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Abstract: Precipitation is a key process in the hydrologic cycle. However, accurate precipitation data
are scarce in high mountainous areas, mainly restricted by complex topography, solid precipitation
and sparse recording stations. In order to evaluate the quality of precipitation measurement, this
study conducted a comparison campaign of precipitation measurements with the PWS100 laser
sensor and the Geonor T-200B rain gauge for an entire year from 30 April 2018 to 1 May 2019 at
an elevation of 3835 m in a nival glacial zone in eastern Tianshan, Central Asia. The results show
that the daily precipitation values recorded by Geonor T-200B and PWS100 are well correlated
and the annual precipitation amounts recorded by the two instruments differ by 7%, indicating
good capabilities of both instruments in solid precipitation measurement. However, the amount of
precipitation measured by Geonor T-200B was 36 mm lower in June to August and 120 mm higher in
the remaining months compared with the values measured by PWS100. Our study indicated that
Geonor T-200B is more efficient than PWS100 in terms of catching solid precipitation measurements.
According to the PWS100 data, the experiment site was dominated by solid precipitation particles,
accounting for 60% of total precipitation particles. Based on the precipitation particle and in-situ air
temperature measurements, a set of temperature thresholds were established to discriminate rain,
sleet and snow. The threshold temperature of rainfall and snowfall is −1.5 and 8 ◦C, respectively.
When air temperature ranges from −1.5 to 8 ◦C, sleet occurs, meanwhile the ratio of rain to snow
depends on air temperature.

Keywords: precipitation comparison; Geonor T-200B; PWS100; precipitation types; temperature
threshold; mountainous areas; Tianshan; Central Asia

1. Introduction

Precipitation is of paramount importance for the support of life and is essential for many
human activities, especially as the primary source of drinking water and in the agricultural sector [1].
Precipitation is also a key process in the hydrologic cycle and the major driving process of terrestrial
hydrology [2–4]. In western China, mountainous watersheds are the source areas of runoff and
water resources, and accurate precipitation measurements are extremely important for calculating the
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water balance and understanding the water cycle processes in these high mountains [5]. However,
accurate precipitation data are scarce in mountainous areas, mainly restricted by complex topography,
solid precipitation and sparse recording stations [6,7]. In the past few decades, research on solid
precipitation in mountainous areas has become a topic of concern. All knowledge of precipitation
measurement errors has relied on field experiments. Back in 1955, the World Meteorological
Organization (WMO) conducted the first precipitation measurement intercomparison; since then, many
studies have been carried out [5,8–14]. The main objectives of the Solid Precipitation Intercomparison
Experiment (SPICE) organized by the WMO Commission for Instruments and Methods of Observation
were to define and validate the field references for gauge intercomparison and to assess the automatic
systems used in the operational networks for solid precipitation observations [15].

Studies comparing different precipitation measurement devices highlight the challenges of
accurate precipitation measurement [1,4,16–18]. Instrument comparisons are helpful for determining
the capabilities and design limitations of different sensors regarding accuracy and precision of water
amount estimates and precipitation intensity measurements [3]. In recent years, several studies
have been conducted to compare ground precipitation measurements between diverse, collocated
instruments [1,17,18]. Differences can even be found between instruments of the same type at the
same site [19].

Solid precipitation measurements, in particular, are subject to large measurement errors,
due primarily to undercatch caused by wind. Additional uncertainty may result from snowfall
collecting on the gauge and drifting snow accumulating within wind shields [20]. There have been
many studies on undercatch of solid precipitation over the past several decades by researchers
using different gauges [21–26]. Several national monitoring agencies, including those in Canada,
the United States and Europe, have been using the Geonor T-200B accumulating precipitation gauge
and Alter shield to measure solid precipitation for more than a decade in their national observation
networks and research programs [27]. Since the start of the trial on 12 December 2011, a new optical
present weather sensor, the PWS100 (Campbell Scientific, USA), developed by Campbell Scientific,
has been evaluated for precipitation measurement. It measures accumulation, particle size distribution
and particle type by counting the forward scattering of four sheets of laser light in horizontal and
vertical planes as individual particles of precipitation fall through [28]. Due to the different mechanisms
and advantages of these two instruments, the synchronous measured data recorded by Geonor T-200B
(Norway) and PWS100 may be crucial in terms of examining the actual volume of solid precipitation.

