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Abstract: During the boreal spring (March–May), the precipitation that occurs from March over the
southeastern Tibetan Plateau (TP) can account for 20–40% of the total annual amount. The origin
of this phenomenon has not been clearly understood from a climatological perspective. In this
study, the role of topographical and thermal forcing on the precipitation over the southeastern TP in
early spring (March) was investigated through sensitivity numerical simulations based on general
circulation model. The simulated results show the favorable circulation and static stability to early
spring precipitation over the southeastern TP when the model is simultaneously forced by realistic
topography, zonal symmetric radiative equilibrium temperature, and diabatic heating over the TP
and its surrounding areas. The quasi-stationary wave pattern over the Eurasian continent forced
by realistic and TP topographical forcing leads to prolonged low pressure and intensified zonal
winds over the southeastern TP due to quasi-steady wave activities. Thermal forcing experiments
reveals that sensible heating over the southeastern TP not only strengthens the cyclonic circulation,
ascending motion and statically unstable over the southeastern TP through thermal adaptation and
the Sverdrup balance, but also triggers an anticyclone at upper tropospheric level extending from
north of the Bay of Bengal to the eastern TP, which further favors precipitation over the southeastern
TP. This work will provide useful background information for spring climate prediction over the TP.

Keywords: topographic and thermal forcing; Tibetan Plateau; atmospheric circulation; early spring;
precipitation

1. Introduction

The Tibetan Plateau (TP) precipitation and its variation not only are the key pro-
cesses in sustainable recharge of the “Asian water tower” and for prevention of natural
disasters [1–3], but also modulate the characteristics of the TP heat source, which can fur-
ther change the atmospheric circulation over the TP and its surrounding areas [4–6]. The
seasonal evolution of TP precipitation is mainly affected by the meridional shift of wester-
lies over the Eurasian Continent and the onset of Asian Summer Monsoonal flow [5,7]. In
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climatology, during the boreal winter, dynamical branching of mid-latitude westerlies by
TP causes heavy precipitation over the western TP in the form of snowfall [3,8]. While, with
the onset of monsoonal flow from the Bay of Bengal (BOB) to the TP, abundant moisture
transport from the Indian Ocean and BOB converges in the southern TP and generates high
levels of precipitation [5,9].

As the transitional period from winter to summer general circulation, springtime
precipitation over the TP has its own unique features and effects. Based on ground-based
observations and satellite data, a previous study provided evidence that the contribution of
pre-monsoon (March–May) precipitation from high altitudes of the Central Himalayas to
the southeastern TP to annual precipitation exceeds 30%. This unique spatial pattern may be
associated with warm advection and water vapor transport through southwesterly winds
from the Bay of Bengal [10]. From a weather perspective, snowstorms predominantly occur
in the spring over the TP, causing serious economic losses [3]. Meanwhile, the springtime
snow anomaly over the TP changes the thermal condition and heat source, thereby exerting
an influence on the onset of the Asian Summer Monsoon and summer precipitation over its
downstream regions [11,12]. Therefore, further study on the mechanisms responsible for
this unique phenomenon, especially on the topographical and climatology mean thermal
forcing over the TP in early spring circulation, can more deeply understand the formation of
background circulation, which is important for improving the predictability of precipitation
over the TP and its downstream regions, and for reducing the economic losses from snow-
related disasters over the TP. However, less attention has been paid to this field, especially
on the generation of favorable atmospheric circulation patterns of the spatial distribution
of springtime precipitation over the TP from a climatological perspective.

