODIS CER ≤ 20 µm
and MODIS CER > 20 µm.

MODIS CER ≤ 20 µm MODIS CER > 20 µm

Ocean Land Ocean Land

R_value 0.43 0.28 0.23 0.31
MBE −7.25 µm −15.49 µm −1.34 µm −9.18 µm

RMSE 13.08 µm 26.42 µm 16.66 µm 20.97 µm
RD 77.0% 137.0% 33.0% 37.0%
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Figure 4. Frequencies of (a) COT over ocean, (b) CER over ocean, (c) COT over land, and (d) CER
over land for MODIS (red) and SGLI (blue) for ice cloud pixels.

4. Discussions

A number of factors can be associated with the differences in cloud properties between
MODIS and SGLI. Among them, some important factors are discussed here.

4.1. Cloud Optical Thickness

Optically thin clouds are known to have ambiguous retrievals, resulting in two possible
solutions for COT and CER [21]. Therefore, cloud thickness can be one of the important fac-
tors for the inconsistent cloud properties between MODIS and SGLI presented in Section 3.
To understand the influence of cloud thickness on the differences in retrieved cloud proper-
ties between MODIS and SGLI, Figure 5 shows statistical analyses (95 percentile, median,
5 percentile, and RD values) of differences as functions of MODIS COT for COT (left) and
CER (right) values for water clouds (upper) and ice clouds (lower). The difference (Di) for i
pair of MODIS and SGLI samples is calculated as,

Di =
Si −Mi

Mi
. (6)

The statistical analyses are performed by binning differences (Di values) corresponding
to each cloud property into a MODIS COT interval of 1. Note that RD corresponding to
each bin is calculated by taking absolute values of Di using Equation (4). As the results
corresponding to land and ocean surfaces are qualitatively the same, for brevity, Figure 5 is
generated without taking into account the surface type. Figure 5 shows that the differences
in COT and CER between MODIS and SGLI increase with the decrease in COT. In general,
there is a fall in RD values in an exponential way with the increase in COT until COT
reaches ~10. Such a rapid fall within the domain of COT less than ~10 can be further noted
for the median values of COT differences in Figure 5a,c. One can further note a similar
decrease in median values within COT with less than ~10 domain for CER differences in
Figure 5b,d as well, except for very thin clouds with COT less than ~2. For COT greater than
~10 domain, the RD values are nearly constant, although, in general, the median values
show a somewhat decreasing trend with the increase in COT. Furthermore, the differences
between 95 and 5 percentiles values are larger for COT less than ~10 domain than those
for COT greater than ~10 domain for both COT and CER differences for both water and
ice clouds. Although, there appears both negative and positive differences (Di values) at
different COTs; but, in general, the median values are positive or close to 0 for both COT
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and CER differences for both land and ocean surfaces, except for COT differences for water
clouds with COT greater than ~60, and for ice clouds with COT greater than ~30. One can
further note that the differences between the 95 percentile and median values are larger
than the differences between the mean and 5 percentile values for a wide range of COT
domains; more specifically, for the CER differences shown in Figure 5b,d. Figure 5 further
reveals that higher values from SGLI (positive differences) are more pronounced in thinner
clouds than in thicker clouds. To quantitatively illustrate this fact, Table 4 summarizes
the comparison metrics shown in Figure 1 after breaking data samples into two groups of
relatively thin (COT ≤ 10) and thick (COT > 10) clouds. As expected, except for RMSE for
COT comparison, all metrics suggest better agreements between MODIS and SGLI cloud
properties for thicker than for thinner water clouds. The increased RMSE for the comparison
of larger COTs with respect to the comparison of smaller COTs is obvious, as calculated
RMSEs are in terms of absolute values. The results are also more or less consistent for ice
cloud properties. However, as ice cloud retrievals have greater uncertainties than water
cloud retrievals, the results shown in Table 4 for ice cloud properties are less prominent
than those for water cloud properties. Nonetheless, SGLI and MODIS can have different
degrees of agreement for thinner and thicker clouds, suggesting that cloud thickness can
be one important factor for differences in cloud properties between them.
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Figure 5. Statistical analyses (95 percentile, mean, 5 percentile, and RD values) of differences in
(a) COT and (b) CER for water clouds and (c) COT and (d) CER for ice clouds between SGLI and
MODIS for different values of MODIS COTs. For detail, see text.
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Table 4. Metrics for COT and CER comparisons between MODIS and SGLI for water and ice
cloud properties.