Urumqi River is a major water supply for Urumqi, the provincial capital city of the Xinjiang Uyghur
Autonomous Region. The source area of this river is located at a nival glacial zone on the northern
slope of the eastern Tianshan and the core area of arid and semiarid Central Asia. Climatological
observations around this area were launched when the Tianshan Glaciological Station was established
in 1959. During the third WMO precipitation measurement intercomparison experiment (1985–1987),
the Chinese standard precipitation gauge (CSPG) and the Hellmann gauge were first compared using
the double fence intercomparison reference (DFIR) shield as a reference configuration in this area.
The wetting loss, evaporation loss, wind-induced undercatch and trace precipitation of the CSPGs
were well quantified based on massive observation data [8,14]. However, for the first time in this area,
by comparing observed results between Geonor T-200B and PWS100, this study is intended to discover
the difference between the two instruments in precipitation measurement, to evaluate the quality of
precipitation data and to reveal characteristics of different precipitation types as well. Such studies are
scarce in this region and will provide a reference for precipitation measurement in glacierized areas in
arid regions of Central Asia.
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2. Experiment Site, Instrument and Data

2.1. Experiment Site

As shown in Figure 1a,b, the alpine watershed, the source area of Urumqi River lies from 86◦46′ E to
86◦53′ E in longitude and from 43◦05′ N to 43◦09′ N in latitude with an altitude range of approximately
3405 to 4486 m. It is located in eastern Tianshan at the core area of arid and semiarid Central Asia.
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Figure 1. Experiment site description: (a) sketch map of the study catchment; (b) location of the study
area; (c) experiment site with PWS100 (A), Geonor T-200B (B) and Automatic Weather Station (AWS) (C).

A westerly jet stream prevails high above the mountains, while the mountain topography converts
the westerly into cyclonic and anticyclonic circulations up to 4000 m. Near the surface, local valley
winds prevail from March through to September. The annual mean air temperature is ~−5.1 ◦C and
the annual mean precipitation is 468 mm, measured from 1959 to 2018. Overall, 90% of the annual
total precipitation occurs from May to September, predominantly as solid precipitation, such as snow,
hail and sleet, at higher elevations. During winter, the temperature is controlled by the Siberian
anticyclonic circulation, causing very low temperatures and little precipitation [29]. There are seven
glaciers in the catchment with a total area of 5.2 km2 [30]. Glaciers are surrounded by barren rock with
scarce vegetation on the valley floor. The mountain environment from 1500 to 2900 m above sea level
is a forest zone, above 2900 m is an alpine meadow and above 3000 m is bare rock, glacial deposits and
permafrost [31]. The catchment provides the principal water supply to the Urumqi River, which is used
for agricultural irrigation and domestic water supplies in the city of Urumqi, the provincial capital city
of the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.

The experiment site (43.12◦N, 86.82◦ E) is situated on a flat glacial moraine ridge with an altitude of
3835 m in the catchment. Surrounded by mountain ridges in three directions, this site is less influenced
by strong wind. During the yearly field campaign from 30 April 2018 to 1 May 2019, the mean wind
speed was 2.05 m s−1. In the same period, the precipitation here was predominantly solid precipitation,
and the air temperature ranged between −24.1 ◦C and 9.5 ◦C with an average value of −5.6 ◦C.
The present weather sensor PWS100 (Campbell Scientific) and the Geonor T-200B precipitation gauge
(Norway) with a single Alter shield connected to an Automatic Weather Station (Campbell Scientific)
were collocated 4 m apart from each other and installed in 2011 and 2017 respectively (Figure 1c).
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2.2. Instrument and Data

Instrument comparisons are helpful for determining the capabilities and design limitations of
different sensors regarding accuracy and precision of precipitation amount. The great advantage of
PWS100 over more conventional rain gauges is that it not only measures precipitation types but also
gives information about size and fall velocity for all the hydrometeors passing through the sampling
area [32]. In previous studies, the PWS100 was mostly reported in liquid precipitation measurement,
and the Geonor T-200B has been used to measure winter precipitation [27,28,32–35]. In our field
campaign, it is designed (1) to evaluate the quality of the precipitation data by comparing the two
sets of measured data and (2) to reveal the characteristics of the precipitation types from PWS100
measurement which has never been described in this region.

