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Abstract: The Yangtze River Basin is an El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO)-sensitive region, prone
to floods and droughts. Hydrological records were collected to examine the temporal and spatial
distribution of runoff in this drainage basin. An apparent difference in runoff variations between the
upper and mid-lower Yangtze reaches was detected in response to ENSO. The upper basin usually
experiences floods or droughts during the summer of ENSO developing years, while the mid-lower
runoff variations tend to coincide with ENSO decaying phases. Composite analysis is employed to
investigate the underlying mechanism for the teleconnection between the specific phases of the ENSO
cycle and Yangtze runoff variation. Results show that the Western Pacific Subtropical High (WPSH)
exhibits large variability on its western side in summer with different ENSO phases, thus resulting in
a contrasting influence between the upper and mid-lower Yangtze floods and droughts. During the
central Pacific-La Niña developing summers, the WPSH is significantly enhanced with its westward
extension over the Yangtze upper basin. Anomalous water vapor converges in its northwest edge
thus favoring upper-basin flooding. Meanwhile, the mid-lower reaches are controlled by the WPSH,
and the local rainfall is not obvious. In addition, when the El Niño decaying phases occur, the WPSH
denotes a westward extending trend and the position of its ridge line shifts to the mid-lower Yangtze
reaches. The southwest moisture cannot extend to the upper basin but converges in the mid-lower
basin. Accompanied by the anomalous 100 hPa South Asia High and lower-tropospheric Philippines
anticyclone movements, this upper–middle–lower configuration acts as a key bridge linking ENSO
and Yangtze floods and droughts.

Keywords: Yangtze River runoff; ENSO cycle; WPSH; interannual variations

1. Introduction

The Yangtze River (YR), being a major link among the world’s highest plateau (Qinghai–Tibet
Plateau), largest continent (Eurasia) and largest ocean (the Pacific), is of utmost importance in terms
of water resources transportation and circulation. However, in recent decades, more frequent flood
hazards and waterlogging disasters struck the YR Basin, causing serious economic losses. Flood
records showed that in the summer of 1954 and 1998, the entire Yangtze drainage area suffered from
tremendous flooding [1–3]. Besides flood events, long-lasting wet and drought conditions in the YR
Basin have also inflicted considerable impacts on the local ecological environment and human society
over the region [4,5]. YR Basin is a hydroclimatically-sensitive region [6] so that the singularities of the
large-scale atmospheric circulation could help predict extreme floods and droughts occurrence [7,8].
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Therefore, identifying the connections between meteorological change (e.g., the Tibetan Snow Cover,
East Asian summer monsoon (EASM), etc.) and frequent drought and flood events has been the main
focus of hydrometeorological research in the YR Basin.

The El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO) has been recognized as the most pronounced
interannual oscillation signal of the climate system [9], interacting and coupling between ocean
and atmosphere. It not only directly causes the weather and climate anomalies in the tropical area,
but also affects weather conditions outside the tropical Pacific even global climate by teleconnection.
Former scholars indicated that Sea Surface Temperature (SST) anomalies of the equatorial Pacific
show a profound influence on summer climate in East Asia [10–13]. Traditional ENSO events occur
on the coast of Peru along the eastern equatorial Pacific, and the SST anomaly gradually extends
westward. A new type of ENSO event whose warm/cold center is developed from the central Pacific
(CP) has been observed in recent years [14]. Several researches have highlighted the significance of
distinguishing different episodes of SST in the Pacific when discussing the ENSO impacts [15,16],
mainly considering different types of ENSO changes in the location and strength of the thermal heating
from the underlying surface which may exert different influences on atmospheric circulation.

However, previous studies only aimed at illustrating the impact of ENSO’s cold and warm
phases on rainfall in eastern China, but seldom considered the influence of different stages of ENSO
events to the Yangtze runoff. The possible influence of ENSO events on annual streamflow in the YR
Basin remains complicated. Furthermore, few studies have ever tried to distinguish the contrasting
impacts of ENSO to the runoff between the upper and mid-lower reaches separately, where the climatic
and geographical backgrounds are quite inconsistent. Undoubtedly, a better understanding of the
hydrological series variability and its physical cause in different parts of the Yangtze basin is of
scientific and practical interest.