Comparison
Metrics

Water Cloud Pixels Ice Cloud Pixels

COT ≤ 10 COT > 10 COT ≤ 10 COT > 10

COT CER COT CER COT CER COT CER

R-value 0.41 0.53 0.78 0.61 0.69 0.38 0.68 0.51
MBE −1.17 −0.79 µm −0.57 −0.49 µm −0.44 −13.78 µm 1.26 −6.66 µm

RMSE 4.41 4.53 µm 10.4 4.09 µm 2.31 26.37 µm 15.07 15.64 µm
RD 60% 25% 28% 22% 41% 78% 26% 36%

4.2. Solar Zenith Angle

Both observations [32] and radiative transfer model simulations [33] suggest that
COT retrieved by assuming cloud as plane-parallel horizontal layers increases with the
increase in SZA because the horizontal leakage of radiation from cloud sides decreases
relative to overhead Sun [34] and cloud sides have a greater opportunity to intercept more
solar radiation for oblique Sun to increase the cloud-top-leaving radiance [35]. As cloud
retrieval algorithms of both MODIS and SGLI assume clouds as plane-parallel horizontal
layers, SZA can affect the retrieved cloud properties for both to generate the differences
in cloud properties between them. Therefore, it is of interest to study the effect of SZA
on differences in cloud properties between MODIS and SGLI. Figure 6 shows statistical
analyses (95 percentile, median, 5 percentile, and RD values) of differences (Di values) as
functions of SZA for COT (left) and CER (right) for water (upper) and ice (lower) clouds.
The statistical analyses were performed by grouping data into a SZA bin of 1◦ interval.
Figure 6a,b suggests that the differences in COT and CER between MODIS and SGLI
for water clouds are bounded within a relatively small range (relatively small difference
between 95 and 5 percentile values) when SZA is small (<~16◦); but, the difference becomes
large when SZA exceeds ~16◦. As both MODIS and SGLI cloud retrieval algorithms use the
Mie scattering-based database to retrieve water cloud properties, and the retrieval biases for
results of each sensor can be relatively small for low SZAs, the retrieved cloud properties
from MODIS and SGLI can become more consistent with each other to result in such low
differences between 95 and 5 percentile values for water clouds when SZAs are relatively
small. On the other hand, when SZA becomes large, SZA-led biases on retrieved cloud
properties can be large and more complex depending on a number of factors, including
Sun-satellite position and cloud inhomogeneity [11,36,37]. As discussed in Section 4.3,
MODIS and SGLI have different viewing geometries while observing the same target
clouds. Even for the same target cloud, the differences in viewing geometries between
MODIS and SGLI can result in inconsistent cloud properties at higher SZAs, resulting in an
increase in the differences between 95 and 5 percentile values. On the other hand, as shown
in Figure 6c,d, the differences between 95 and 5 percentile values of ice cloud properties do
not suggest such dependence on SZA. This indicates that SZA-led impacts on retrieved ice
cloud properties for both MODIS and SGLI, and thereby differences between them, may
be overshadowed by other important factors, such as differences in ice cloud habits, the
cloud droplet size distribution function, etc., between cloud retrieval algorithms of MODIS
and SGLI. It can be further noted that the median values for water cloud COTs (Figure 6a)
are generally larger at higher SZAs than at lower SZAs. On the other hand, the median
values for water cloud CERs (Figure 6b) are negative at lower SZAs, but they increase to
become positive or close to 0 with the increase in SZA at dominant SZA bins. The RD values
corresponding to COT and CER differences shown in Figure 6a,b also indicate the increase
in values at higher SZAs. These data may further suggest relatively better agreements
at smaller SZAs than at larger SZAs for water cloud properties. However, as noted in
Figure 6c, the median values for ice cloud COTs are negative at smaller SZAs, but close to 0
and/or positive at higher SZAs. Similarly, the median values are positive for ice cloud CER



