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Abstract: The wet deposition flux of black carbon (BC) over the Sichuan Basin is studied on the
basis of the MERRA-2 data from 1981 to 2020, aiming at investigating high BC wet deposition
flux in China in terms of long-term spatial-temporal trends and influences of BC column mass
density and precipitation. In China, the largest BC wet deposition flux with a regionally-averaged
value of 1.00 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1 over the Sichuan Basin is observed, especially in the western and
southern regions of the Basin with values as high as 2.20 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1. The seasonality
of BC wet deposition flux over the Sichuan Basin depicts maximum levels in autumn, moderate
levels in spring and winter, and minimum levels in summer. The monthly mean BC wet deposition
flux varies almost twofold, ranging from the lowest average value of 8.05 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1 in
July to the highest 1.28 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1 in October. This study suggests that BC column mass
density and precipitation are two significant factors affecting high BC wet deposition flux, whereas
BC wet deposition flux is more related to BC column mass density than to precipitation over the
Sichuan Basin.

Keywords: black carbon; wet deposition; MERRA-2; Sichuan Basin

1. Introduction

Black carbon (BC) aerosols are mainly generated from the incomplete combustion of
biomass and fossil fuels [1,2] and are one of the important components of atmospheric
particulate matter with unique physicochemical properties [3]. BC is considered the second
strongest warming factor (behind only carbon dioxide) on climate change in the present
atmosphere [1]; thus, it has attracted a good deal of attention because of its important
local and global climate impacts. Dry and wet depositions are the main pathways for the
removal of BC particles from the atmosphere [4–7] and are the key processes in which
regional emitted BC enter the surface ecosystem [8]. Dry deposition includes gravitational
sedimentation and direct capture through contact with vegetation and other surface objects,
while wet deposition is associated with rainfall or snowfall in which the particles serve
as cloud condensation nuclei and there is a subsequent flush of particles during precip-
itation [9]. Wet deposition is even more significant than dry deposition in maintaining
a balance between aerosol emissions and deposition [10–13]. The efficiency of removing
aerosols by wet deposition depends on particle size [14]; wet deposition is most effective for
a particle diameter larger than 2 µm, because aerosols are most easily captured by droplets
due to a high collision efficiency coefficient [15,16].

Previous studies have examined atmospheric nitrogen and sulfur deposition, showing
spatial variability in nitrogen or sulfur deposition as a result of natural and anthropogenic
factors [17–19]. Meanwhile, multiple studies have reported the spatial and seasonal varia-
tions in the wet deposition of carbonaceous aerosols including organic carbon (OC) and
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elemental carbon (EC) [8,20,21]. At present, most studies are conducted to calculate the
wet deposition flux through the EC and OC concentrations in precipitation measured by
different measurement methods [22–26]. The global wet deposition of dissolved organic
carbon accounts for 430 Tg C/year [27], while the wet deposition of black carbon is about
80% of the global BC deposition [20,28]. Wet deposition is the main way to remove atmo-
spheric particulates [6], and precipitation affects the wet deposition of black carbon [29].
Wet deposition has different characteristics in urban and rural areas [8,18]. For example, the
high value of dissolved OC wet deposition is observed in rural areas of the Amazon [30].
The analysis of backward trajectory shows that the long-distance transportation of air
mass is also an important factor affecting wet deposition [31,32]. Zhao et al. present
the short-term time change in wet deposition of EC and water-insoluble organic carbon
measured by the thermo-optic method in Xiamen [33]. Wet deposition in northern China
shows similar seasonal changes [34], and this may be due to seasonal variations in human
activities or weather conditions such as temperature and precipitation [35]. Because of the
extensive emission of BC, the study of BC deposition is particularly important in areas
with frequent human activities [36]. Although significant studies regarding short-term
BC wet deposition have been performed [29,37,38], there have been few studies reporting
long-term spatial-temporal patterns of wet deposition in China.