2.2.1. Geonor T-200b

The Geonor T-200B (Norway) that we used is an automated weighing storage gauge with a 200-cm2

orifice and a capacity of 600 mm that measures the total weight of a collection bucket via a single
vibrating wire transducer for the derivation of bucket weight measurements [27]. Precipitation falling
through the 200-cm2 orifice is collected in the bucket and weighed by converting the observed frequency
of the vibrating wire transducer to the corresponding bucket weight (in mm) [36]. The Geonor T-200B
continuously measures the weight of accumulated snowfall in a reservoir containing antifreeze solution
and oil which melt the snow and reduce evaporation. The reservoir is suspended on a wire strain gauge
which vibrates at a frequency proportional to the applied strain. The reservoir and strain gauge are in
a protective housing, which is surrounded by a single Alter-shield. The physical processes affecting
the sensitivity of the observation are the wetting, evaporation loss and wind-induced undercatch.
Additional uncertainty may result from snowfall collecting on the gauge and drifting snow and mineral
dust accumulating within wind shields. The Geonor has a resolution of 0.1 mm SWE and an accuracy
of 0.1% [37,38]. It had been used by the WMO for solid precipitation measurement in the SPICE
project and is widely used for both liquid and solid precipitation measurements with a variety of
wind-shielding solutions [13,27,39].

2.2.2. Pws100

The PWS100 present weather sensor is a laser-based sensor capable of determining precipitation
and visibility parameters. The system can output visibility- and precipitation-related weather codes.
It comprises a Digital Signal Processor (DSP) housing unit connected to a sensor arm, comprising one
laser head and two sensor heads. Each of the sensor heads is 20 off-axis to the laser unit axis, one in the
horizontal plane and the other in the vertical plane. The DSP housing unit is fixed via a mounting
bracket to a mast, though a tripod can be used for temporary sites. A CS215 temperature and humidity
sensor plugs directly into the PWS100, which is used to improve the accuracy of weather coding by
the PWS100, in particular in the respect of distinguishing between different classes of hydrometeors,
and it estimates precipitation intensity by accurately determining the size and velocity of individual
particles. It has a structured detection volume consisting of four sheets of light, each 0.4 mm in depth
with 0.4-mm spacing. The area of detection is approximately 40 cm2 as defined by the overlap of
the two detectors. The nominal detection size and velocity for individual particles range from 0.1 to
30 mm and from 0.16 to 30 m s−1, respectively, and the outputs are arranged in 34 by 34 size and velocity
bins. Rainfall total resolution is 0.0001 mm, and the accuracy is typically ±10%, while accuracy will be
degraded in windy conditions and for frozen precipitation and very high rainfall rates. Given its design
characteristics, the instrument is also capable of classifying precipitation as rain, snow, hail, etc., and to
provide visibility measurements. Previous studies indicated that PWS100 consistently shows fewer
counts from drops below approximately 0.8 mm in diameter and shows better sensitivity to larger rain
droplets [4,34,40].



Atmosphere 2020, 11, 1079 5 of 14

2.2.3. Data

In addition to the precipitation data simultaneously recorded by the PWS100 laser present weather
sensor and the Geonor T-200B precipitation gauge, the common atmospheric parameters were also
observed by diverse sensors on the Automatic Weather Station (Campbell Scientific), which include
the air temperature and relative humidity, which were measured using a HC2-S3 sensor, and the wind
speed was measured using a Young 05103 ultrasonic wind sensor, with a resolution of 0.01m s−1 and
an accuracy of 2%. The meteorological data gathered from the instruments recorded with a one-minute
time resolution can be converted to daily average. In this study, daily precipitation data derived from
the PWS100 and the Geonor T-200B measurements (without correction) and air temperature, relative
humidity and wind speed data from 1 May 2018 to 30 April 2019 are analyzed.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Comparison of Measured Precipitation from Two Instruments

3.1.1. Daily Precipitation Amount and Days

During the experiment period of 1 May 2018 to 30 April 2019, the total precipitation amount
recorded by Geonor T-200B and PWS100 was 674 mm and 627 mm, respectively. Daily precipitation
derived from these two instruments were also strongly correlated (R2 = 0.87, n = 365, p < 0.01) and
the annual precipitation amount recorded by the two instruments differs by 7%; the difference is little
compared with comparative data for other instruments [4,41] (Figure 2a). The root mean squared error
(RMSE) was rather small (1.43 mm).
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Figure 2. Correlation between daily precipitation amounts collected by Geonor T-200B and PWS100
(a); the variation of difference value of precipitation amount recorded by Geonor T-200B and PWS100
(DVTP) from 1 May 2018 to 30 April 2019 (b).