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 1075 13 of 17

differences at all COTs in Figure 6d. Unlike water cloud properties, these median and RD
values for ice cloud properties do not indicate their dependencies on SZA.
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Figure 6. Statistical analyses (95 percentile, mean, 5 percentile, and RD values) of differences in
(a) COT and (b) CER for water clouds and (c) COT and (d) CER for ice clouds between SGLI and
MODIS for different values of solar zenith angle. For detail, see text.

4.3. Satellite Geometries

Depending on Sun-satellite geometry, shadowing and illumination effects can greatly
affect cloud properties retrieved by assuming clouds as plane-parallel horizontal layers [38].
It has been further suggested that the dark gaps between cloud fields can be filled by
brighter cloud sides through photon leakage when partly cloudy scenes are viewed more
obliquely, leading to higher values of COT in both the forward and backward scattering
directions [37]. Though the Sun’s position remains the same, MODIS and SGLI sensors can
observe target clouds from different directions, making it possible to obtain different cloud
properties because of differences in satellite-received radiances due to cloud inhomogeneity.
This, in turn, can bring differences in retrieved cloud properties between MODIS and SGLI.
To understand this possibility, we analyzed how the differences in VZA and VAZ between
MODIS and SGLI sensors are related to the differences in cloud properties between them.
Such analyses are performed after classifying data into four different groups—Group I to
Group IV—as described in Section 2.2. Figure 7 shows the relationships between RD and
the absolute difference is VZA between MODIS and SGLI for (a) COT and (b) CER of water
clouds and (c) COT and (d) CER of ice clouds for bins of absolute VZA difference of 4◦.
Similarly, Figure 8 shows results similar to Figure 7, but for an absolute VAZ difference
of 30◦ between MODIS and SGLI. In both Figures 7 and 8, RD values are not calculated
if the total sample count within a bin becomes less than 50. As the difference in cloud
properties between MODIS and SGLI can result from manifold factors, including some
discussed above, a strict relationship between RD and absolute VZA (or VAZ) difference
may be hard to achieve. Nonetheless, if some outliers are not included, both Figures 7 and 8
suggest that RD can increase with the increase in both absolute VZA and VAZ differences.
Such an increase with the increase in absolute VZA (or VAZ) difference seems to be more
prominent for water cloud properties than for ice cloud properties. The relatively less
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prominent results for ice cloud properties can be associated with the fact that retrieved ice
cloud properties can be influenced by a number of factors as mentioned above, which may
be more largely weighted than the effect of satellite position difference. The RD values are
considerably higher for ice cloud CERs at higher absolute VZA and VAZ differences in
Figures 7 and 8, respectively. This indicates that ice cloud CERs may be quite uncertain
when VZA and VAZ become larger either in MODIS observations or in SGLI observations,
or in both. Furthermore, both Figures 7 and 8 do not suggest any clear difference in
results (relationship between RD and absolute VZA or VAZ difference) among different
groups (Groups I–IV), which correspond to the positions of satellite sensors with respect
to the position of the Sun. It has been suggested that cloud properties retrieved under the
assumption of plane-parallel horizontal cloud layers can have both increased or decreased
values in forward and backward scattering directions, depending on not only the Sun-
satellite position, but also on the competition among multiple factors governed by SZA,
RAZ, and cloud inhomogeneity [11,36]. For example, COTs were found to increase with the
increase in VZA in both forward and backward scattering directions, which were suggested
due to the fact that dark gaps between the cloud fields could be filled up by brighter
cloud sides through photon leakage when obliquely viewing partly cloudy scenes [37]. On
the contrary, a decreasing and increasing COT in the forward and backward scattering
directions, respectively, have been also shown, which were suggested due to shadowing
and illumination effects [38]. Therefore, complex interactions among multiple factors,
including cloud inhomogeneity and Sun and satellite geometries, could produce different
cloud products in independent observations of MODIS and SGLI, resulting in not clear
differences in relationships between RD and absolute VZA or VAZ differences between
MODIS and SGLI among different groups representing various Sun and satellite positions.
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Figure 7. RD values as functions of absolute VZA difference between SGLI and MODIS sensors for
(a) COT and (b) CER of water clouds and (c) COT and (d) CER of ice clouds.
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Figure 8. RD values as functions of absolute VAZ difference between SGLI and MODIS sensors for
(a) COT and (b) CER of water clouds and (c) COT and (d) CER of ice clouds.