Therefore, the main objective of this paper is to investigate the contrasting impact of different
phases and stages of ENSO events on the interannual variability of the upper and mid-lower Yangtze
runoff and try to determine the physical cause. The manuscript is structured as follows. In Section 2,
we briefly introduce the data and the study area. Then we give a description of the distinguished
long-term variations and trends of upper and mid-lower runoff along the mainstream of the YR in
Section 3. The connection between the ENSO cycle and the YR runoff cycle are then presented in detail
in Section 4, followed by a discussion of the physical mechanism of this study in Section 5. Conclusions
and discussions are listed in the final section.

2. Data and Study Area

2.1. Data

The datasets used in this study include (1) monthly Sea Surface Temperature (SST) from the
Extended Reconstructed SST Version 3b (ERSST.V3b) [17] for the period of 1950–2016 collected from
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA); (2) Niño1+2, Niño3, and Niño4
index calculated from the NOAA Climate Prediction Center (CPC) and defined by the averaged
SST anomalies over the extreme eastern tropical Pacific (0–10◦ S, 80◦–90◦ W), eastern tropical Pacific
(5◦ S–5◦ N, 90–150◦ W), and central equatorial Pacific (5◦ S–5◦ N, 160◦ E–150◦ W), calculated by the
ERSST.V3b; Niño5 and Niño6 index, namely, the additional western Pacific indices are defined as
follows, Niño5 over (5◦ S–5◦ N, 120–140◦ E) and Niño6 over (8–16◦ N, 140–160◦ E), calculated by the
ERSST.V3b [18]; (3) monthly mean 100 hPa, 500 hPa, 850 hPa winds, and corresponding geopotential
height fields and sea level pressure for the period of 1950 to 2016 obtained from the National Centers
for Environment Prediction/National Center for Atmospheric Research (NCEP/NCAR) reanalysis [19];
(4) monthly mean precipitation at 160 stations for the period of 1950 to 2016, provided by the National
Climatic Centre of China Meteorological Administration (CMA); (5) monthly mean runoff data at three
main gauging stations in the Yangtze Basin: Yichang Station, Hankou station, and Datong station for
the period of 1950 to 2016. In this study, summer refers to June–July–August (JJA).
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2.2. Basin Description

The YR is the longest river in China and the third longest river in the world, passing through three
major economic zones in the east, central, and west of China. As illustrated in Figure 1, originating
from the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau, the YR streams through eleven provinces and extends 6300 km
eastward before finally flowing into the East China Sea [20]. This river basin lies between (91–122◦ E,
25–35◦ N) and covers a total drainage area of 1.81 × 106 km2 [21]. Since the large longitudinal span of
this catchment gives rise to sharp variabilities in hydroclimatic characteristics in this area, the whole
Yangtze watershed area can be traditionally divided to the upper and mid-lower reaches corresponds
to the altitude zones.
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Figure 1. River networks of the Yangtze River (YR) basin. Stream gauging stations and 
meteorological stations are marked. 

The upper YR consists of the area from the headwaters to Yichang station, which has a total 
drainage area of about 1 × 106 km2, taking up 56% of the YR Basin (the blue shaded area in Figure 1). 
The complicated topography in the upper reaches has essential impacts on the local climate, and the 
spatial distribution of the precipitation is extremely uneven [22]. Apart from the great topographic 
variability, the upper reaches of the YR Basin are influenced by the Indian southwestern summer 
monsoon each year. Meanwhile, the mid-lower stream is located between Yichang and Datong 
stations, diverging along the surrounding tributaries to form a basin (the purple shaded area in  
Figure 1). The hydrological regimes of the mid-lower reaches are significantly influenced by 
land-sea thermal contrast and the East Asian southeastern summer monsoon, which are deemed to 
have great influence for the occurrences of floods and droughts here. The contrasting climates and 
landscapes of the upper and mid-lower basins may lead to different hydrological regimes. 
Therefore, the intercomparison of climate background of droughts and floods in both two basins is 
expected to be necessary. 