However, a small seasonal difference was found between these two observed data sets.
Figure 2b shows that the difference in values between the Geonor T-200B and PWS100 measurements
(DVTP, Geonor T-200B recorded precipitation amount minus PWS100 recorded precipitation amount)
varies with time, showing that it fluctuates largely with a value of−36 mm during June to August and of
83 mm (positive) during the rest of the months. This indicates that PWS100 records more precipitation
during summer months while Geonor T-200B records more precipitation during winter months.

The numbers of precipitation days are presented in Figure 3. It indicates that during the
experiment period of 1 May 2018 and 30 April 2019, the total precipitation days recorded by
Geonor T-200B and PWS100 were 213 and 190, respectively. This is consistent with the precipitation
amount observed by Geonor T-200B which was a little higher than that by PWS100 during the
same period. There were 174 precipitation days simultaneously observed by both Geonor T-200B
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and PWS100, and 39 precipitation days were recorded by only Geonor T-200B, mainly in the winter,
and 16 precipitation days recorded only by PWS100, in different seasons. As a result, Geonor T-200B
recorded more precipitation days. The reason for it may be complicated and partially because the
Geonor T-200B was affected by ambient inputs, such as drifting snow [20] or mineral dust, and also
because the PWS100 has a lower sensitivity to snow particles below approximately 0.8 mm in diameter
and a higher sensitivity to larger rain droplets [1,28].
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3.1.2. Monthly Precipitation Amount and Days

As shown in Table 1, both the monthly amounts of precipitation and the number of days
with precipitation as observed by Geonor T-200B and PWS100 were mainly concentrated in April
to September 2018 (wet period). The total precipitation amount of the wet period was 591 mm
as observed by Geonor T-200B, accounting for 88% of its annual precipitation amount, and was
599 mm as observed by the PWS100, accounting for 96% of its annual value. With regards to the
precipitation days, Geonor T-200B recorded 141 days during the wet period and 72 days during the
dry period (from October 2018 to March 2019); meanwhile, PWS100 recorded 138 days during the wet
period and 66 days during dry period. The heaviest monthly precipitations recorded by Geonor T-200B
and PWS100 are both in July with 154 mm and 171 mm, respectively, each covering 29 precipitation days.
Compared to the data from the Geonor T-200B, the PWS100 catches less precipitation during winter
months both in amount and days, particularly during December 2018 and February 2019.
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Table 1. Comparing the monthly precipitation amount and days measured on the observation site.

Date
T-200B PWS100 Ta WS

Precipitation
(mm)

Precipitation
Day

Precipitation
(mm)

Precipitation
Day

◦C m/s

May-2018 55 19 37 18 −1.2 2.04
June-2018 135 25 148 27 2.8 1.65
July-2018 154 29 171 29 4.0 1.61

Auguest-2018 116 28 122 28 5.2 1.9
September-2018 28 17 23 14 0.4 2.12
October-2018 26 13 13 14 −5.5 1.98
November-2018 15 14 6 7 −12.2 2.39
December-2018 7 11 0.3 4 −16.5 2.5
January-2019 6 13 0.3 11 −16.4 1.98
February-2019 7 7 0.4 4 −15.3 2.41
March-2019 22 14 9 12 −9.7 2.02
April-2019 103 23 98 22 −3.4 1.94

Annual 674 213 627 190 −5.7 2.05

3.2. Influencing Factors of Precipitation Measurement

3.2.1. Precipitation Type

The observed daily and monthly precipitation data both demonstrate that compared to
Geonor T-200B, the PWS100 captured more precipitation during summer months (from June 2018 to
August 2018) and less precipitation and days during May 2018 and September 2018 to April 2019,
particularly during December 2018 to February 2019. Detailed analysis of individual precipitation
data indicates that the higher values of precipitation recorded by PWS100 corresponded to higher
temperature and heavy precipitation. Geonor T-200B performance is more efficient in terms of catching
light precipitation when temperature and precipitation are very low during winter months.