Here, long-term characteristics of BC wet deposition flux in the Sichuan Basin based
on the MERRA-2 data during 1981–2020 are studied. The aim of this paper is to evaluate
the spatial distribution of BC wet deposition in China and to assess the long-term spatial-
temporal patterns regarding annual, seasonal, and monthly variations in high BC wet
deposition in the Sichuan Basin, as well as impacts by BC column mass density and precip-
itation. The results can help us better understand black carbon removal in the atmosphere
so as to provide a scientific basis for the atmospheric environment and ecological balance.

2. Methodology
2.1. Targeted Area

The geographical location of the selected research area is shown in Figure 1. Located
in southwestern China, the Sichuan Basin (28◦ N–32◦ N, 103◦ E–108◦ E) covers about
260,000 km2. The Sichuan Basin has one of the severest cases of air pollution in China, with
dense population and industry distribution due to strong anthropogenic emissions and
special terrains [39]. Moreover, the Sichuan Basin has the highest topographic relief across
the basin [40].
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Figure 1. Location of the site selected in this study (a). Black box denotes the study area of the
Sichuan basin (28◦ N–32◦ N, 103◦ E–108◦ E) in China (b). Red boxes denote the study areas with high
BC wet deposition values over the western (region A) and southern (region B) parts of Sichuan Basin.
Unit: µg m−2 s−1.
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2.2. MERRA-2 Dataset

We used version 2 of the Modern-Era Retrospective Analysis for Research and Appli-
cations (MERRA-2) reanalysis dataset produced by the Goddard Earth Observing System
Model, Version 5 (GEOS-5) [41]. The MERRA-2 includes for the first time analyzed aerosol
fields that are radiatively coupled to the atmosphere, and aerosol and meteorological ob-
servations are jointly assimilated in the MEERA-2 with the aim of producing integrated
Earth system analysis [42,43]. The MERRA-2 provides a spatial resolution of 0.5◦ × 0.625◦

and 72 vertical model levels from 1000 hPa to 0.1 hPa; in addition, there are 1-hourly,
3-hourly, and monthly MERRA-2 products [44]. The MERRA-2 is the most significant
long-term global reanalysis and represents their interaction with other physical processes
in the climate system [45]. The monthly MERRA-2 datasets for BC wet deposition flux, as
well as BC column mass density and precipitation, are employed in this study.

2.3. Pearson Correlation Coefficient

The study shows that BC column mass density and precipitation are the two most
important influencing factors in response to BC wet deposition flux [29,34]. Therefore,
this study considers BC column mass density and precipitation as the main influential
factors affecting the space-time change in BC wet deposition flux for conducting correlation
analysis. The correlation coefficient Rxy is calculated as follows:

Rxy =
∑n

i=1

[(
xi −

−
x
)(

yi −
−
y
)]

√
∑n

i

(
xi −

−
x
)2

·
√

∑n
i=1

(
yi −

−
y
)2

,

where Rxy is the correlation coefficient of variables x and y; Xi is BC wet deposition flux in
the ith year; Yi is the value of the impact factor in the ith year; BC column mass density

(unit: mg m−2) and precipitation (unit: µg m−2 s−1) are the impact factors; and
−
x and

−
y are the mean values of BC wet deposition flux and influence factors during n years,
respectively.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Annual Trends of BC Wet Deposition

As shown in Figure 1, significantly larger BC wet deposition fluxes are observed over the
Sichuan Basin than in other areas of China, with a particular concentration in the western and
southern regions of the Sichuan Basin. The characteristics of BC wet deposition fluxes in the
Sichuan Basin are systematically investigated in the following. Figure 2 shows the spatial dis-
tributions of decade mean BC wet deposition flux in the Sichuan Basin from 1981 to 2020. The
distributions of BC wet deposition flux depict high values exceeding 1.20 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1

in the western and southern regions of the Sichuan Basin. For decade variation, the distri-
butions of BC wet deposition flux show similar patterns, and the areas with high BC wet
deposition flux become slightly smaller during the recent decade of 2011–2020. The BC wet
deposition flux is probably related to BC emissions and the amount of precipitation [46]. The
BC wet deposition flux obtained in the Sichuan Basin is higher than that over the Changbai
Mountains, which are in a range of 0.09–1.44 µg cm−2 mouth−1 [24].
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Figure 2. Spatial distribution of decade mean black carbon wet deposition flux over the study
area in the Sichuan Basin during 1981–1990 (a), 1991–2000 (b), 2001–2010 (c), and 2011–2020 (d).
Unit: µg m−2 s−1.