As the highest plateau in the world, the TP is characterized as a heterogeneous
surface and uplifted heat source [5,13]. The TP’s mechanical and thermal impacts on the
atmospheric circulation and formation of the climate of the Northern Hemisphere have
been studied using theoretical diagnosis and numerical simulations since the mid twentieth
century. In 1950, Both Yeh and Bolin [14,15] proved that giant highlands can split the
background westerlies, to converge in the downstream regions, and this conclusion can
explain the formation of the wintertime Eastern Asian Jet. Due to the heterogeneity of
topographic slope and orientation, Rossby wave propagation over the southern flank of
the TP is obviously faster than that over the northern flank of the TP [16]. Moreover, the
asymmetric dipole atmospheric circulation pattern triggered by the mechanical forcing
of the TP can form a warm center over central Asia, an arid climate over India, a humid
climate over the Indio-China peninsula, and persistent precipitation over South China,
through the associated temperature and moisture advection [4]. Previous studies indicated
that in climatology, mean springtime sensible heating is the dominant component of the
TP heat source, and may be an important factor in the seasonal evolution of atmospheric
circulation over the Eurasian continent, as it can generate cyclonic circulation over the
lower troposphere, trigger Rossby wave propagation, and promote the reversion of land–
sea thermal contrast, to affect the persistent precipitation over South China and even the
summer monsoon onset [5,17,18].

Despite the great efforts have putted into researching the climate effects of topographi-
cal and thermal forcing over the TP [5,14,15,18,19], however, less attention has been paid to
their impacts on atmospheric circulation at monthly mean timescale in springtime. Addi-
tionally, the mechanism of the formation of pre-monsoon precipitation on the southeastern
TP has not been explained clearly from a climatological perspective. For example, what is
the favorable atmospheric circulation for early spring precipitation over the southeastern
TP? How does the topographical and thermal aspects of the TP affect the generation of this
pattern, respectively?

This paper mainly focuses on the climatological mean precipitation and atmospheric
circulation in March, when the precipitation occurs on the southeastern TP, and aims to
answer the abovementioned questions by investigating the climatological mean circulation
and utilizing a set of numerical sensitivity tests. The rest of this study is organized as
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follows: In Section 2, the general circulation model (GCM), data, and methods of analysis
used in this study are described. Section 3 investigates the topographical and thermal
impacts of the TP on the atmospheric circulation, based on a set of sensitivity experiments.
A summary of the main findings and discussion of the potential for future research is
presented in Section 4.

2. Model Experiments, Data, and Methods
2.1. Model Experiments and Data

The dry spectral dynamical core of the NCAR(National Center for Atmospheric Re-
search, Boulder, The United States of America) Community Atmosphere Model version 5.4,
with an idealized physical configuration based on Held and Suarez’s parameterization [20]
and a horizontal resolution within a spectral T85 truncation were used in the numerical
experiments. The radiative forcing was parameterized as Newtonian relaxation to a zonal
symmetric equilibrium temperature, and external diabatic heating could be imposed in the
thermal equation. Additionally, the parameterized surface radiative equilibrium temper-
ature and atmospheric optical thickness were considered using the methods of Schnider
and Boradoni, Siu and Bowman [21,22] and Schneider [23], respectively. The momentum
damping was confined in η ≥ 0.85 in the hybrid vertical level [22]. The thermal damping
strength in the free atmosphere and surface was prescribed as 1/40 day−1 and 1/4 day−1,
respectively. Since the scientific question in the present study is the steady atmospheric
responses to topographic and Tibetan Plateau thermal forcing in early spring, 5 years of
perpetual integration with maximum surface radiative equilibrium temperature at the
equator were used, which were set as 315 K and reduced by 60 K to poles in each experi-
ment, and the last 3 years were used in a further study. The original topographic data used
in the dry spectral dynamical core were from the United States Geological Survey dataset.
In total, four experiments were carried out, including a control run without topographic
forcing and external thermal heating (Notopo), three sensitivity experiments (Table 1) with
realistic topographic forcing over the region of 70.3◦ E~120.9◦ E, 21.7◦ N~60.9◦ N (TP_topo)
(Figure 1), and realistic topographic forcing all over the world (Topo) and realistic topo-
graphic forcing all over the world with sensible heating over the southeastern TP and its
surrounding areas (TP_sh).