We found that the difference in precipitation measurement of these two instruments could be
attributed to the precipitation type. Figure 4 gives the monthly difference value between Geonor T-200B
and PWS100 measurements (DVTP, Geonor T-200B recorded monthly precipitation amount minus
PWS100 recorded monthly precipitation amount) (a), and the monthly difference value between rain
and snow particles (DVRS, the number of rain particles minus snow particles) observed by PWS100 (b),
respectively. It shows that negative DVTP was coincident with positive DVRS from June to August,
and vice versa in the rest of the months. This means when precipitation is dominated by rainfall,
the value observed by PWS100 is higher than that observed by T-200B. Inversely, when precipitation
is dominated by snowfall, the value observed by T-200B is higher than that observed by PWS100.
The catch efficiency of an instrument is commonly less affected by wind or other meteorological
parameters when the precipitation is dominated by rainfall and is easily influenced by wind speed
when the precipitation is dominated by snowfall [12]. It was found that T-200B is more suitable for
solid precipitation observation than PWS100 [1], which is consistent with our research results.

Based on the analysis above, the discrepancy of the seasonal observations of the two instruments
results from the difference in the ratio between rain and snow. The measurement from the PWS100 is
more suitable for months with large liquid precipitation, while the T-200B has an efficient performance
of solid precipitation observation. Previous studies found that the PWS100 consistently shows fewer
counts from drops below approximately 0.8 mm in diameter. This is consistent with it showing higher
sensitivity to larger rain droplets in our study. Obviously, the larger droplets dominate the calculated
total precipitation. T-200B does not underestimate the amount of precipitation and can well observe
other forms of solid precipitation [1,29]. As a result of our study, these two instruments can well
observe the precipitation at a nival glacial zone within the existing accuracy configuration.
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3.2.2. Winds

Strong wind affects the catch efficiency of Geonor T-200B for precipitation, especially solid
precipitation [28]. It also affects PWS100 by perturbing laser beams. Previous studies indicated that if
the wind speed is less than 6 m s−1, its impact on Geonor T-200B catch efficiency should be small [28].
Smith et al. [42] calculated the capture rate of Geonor-DF based upon hourly data and then used it as a
reference for calculating the catch efficiency of Geonor-Alt. Observed values of less than 0.2 mm were
eliminated to void large relative errors in the calculation process. The 1-h data show that the catch
efficiency of Geonor-Alt is 100% at a wind speed of 1.2 m s−1. Yang et al. [8] carried out a comparative
study of solid precipitation in the source area of Urumqi River and found that the capture rate of the
Chinese standard rain gauges (similar to Geonor T–200B but without an Alter shield) was as high as
86.2%. The high capture rate is most likely attributed to the low wind speed in the study area and
because most precipitation occurs in spring and summer when wind speed is much lower.

The observed wind speed at the experiment site from 5 May 2018 to 30 April 2019 was
comparatively low, with an average of 2.05 m s−1. The highest and lowest values are 4.44 m s−1 and
0.08 m s−1, respectively. During this experiment period, a relatively large wind speed occurred in
31 days, ranging from 3 to 4.44 m s−1. In these 31 days, precipitation was observed by T-200B and
PWS 100 on 13 days and 9 days, respectively, and the total precipitation amount was 27 mm and
22 mm, respectively. The analysis of these individual precipitation data indicates that the precipitation
recorded by the two instruments were well coincident with each other. As a result, we conclude that
wind has little influence on the observations of the two instruments in this case.
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3.3. Temperature Threshold of Different Types of Precipitation

3.3.1. Characteristics of Precipitation Types

Precipitation types have great effects on surface runoff and energy balance. However, most
weather stations only record a precipitation amount without discriminating its type. The precipitation
types in the headwaters of the Urumqi River have never been observed and quantified in previous
studies. In this study, the PWS100 is designed to subdivide the precipitation into nine types according
to physical quantities and also measures the number of each precipitation type’s particles, which will
bring insight into the precipitation. The nine types of precipitation include drizzle, freezing drizzle,
rain, freezing rain, snow grains, snowflakes, ice pellets, hail and graupel (Table 2).