The annual variations in BC wet deposition flux in the Sichuan Basin from 1981 to
2020 are shown in Figure 3. In the past 40 years, mean BC wet deposition flux in the Sichuan
Basin is found to be 1.00 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1. The annual-averaged BC wet deposition flux
in the Sichuan Basin is higher than that in the urban city of Tokyo [47], in the rural city of
Averiro, and in a mountain region in Germany [10]. The high wet deposition flux in the
Sichuan Basin may have a negative impact on the environmental ecosystem in the Basin. As
shown in Figure 3a, the highest value of BC wet deposition flux is 1.44 × 10−2µg m−2 s−1

in 2004, and the lowest is 6.53 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1 in 1982. The annual trend of BC wet
deposition flux is generally similar to the trends of NO3– in Zhang et al. [48] and Cao
et al. [49]. This is probably due to the annual trends of BC concentration. As shown in
Figure 3b, the BC wet deposition flux during 2001–2010 is the highest among the four
decades with a mean value of 1.29 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1. Low BC wet deposition fluxes
are seen during the periods of 1981–1990 and 1991–2000, with the average values being
7.80 × 10−3 and 8.31 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1, respectively. Since 2000, industry and energy
have developed rapidly in China, and various particulate matters including black carbon
have increased. To reduce the generation of particulate matter, the Chinese government is
taking action regarding the reduction in greenhouse gas emission during the “12th Five-
Year Plan” (2011–2015) and the intensity of carbon emissions during the “13th Five-Year
Plan” (2016–2020) periods [50]. This may be one of the reasons for the decrease in BC wet
deposition flux from 2011 to 2020.
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3.2. Seasonal and Monthly Patterns of BC Wet Deposition

The spatial distribution of BC wet deposition flux over the Sichuan Basin from 1981 to
2020 shows obvious seasonality, which is illustrated in Figure 4. BC wet deposition fluxes
are generally much higher in the western regions than in the eastern regions of the Sichuan
Basin in all seasons. High BC wet deposition fluxes in the southwestern regions of the
Sichuan Basin are seen in spring, autumn, and winter, as opposed to high values in the
northwestern regions in summer. Moreover, significantly evident spatial differences in BC
wet deposition flux are seen between the western and eastern parts of the Sichuan Basin in
summer (see Figure 4b). The strongest BC wet deposition fluxes are observed in the south-
western part of the Sichuan Basin in autumn, with values exceeding 2.0 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1

(see Figure 4c). The Sichuan Basin shows a higher altitude in the northwest and a lower
altitude in the southeast, and the north wind prevailing in winter can transport the pol-
lutants from north to south; this probably results in higher BC wet deposition flux in the
southern region attributed to the accumulation of BC pollutants caused by the long-distance
transportation of air masses [51–53].

The seasonal distribution of mean BC wet deposition flux during the past 40 years
is shown in Figure 5. As shown in Figure 5a, the autumn season shows the highest wet
deposition flux, with an average value of 1.18 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1, followed by spring and
winter with values of 1.02 × 10−2 and 9.31 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1, respectively, while summer
has relatively lower wet deposition flux with a mean value of 8.81 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1. The
BC wet deposition fluxes during four decades show similar seasonality (see Figure 5b).
The wet deposition of black carbon during 1981–2000 is lower than the average BC wet
deposition in the past 40 years, and the BC wet deposition flux in each season is high
during 2001–2020. High BC wet deposition fluxes in autumn are seen in all four decades.
The high wet deposition flux occurring in fall possibly corresponds to the high level of
BC concentration during this period over the Sichuan Basin [54]. In summer, the BC wet
deposition flux is low while the precipitation and BC concentration are large [33]. It is
documented that the sparse precipitation amount may induce low BC wet deposition flux
in winter [55]. The BC wet deposition flux in the Sichuan Basin obtained in our study is
significantly larger than that seen in Lhasa [20] but lower than that seen in Shanghai [8].
Compared with human activities in the Sichuan Basin and Shanghai, there are fewer
human activities in Lhasa, indicating that human activities may have an impact on BC wet
deposition flux.
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The spatial distribution of monthly average BC wet deposition flux over the Sichuan
Basin from 1981 to 2020 is illustrated in Figure 6. The monthly patterns of spatial dis-
tributions of BC wet deposition fluxes are generally in accordance with their seasonal
patterns. High BC wet deposition fluxes in the northwestern parts of the Sichuan Basin are
seen in July and August, whereas high values in the southwestern regions are observed
in other months. Monthly BC wet deposition flux shows large variability, being mainly
due to the variability in BC concentration and precipitation [20,46]. The monthly mean
BC wet deposition fluxes over the Sichuan Basin from 1981 to 2020 are shown in Figure 7.
Monthly mean BC wet deposition fluxes vary almost twofold, from the lowest average
value of 8.05 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1 in July to the highest 1.28 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1 in October
(see Figure 7a). Zhou et al. observes that the wet deposition flux of organic carbon is