Table 1. Configuration of topographical and thermal forcing in the numerical experiments.

Experiment Name Experiment Configuration

Notopo Without terrain and radiative forcing.

TP_topo With realistic terrain over 70.3◦ E~120.9◦ E, 21.7◦ N~60.9◦ N and
radiative forcing.

Topo With realistic terrain radiative forcing.

TP_sh With realistic terrain, radiative frocing, and vertical diffusion heating
over the Tibetan Plateau and its surrounding areas.

To carry out the thermal forcing experiment, the vertical diffusion heating, which
mainly reflects surface sensible heating within a horizontal resolution of 0.5625◦ × 0.5625◦

at hybrid levels, from the Japanese 55-year reanalysis (JRA-55) dataset [24] was used in the
TP_sh test. Following Sardeshmukh and Hoskins’s method [25], the spatially smoothed
climatological mean zonal deviation of the vertical diffusion heating could be obtained, then
we confined it over the region (84.4◦ E–120.9◦ E,−0.7◦ N–40◦ N) and considered the surface
sensible heating in the TP_sh test. The column integrated heat source (Figure 2a) and
the area mean (within the domain of (24.5◦ N–30.1◦ N, 95.6◦ E–101.25◦ E) vertical profile
(Figure 2b)) are displayed in Figure 2. To verify the simulated results, ERA5 reanalysis
data [26] on pressure level and precipitation data derived from the China Meteorological
Administration were used in present study. The abovementioned data covers from 1980
to 2017.
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2.2. Analysis Methods

To diagnose the horizontal wave activity and eddy momentum and heat flux along the
latitude–pressure cross-section in response to topographic forcing, zonal and meridional
components of wave activity fluxes from Plumb [27] were used to obtain the spatial pattern
of horizontal quasi-steady wave propagation. They can be expressed as follows:

Fs =
p
p0
∗ cosϕ

 v
′2 − 1

2Ωasin2ϕ
∂(v′φ′)

∂λ

−u′v′ + 1
2Ωasin2ϕ

∂(u′φ′)
∂λ

(1)

According to the relationship between the mean zonal wind acceleration and planetary
wave activities [28], the eddy momentum and heat fluxes and their convergences are the
main factors in the changing of upper tropospheric zonal wind. In this study, the zonal or
regional mean of eddy momentum flux Fm and heat flux Fh were calculated as follows:

Fm =
[
u′v′

]
(2)

Fh =
[
v′T′

]
(3)

In (1)–(3), u, v, T, and φ signify zonal and meridional wind, temperature, and geopo-
tential height. λ, ϕ, and Ω indicate longitude, latitude, and the Earth’s rotation rate. p is the
pressure level and p0 = 1000 hPa. The prime represents the zonal deviation of atmospheric
variables and the square brackets ([·]) indicate the zonal mean or regional mean operator.
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3. Results
3.1. Simulated Zonal-Mean Circulation

Figure 3 shows the geopotential height, zonal wind, eddy temperature variance, and
momentum and heat flux in the Notopo test. The geopotential height and zonal wind at
250 hPa and 500 hPa show the equivalent barotropic zonal mean patterns. The jet stream
at the upper and mid-tropospheric levels are both located around 40◦ N. Meanwhile, the
location of the intensive meridional gradient of geopotential height matches well with the
maximum center of zonal wind, due to thermal wind balance (Figure 3a,b). The latitude-
pressure cross-section of the jet stream is symmetric to the Equator, and it is generated
with a maximum value of 30~35 m/s at 300 hPa around 40~45◦ N in the North hemisphere
(Figure 3c). This indicates that the zonal symmetric radiative forcing can generally produce
a zonal mean circulation. Due to strong internal variability and non-linearity in mid-latitude
atmospheric circulation, the spatial patterns of eddy temperature variance, momentum, and
heat flux should also be analyzed. The eddy temperature variance shows two peaks at mid-
latitude: one with a stronger intensity of 3.0~3.6 K2 in the lower troposphere, and another
with weaker intensity around the tropopause (Figure 3d). The positive eddy momentum
and heat flux mean that the momentum and heat are transported northward, and vice
versa. According to the principle of zonal wind acceleration [27], the meridional gradient
of eddy momentum flux ( ∂[u′v′ ]