Table 2. The number of precipitation particles recorded by the PWS100.

Date Drizzle Freezing
Drizzle Rain Freezing

Rain
Snow
Grains Snowflakes Ice Pellets Hail Graupel Ta

(◦C)
RH
(%)

May-2018 438 1660 355 248 88,525 85,355 292 49 97 −1.2 55
June-2018 51,487 2277 362,149 135 105,012 201,351 19,842 578 85 2.8 74
July-2018 56,407 1147 371,717 66 83,952 160,857 19,392 853 63 4 74

August-2018 59,594 3022 393,426 78 82,073 127,689 14,775 468 193 5.2 69
September-2018 1182 689 440 28 57,999 63,193 1231 88 69 0.3 54
October-2018 0 438 0 10 48,451 42,951 8 10 40 −5.5 50
November-2018 0 0 0 0 43,040 18,727 0 0 59 −12.2 47
December-2018 0 0 0 0 3293 1005 12 0 12 −16.5 42
January-2019 0 0 0 0 8977 1527 0 0 12 −16.4 40
February-2019 0 0 0 0 15,310 2143 0 0 25 −15.3 40
March-2019 0 2 0 0 64,082 32,680 3 1 65 −9.7 42
April-2019 294 4886 17 313 265,109 267,500 479 194 305 −3.4 66

Annual 169,402 14,121 1,128,104 878 865,823 1,004,978 56,034 2241 1025 −5.7 54

According to the results from PWS100 measurements, on the annual scale from 1 May 2018 to
30 April 2019, the precipitation particles at the observation site were mainly rain particles, accounting
for 35% of the total, followed by snowflakes and snow grains particles, with the ratio of 31% and
27% in the total number of particles, respectively. However, the total number of rain-related particles
(drizzle, freezing drizzle, rain and freezing rain) and solid particles (snowflakes, snow grains, ice pellets,
hail and graupel) account for 40% and 60% of the total particles, respectively; therefore, the experiment
site was dominated by solid precipitation.

On the monthly scale, the highest total number of particles was observed from June to August,
where rain-related particles and solid particles account for 61% and 39% of the total particle numbers,
respectively. For the other months, solid particles dominated, accounting for 99% of the total number
of particles.

Comparing with the average monthly temperature in Table 2, it is found that rain particles
basically appeared in May. Due to the low temperature of −1.2 ◦C, the number was far lower than
snow particles. From June to August, the temperature rose to a positive figure with an average value
of 4 ◦C, and rain-related particles increased and exceeded solid particles. In October, as temperature
dropped to negative again with an average value of −5.5 ◦C, drizzle and rain particles were no
longer observed; meanwhile, the number of snow particles rose. From the monthly distribution of
different particles, only snow grains, snowflakes and graupel particles can be observed throughout the
year. The remaining particles only appear in some months, depending on air temperature (Ta) and
possibly on relative humidity (RH).

3.3.2. Relationship between Precipitation Types and Temperature

The distribution of rain and snow particles with daily mean air temperature (Ta) demonstrates
that the snow particles occur when Ta < 8 ◦C and peak at about 2 ◦C. When Ta > 5 ◦C, the number of
snow particles decreases rapidly. Rain particles occur when Ta > −1.5 ◦C and the mass distribution is
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when Ta > 0 ◦C. As a result, the threshold temperature of rainfall and snowfall are −1.5 ◦C and 8 ◦C,
respectively (Figure 5).
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When the air temperature is between −1.5 ◦C and 8 ◦C in June to August, mixed precipitation
(also referring to sleet) occurs. The difference in value between rain and snow particles (DVRS, rain particle
numbers minus snow particle numbers) with Ta when mixed precipitation occurs from June to August is
shown in Figure 6. It indicates that there is a positive correlation between the two series (R2 = 0.32,
n = 74, p < 0.05). In detail, in June, Ta just rises to a positive value, and rain/snow proportion was highly
sensitive to air temperature. The correlation between these two series is stronger. In July–August, as Ta
continues to rise and approaches the snowfall threshold, snow particles decrease dramatically and
the sensitivity of rain/snow proportion to Ta becomes weaker, therefore the correlation between these
two series decreases. After 20 August, the temperature dropped again and the correlation of the two
series improved.