Atmosphere 2023, 14, 598 7 of 13

low in May and high in July in Changsha [56], which differs from the trends of BC wet
deposition flux in our study. There is a significant correlation between wet deposition and
precipitation in Changsha; the annual maximum precipitation of Changsha in July is more
than 300 mm [56], which may be one of the reasons for the high wet deposition flux of
Changsha in July. Organic carbon concentration of Changsha in May is relatively lower
than those in other months [56], and therefore, the low value of wet deposition in Changsha
may have some relation to organic carbon concentrations. The monthly variations in BC
wet deposition flux in the four decades from 1981 to 2020 are shown in Figure 7b. The
monthly-averaged BC wet deposition fluxes in the Sichuan Basin from 1981 to 1990 and
from 1991 to 2000 are much smaller than those during 2001–2010 and 2011–2020. The BC
wet deposition flux from 1981 to 1990 is slightly lower than that during 1991–2000. The BC
wet deposition fluxes during the four decades generally show similar monthly variations,
with high values in October and low values in July. The high temperature in July aggravates
the weather disturbance and vertical mixing, resulting in a decrease in BC concentration;
this may be part of the reason for the low BC wet deposition flux [57]. Biomass combustion
occurs frequently in autumn, especially October [58], exacerbating the accumulation of BC
concentration and leading to the high BC wet deposition flux in October.
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3.3. Factors Influencing BC Wet Deposition

To a great extent, the wet deposition flux of black carbon is believed to be controlled
by precipitation and BC loading in the atmosphere [46,55,59]. The relationships between
BC wet deposition flux and BC column mass density and precipitation are illustrated
in Figure 8. As shown in Figure 8a, a weak positive correlation is found between BC
wet deposition flux and BC column mass density, indicating that more BC particles are a
benefit for larger BC wet deposition flux. Positive correlations between concentrations of
atmospheric compositions and their wet deposition flux are also found in Zhang et al. [60]
and Yu et al. [61]. The relationship between BC wet deposition flux and precipitation is
shown in Figure 8b, and a poor positive correlation is seen. Larger precipitation density
can scavenge more BC aerosols and leads to a higher BC wet deposition flux. Similar
impacts of precipitation on the wet depositions of aerosols and atmospheric compositions
are presented in many previous studies [62–64]. Therefore, compared with precipitation,
the distribution of BC wet deposition flux is more affected by BC column mass density.
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Figure 8. Relations between BC wet deposition flux and BC column mass density (a), and
precipitation (b).