∂y ) and the pressure-level gradient of eddy heat flux ( ∂[v′T′ ]
∂p )

are in proportion to the zonal wind tendency ( ∂u
∂t ). In Figure 3e, the maximum (minimum)

center of the eddy momentum flux is located around 20◦~30◦ N (20◦~30◦ S) in the upper
tropospheric levels and reduces (intensifies) rapidly toward the center of the jet stream. For
eddy heat flux, the maximum (minimum) center is consistent with the maximum center of
eddy temperature variance in the North Hemisphere (South Hemisphere) (Figure 3d,f), and
it reduces along pressure level (Figure 3f). The above results suggest that eddy momentum
and heat flux play important roles in the maintenance of zonal mean circulation.
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cross-section of (c) the zonal wind (unit: m/s), (d) meridional variances of temperature (unit: K2),
(e) eddy momentum flux (unit: (m/s)2) and (f) heat flux (unit: m·k/s) in the Notopo test.
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3.2. Topographic Effects on the Atmospheric Circulation and Planetary Wave Propagation

In the North Hemisphere, highlands, such as the Tibetan Plateau, Iranian Plateau,
Mongolia Plateau, and the Rocky Mountains are located throughout the Eurasian continent
and North American continent. To explore realistic and TP-dependent topographic effects
on early spring atmospheric circulation, we defined the differences in simulated early
spring climatology between Experiment Topo (TP_topo) and Notopo as the atmospheric
response to realistic (TP-dependent) topographic forcing.

To display the spatial patterns of atmospheric circulation and the changes induced
by realistic and TP-dependent topographic forcing, the zonal deviation of geopotential
height and winds at 250 hPa and their differences are shown in Figure 4. First, the upper-
tropospheric circulation in the Topo experiment shows a quasi-steady wave pattern over
the Eurasian continent (Figure 4a), in which anticyclones are located over Central Asia
and Northwest Pacific, cyclones extend from the southern Tibetan Plateau to Northeastern
China, and the TP_topo experiment generally shows a similar circulation pattern as the
Topo experiment. The strength of anticyclonic circulation over Central Asia in the TP_topo
experiment is obviously stronger than that in the Topo experiment (Figure 4b). These results
suggest that the topographic forcing over the TP may be the main dynamical effect on the
formation of early spring atmospheric circulation. To further understand the realistic and
TP-dependent topographic effects, the difference of zonal deviation geopotential height
and plumb flux between the Topo (TP_topo) and Notopo experiments at 250 hPa are
displayed (Figure 4c,d). The two results both show a similar pattern, which the anticyclone
over Central Asia split into two branches of wave propagation; one propagates eastward
and generates an anticyclone over the Northwest Pacific region, and the other propagates
southeastward and generates a cyclone over the southern Iranian and Tibetan Plateau.
Furthermore, the spatial patterns of zonal deviation geopotential height differences from
these two tests are similar to the zonal deviation geopotential height result in the Topo
experiment; therefore, this facilitates understanding on the importance of TP topographic
forcing on the formation of atmospheric circulation over the Eurasian continent.
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The changes in the upper tropospheric zonal wind and mid-lower tropospheric atmo-
spheric circulation due to topographic forcing are shown in Figure 5. First, the changes
of upper tropospheric zonal wind due to realistic and TP-dependent topographic forcing
generally show the similar pattern, which an accelerated zonal wind extends from the south
flank of the Iranian and Tibetan Plateaus to Japan, and a decelerated westerly appears in
mid-latitude and the Northwestern Pacific region (Figure 5a,b). The similar patterns of
the changes of zonal deviation geopotential height at 500 hPa (Figure 5c,d) and those at
250 hPa (Figure 4c,d) indicate that the atmospheric responses to topographic forcing show
an equivalent barotropic structure. Furthermore, an accelerated westerly also appears in
the subtropical region and Eastern Asian (Figure 5c,d), suggesting that TP-dependent topo-
graphic forcing may play an important role in the formation of the early spring subtropical
and East Asian jet streams. To facilitate understanding of subtropical jet stream formation,
latitude–pressure cross-sections of the regional mean (60.46◦ E−90◦ E) eddy momentum
and heat flux differences between the TP_topo and Notopo experiments were calculated
(Figure 5e,f). The eddy momentum flux in the upper tropospheric levels intensifies around
10◦~40◦ N, while, it decreases over the tropical region and high-latitude region due to TP
topographic forcing. Consequently, eddy momentum flux convergence ( ∂[u′v′ ]