It can be seen from Table 2 that in addition to rain and snow particles, all other types of particles,
including drizzle, frozen drizzle, freezing rain, ice grains, hail and graupel, also increase significantly
between April and August, particularly during June–August. The reason is not just a higher Ta but
also may be related to a higher RH. According to Ding et al. [43], RH mainly affects the speed of the
melting process. With the increase in RH, the droplets have a higher probability to appear as sleet in a
humid environment than in a dry one.

Previous studies commonly employed surface air conditions as indicators to calculate the threshold
temperature of rainfall and snowfall for hydrological models [43–49]. These results show that the
temperature threshold ranges between −5 and 2.8 ◦C for rainfall, and between 0 and 5.5 ◦C for
snowfall. There was a great difference between the threshold temperature of rainfall and snowfall in
different regions. The temperature threshold for rainfall from our study is −1.5 ◦C, which fits into the
scope of previous studies. However, the air temperature threshold for snowfall is 8 ◦C, which is higher
than the results from the previous studies. There are two possible reasons. The first is the high elevation
of the observation site that is located on glacial moraine at an altitude of 3835 m above sea level.
A higher temperature threshold is needed for discriminating snow and rain at a higher elevation
because a higher elevation implies an environment with lower pressure and thinner air, leading to less
drag force on the snow droplets. Thus, the droplets can land faster in such an environment, causing a
lower amount of energy to be exchanged for melting snow droplets. Therefore, the snow droplets tend
to keep their original form at a higher elevation [43]. Secondly, the threshold temperature of rainfall
and snowfall determined by PWS100 in this study is based on the numbers of individual precipitation
particles, which is more accurate and objective and is different from the empirical methods used
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by previous studies. Thus, the results from our study provide a validation data set for empirical
rainfall-snowfall separation models.
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4. Summary and Conclusions

This paper presents the results from a field campaign of precipitation measurement comparison
launched at the headwaters of the Urumqi River in eastern Tianshan, northwestern China. By comparing
the precipitation data derived from the Geonor T-200B and the PWS100 at the same location, we came
to the summary and conclusions that follow:

• During the experiment period of 1 May 2018 to 30 April 2019, Geonor T-200B recorded
213 precipitation days with a total amount of 674 mm precipitation. At the same time, the PWS100
recorded 190 precipitation days with a total amount of 627 mm precipitation. In spite of the slightly
lower precipitation recorded by the PWS100, there was a strong correlation (R2 = 0.87, p < 0.01)
between the daily data observed by the two instruments. This indicates that both instruments are
suitable in terms of solid precipitation measurement in a high mountainous environment.

• There was a small seasonal difference between these two observed data sets: compared to the
precipitation amount measured by the PWS100, the data from Geonor T-200B were 36 mm lower
in June to August, when the precipitation was dominated by rainfall, and 120 mm higher in
the remaining months, when the precipitation was dominated by solid particles. As a result,
we found that that Geonor T-200B is more efficient than the PWS100 in terms of catching small
solid particles in precipitation measurements, and the PWS100 may be more efficient in recording
heavy precipitation in liquid forms.

• The data from the PWS100 measurements show that the experiment site was dominated by solid
precipitation at the annual scale. The total number of rain-related particles (drizzle, freezing drizzle,
rain and freezing rain) and solid particles (snowflakes, snow grains, ice pellets, hail and graupel)
account for 40% and 60% of the total particles, respectively. On a monthly scale, June to August
had the highest total number of particles, while rain-related particles and solid particles account
for 61 and 39% of total particle numbers, respectively. For the other months, solid particles
dominated, accounting for 99% of the total number of particles.

• Based on the precipitation particle and in-situ air temperature measurements, a set of temperature
thresholds have been established to discriminate rain, sleet and snow. The threshold temperatures
of rainfall and snowfall are −1.5 ◦C and 8 ◦C, respectively, indicating that rain particles occur when
Ta > −1.5 ◦C and snow particles occur when Ta < 8 ◦C. The temperature threshold for snowfall is
higher than the results from the previous studies possibly because of the high elevation of the
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experiment location and because the different method based on the measurement of individual
precipitation particles. When air temperature is between −1.5 ◦C and 8 ◦C, sleet occurs, while the
ratio of rain to snow depends on air temperature.
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