The spatial distributions of the correlation coefficients of BC wet deposition flux with
BC column mass density and precipitation over the Sichuan Basin are shown in Figure 9.
As shown in Figure 9b,c, the values of the correlation coefficients reflect the significance of
the correlations, and the BC wet deposition flux is highly correlated to BC column mass
density or precipitation. However, the significance of the correlation of BC wet deposition
flux to the BC column mass density or precipitation is not related to the values of the
BC wet deposition flux, which is shown in Figure 9a. That is to say, a high correlation
coefficient of BC wet deposition flux with BC column mass density or precipitation is
not always relevant to large BC wet deposition flux, indicating complicated nonlinear
impacts on BC wet deposition by BC concentration, precipitation, and other potential
factors. As illustrated in Figure 9b, a high positive correlation coefficient between BC wet
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deposition flux and BC column mass density is seen at all the positions of the Sichuan
Basin, and its values are in a range of 0.794–0.931. Small-scale secondary circulation and
relatively lower thermal inversion caused by the plateau topography in the western part
of the Sichuan Basin can lead to the accumulation of aerosols at 0.8–1.4 km above ground
level [65]. The economic prosperity and large population in the northwestern part of the
Sichuan Basin (e.g., the city of Chengdu) and many heavy industries in the southwestern
region (e.g., the city of Leshan) produce plenty of black carbon. These generated BC may
contribute to large BC wet deposition flux in the southwestern and northwestern parts
of the Sichuan Basin, and a high correlation coefficient is seen. As shown in Figure 9c,
the correlation coefficient of BC wet deposition flux with precipitation is smaller than its
correlation coefficient with BC column mass density. For the spatial distribution, high BC
wet deposition flux generally corresponds to a positive correlation coefficient of BC wet
deposition flux with precipitation. This may indicate that precipitation contributes to high
BC wet deposition due to the scavenging of BC particles by precipitation. In the process of
precipitation, black carbon particles migrate through Brownian motion, inertial collision,
and the effects of heat, turbulence, electric charge, and concentration gradient, and are
finally captured by falling water droplets or ice crystals. However, it should be noted that
excessive precipitation can inhibit the wet deposition of black carbon [64]. In general, BC
column mass density and precipitation are two significant factors affecting the spatial and
temporal distribution of BC wet deposition flux, and BC wet deposition flux is more related
to BC column mass density than to precipitation over the Sichuan Basin.
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To understand the high BC wet deposition flux over the western and southern parts
of the Sichuan Basin, two areas with high BC wet deposition fluxes named region A
(28◦ N–31◦ N, 103◦ E–104◦ E) and region B (28◦ N–29◦ N, 104◦ E–106◦ E) are selected and
shown in Figure 1b. A wet deposition-concentration-precipitation (WETD-C-P) diagram
is constructed for regions A and B with high BC wet deposition fluxes and is shown in
Figure 10. The WETD-C-P diagrams in both regions show complicated features, indicating
complex and combined effects of BC column mass density and precipitation on high BC wet
deposition flux. As portrayed in Figure 10, larger BC column mass density or precipitation
can generally result in higher BC wet deposition flux.
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Figure 10. The wet deposition-concentration-precipitation (WETD-C-P) relationships. The relation-
ships of monthly BC wet deposition flux with precipitation and BC column mass density in region A
(28◦ N–31◦ N, 103◦ E–104◦ E) (a) and region B (28◦ N–29◦ N, 104◦ E–106◦ E) (b).

4. Conclusions

In this study, we investigate long-term characteristics of wet deposition flux of black
carbon over the Sichuan Basin during 1981–2020 on the basis of the MEERA-2 data. In
China, the highest BC wet deposition flux is observed over the Sichuan Basin with an
annual-averaged value of 1.00 × 10−2µg m−2 s−1. The seasonality of BC wet deposition
flux depicts maximum mean levels in autumn (1.18 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1), moderate levels in
spring (1.02 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1) and winter (9.31 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1), and minimum levels
in summer (8.81 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1). The low BC wet deposition flux in summer is mainly
due to the small BC concentration, while the low BC wet deposition flux in winter could
be attributed to the sparse precipitation amount. The monthly mean BC wet deposition
flux varies almost twofold, ranging from the lowest mean value of 8.05 × 10−3 µg m−2 s−1

in July to the highest 1.28 × 10−2 µg m−2 s−1 in October. BC column mass density and
precipitation are two significant factors affecting the spatial and temporal distribution of
BC wet deposition flux, and positive correlations of BC wet deposition flux with BC column
mass density or precipitation are seen for high BC wet deposition. Nevertheless, BC wet
deposition flux is found to be more related to BC column mass density than to precipitation
over the Sichuan Basin.
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