∂y < 0) (diver-

gence ( ∂[u′v′ ]
∂y > 0) appears on the south flank of plateaus and mid-latitude region (Iranian

and Tibetan Plateaus) (Figure 5e). It results in zonal wind acceleration (deceleration) over
these regions (Figure 5b). An intensified (decreased) eddy heat flux appears on the south-
ern (northern) Iranian and Tibetan Plateaus. Its vertical convergence ( ∂[v′T′ ]

∂p < 0) appears
around 20◦~30◦ N, which also can intensify the zonal wind over the subtropical region.
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3.3. Thermal Effects on the Atmospheric Circulation

To understand the mechanism of early spring sensible heating over the southeastern
TP on the atmospheric circulation, the differences in the lower and upper tropospheric
circulation, temperature, and vertical velocity between the TP_sh and the Topo tests were
analyzed. According to the theory of thermal adaptation and Sverdrup balance, vertical
diffusion heating can generate cyclonic (anticyclonic) circulation at lower (upper) tropo-
spheric levels [4,29]. Thus, a significant anticyclonic circulation response extends from
north of the—BOB to eastern TP at 250 hPa (Figure 6a); meanwhile, significant cyclonic
circulation and an ascending motion response appears over the southeastern TP at the
27th hybrid level (approximately equivalent to 600~500 hPa over the TP) (Figure 6b,c).
Regarding the surface temperature difference, a warm response at the 27th hybrid level
due to vertical diffusion heating and horizontal temperature advection appears on the
southeastern Tibetan Plateau (Figure 6d).
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To further understand the mechanism of the effect of early spring sensible heating
on the regional static stability and vertical velocity responses that favor the appearance
of precipitation, differences in the hybrid level-latitude and hybrid level-longitude cross-
sections of potential temperature and vertical velocity between the TP_sh and Topo tests
are shown in Figure 7. For the hybrid level-longitude cross-section, due to the pattern
of vertical diffusion heating (Figure 2b), the intensity of potential temperature response
decreases with height, exhibiting a statically instable feature (Figure 7a). Meanwhile,
there is an obviously ascending motion response appearing from 90◦ E–100◦ E (Figure 7b).
While, an intensified response for static stability and descending motion appears from
70◦ E–90◦ E (Figure 7a,b). The hybrid level–latitude cross-section of potential temperature
exhibits a warm response in the mid-lower tropospheric level over the TP and strong
statically instable pattern appears around 25◦ N (Figure 7c). Meanwhile, an obviously
ascending motion response appears from 25◦ N–30◦ N, extending to mid-tropospheric level
(Figure 7d). Taken together, statically instable and ascending motion response over the
Southeastern TP will help to the appearance of precipitation over this region.
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To verify the circulation response to early spring sensible heating over the south-
eastern TP, the geopotential height, winds, and vertical velocity from the TP_sh test and
climatological mean of those derived from ERA5 are shown in Figure 8. First, cyclonic
shear and southwesterly winds over the southeastern TP are both shown in the TP_sh
result and ERA5 reanalysis data. While, over the northern TP, the simulated northerly
winds are obviously stronger than those in ERA5, and the geopotential height in the TP_sh
test is less than that in ERA5 (Figure 8a,b). These biases may come from the absence of
diabatic heating over the tropical regions. The spatial pattern of the lower tropospheric
level vertical velocity in the TP_sh test generally matches with that in ERA5, especially in
the southern TP and the western TP, where ascending motion appears (Figure 8c,d).