5. Conclusions

A comparison of water and ice phase cloud pixels between MODIS and SGLI satellite
sensors revealed that cloud pixels identified as water phase were consistent with each other
by more than 90%, although this was only by ~60% for ice cloud pixels. This considerable
mismatch in ice phase detection is suggested due to the fact that SGLI uses a single pair of
two infrared wavelengths (10.8 and 12.0 µm), whereas MODIS uses three different pairs of
wavelengths between 7.3 to 12.0 µm to detect cloud phase. Similarly, for a comparison of
cloud optical properties, COT (CER) for water clouds over ocean and land surfaces were
found to agree with RD values of 22% (18%) and 37% (24%), respectively; whereas the
agreements for ice clouds were relatively poorer with respective RD values of 35% (42%)
and 35% (62%). Along with these RD values, other comparison metrics also suggested
better agreements for water cloud properties than for ice cloud properties and for ocean
surfaces than for land surfaces; though, in general, SGLI values were higher than MODIS
values. Some major differences between MODIS and SGLI ice cloud retrieval algorithms,
including differences in ice particle habit, cloud-particle size distribution function, etc., are
suggested to be important for poorly correlated ice cloud properties between MODIS and
SGLI. Unlike monomodal CER frequency distribution for water clouds, ice clouds were
found to have bimodal distribution, possibly due to the inability of satellite sensors to
correctly identify mixed multilayered clouds. As a result, CERs for ice clouds, especially
those for land surfaces, agreed very poorly between MODIS and SGLI. As thinner clouds
have greater retrieval uncertainties than thicker clouds, MODIS and SGLI cloud properties
poorly agreed for thinner clouds, and the dependencies of cloud properties differences
between MODIS and SGLI on cloud thickness were relatively stronger for water clouds
than for ice clouds. Furthermore, as retrieved cloud properties have less biases at smaller
SZAs, MODIS and SGLI observations showed better agreements for smaller SZAs for
water clouds; although, the ice cloud properties differences between them were noted to
less depend on SZA, possibly due to the complexity in ice cloud retrievals. The relative
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positions of MODIS and SGLI aboard satellites were also found to cause differences in
cloud properties between them: in general, cloud properties differences increased with
the increase in VZA and VAZ differences between them, and such differences were more
(less) prominent for water (ice) clouds. Overall, these comparison results suggest that,
though a number of factors can be associated with differences in cloud properties between
MODIS and SGLI, these sensors, in general, have better consistency in retrieved properties
of water clouds, especially when clouds are relatively thicker, the underlying surface is
ocean, SZA becomes low, and both sensors have close observation geometries. These results
also have important implications for the further advancement of cloud remote sensing
technology and the effective use of satellite-observed cloud products in scientific research,
policy-making, etc.
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