Climatological mean precipitation in March and February over the TP and its sur-
rounding areas are also shown in Figure 9. The March precipitation over the southeastern
TP is obviously stronger than that over other regions of the TP (Figure 9a), and there is
little precipitation over the TP in February (Figure 9b). Climatological mean precipitation
over the southeastern TP increases by nearly 20 mm from February to March (Figure 9c).
Combining simulated southerly winds at 500 hPa (Figure 8a) and ascending motion at the
27th hybrid level (Figure 8c) from TP_sh test, it is further revealed that sensible heating over
the southeastern TP can be an important thermal forcing on the early spring precipitation
over abovementioned region.
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Figure 8. The simulated 500 hPa geopotential height (shaded, unit: gpm) and winds (vector, unit:
m/s) in the TP_sh experiment (a), (b) as in (a), but with the climatology results derived from ERA5.
The simulated vertical velocity (shaded, unit: 0.01 Pa/s) at the 27th hybrid level in the TP_sh
experiment (c), (d) as in (c), but with the climatology result at 500 hPa derived from ERA5. The
purple line is the 2000 m elevation contour.
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Figure 9. The climatological mean of accumulated precipitation (unit: mm) derived from the China
Meteorological Administration in March (a) and February (b), and their differences (c). Dots de-
note values exceeding the 95% confidence level of Student’s t test. The purple line is the 2000 m
elevation contour.

4. Conclusions and Discussion

The effect of topographical and thermal forcing on the formation of favorable early
spring atmospheric circulation, vertical velocity and static stability patterns to early spring
precipitation over the southeastern Tibetan Plateau were investigated by using a set of
realistic and Tibetan Plateau-dependent topographic forcing, as well as sensible heating
numerical experiments. The results indicate that Tibetan Plateau-dependent topographic
forcing may be the main dynamical effect on the formation of early spring atmospheric
circulation through triggering an equivalent barotropic quasi-steady Rossby wave that
propagates southeastward to the southeastern Tibetan Plateau, generating low pressure
and cyclonic circulation. The eddy momentum and heat fluxes changes can maintain
the subtropical jet stream in the south flank of the Iranian and Tibetan Plateaus through
interaction between the planetary wave activity and zonal wind. Moreover, the early spring
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sensible heating over the southeastern Tibetan Plateau can trigger cyclonic and anticyclonic
circulations at lower and upper tropospheric levels based on thermal adaptation. It also
causes ascending motion and statically instable over the southeastern Tibetan Plateau,
which will further favor precipitation over this region. The validation of the circulation
pattern at 500 hPa between the TP_sh test and ERA5 reanalysis data, and analysis of the
precipitation in the southeastern Tibetan Plateau further reveals that sensible heating is an
important thermal factor in generation of early spring precipitation over the southeastern
Tibetan Plateau.

In the present study, we only explored the effect of topographic and thermal forcing
over the Tibetan Plateau on the formation of favorable atmospheric circulation to precipita-
tion over the southeastern Tibetan Plateau. However, tropical sea surface temperature and
diabatic heating may also be important factors in its generation. Moreover, the relation-
ship between land–air interaction and spring precipitation over the Tibetan Plateau is still
unclear. In future study, the mechanism of the seasonal evolution of spring precipitation
over the Tibetan Plateau and its relation with soil temperature and moisture, sensible
heating, and vegetation will be further explored within the framework of land–air coupled
numerical experiments.
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