3. Distinct Features of Runoff Variations in the Upper and Mid-Lower Reaches of the Yangtze 
River 

Figure 2a illustrates the distribution of observed 67-year mean monthly runoff in the upper and 
mid-lower reaches of the YR Valley from 1950 to 2016. The Yangtze mainstream monthly runoff 
varies within a year. Mostly, the runoff of the mid-lower Yangtze reaches is concentrated in early 
summer from May to July (May–June–July, MJJ) in a year. However, the upstream flow is 
concentrated in the rainy season from July to September (July–August–September, JAS), lagging 

Figure 1. River networks of the Yangtze River (YR) basin. Stream gauging stations and meteorological
stations are marked.

The upper YR consists of the area from the headwaters to Yichang station, which has a total
drainage area of about 1 × 106 km2, taking up 56% of the YR Basin (the blue shaded area in Figure 1).
The complicated topography in the upper reaches has essential impacts on the local climate, and the
spatial distribution of the precipitation is extremely uneven [22]. Apart from the great topographic
variability, the upper reaches of the YR Basin are influenced by the Indian southwestern summer
monsoon each year. Meanwhile, the mid-lower stream is located between Yichang and Datong stations,
diverging along the surrounding tributaries to form a basin (the purple shaded area in Figure 1).
The hydrological regimes of the mid-lower reaches are significantly influenced by land-sea thermal
contrast and the East Asian southeastern summer monsoon, which are deemed to have great influence
for the occurrences of floods and droughts here. The contrasting climates and landscapes of the upper
and mid-lower basins may lead to different hydrological regimes. Therefore, the intercomparison of
climate background of droughts and floods in both two basins is expected to be necessary.

3. Distinct Features of Runoff Variations in the Upper and Mid-Lower Reaches of the
Yangtze River

Figure 2a illustrates the distribution of observed 67-year mean monthly runoff in the upper and
mid-lower reaches of the YR Valley from 1950 to 2016. The Yangtze mainstream monthly runoff varies
within a year. Mostly, the runoff of the mid-lower Yangtze reaches is concentrated in early summer
from May to July (May–June–July, MJJ) in a year. However, the upstream flow is concentrated in the
rainy season from July to September (July–August–September, JAS), lagging behind the mid-lower
reaches for about two months. In the upper basin, runoff during the concentration period JAS could
occupy 49.6% of the annual runoff on the average, and the maximum of monthly runoff appeared in
July, which was 7.4 times than the minimum in February.
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Figure 2. Distribution of observed multiyear average monthly (a) runoff (m3/s) and (b) precipitation
(mm/day) from 1950 to 2016. The red and green bars represent the upper and mid-lower reaches of the
YR, respectively.

Runoff distribution in the upper and mid-lower reaches reflects contrasting patterns both spatially
and temporally. It is clear that YR Basin is a hydroclimatically-sensitive region and rainfall is the
main driver of intensified floods and prolonged droughts. The 67-year mean monthly watershed
mean precipitation is presented separately for 12 months as bar charts in Figure 2b. Results show
that rainfall in the upper Yangtze valley mainly concentrated in June to August and in May to July
for the mid-lower reaches. The precipitation concentration period in the upper reaches is also lagged
behind that in the mid-lower reaches. The different annual distribution of precipitation and runoff in
the upper and lower reaches of the Yangtze River Basin is probably a result of the seasonal migration
of the major rainband from the southeast to northwest China during the warm season.

Given that floods and droughts are more likely to occur during the concentration period, we
studied the upper and mid-lower runoff during their concentration period, which is more valuable
for flood forecasting. Normalized runoff time series of the upper (JAS) and mid-lower (MJJ) reaches
measured over 1950 to 2016 were examined using simple linear regression and Mann–Kendall (MK)
trend test to identify the long-term trends (Figure 3). A significant downward trend at the 95%
confidence level was found in the upstream flood-season streamflow variations, while no obvious
trend was detected for summer runoff change in the mid-lower YR during 1950 to 2016 based on the
MK test. The temporal variation of both upper and mid-lower Yangtze runoff exhibits significant
variability on the interannual timescale.
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Figure 3. Time series of normalized observed runoff (bars) and detrended runoff (blue curves)
in each concentration period at the (a) upper (U) and (b) mid-lower (ML) reaches of the YR,
respectively. Red lines represent the trend. In this study, MJJ means May–June–July and JAS
means July–August–September.

We define the detrended runoff time series (blue curves in Figure 3) value > 0.9 (<−0.9) standard
deviation as the criterion to obtain the years of remarkably runoff anomaly for the following composite
analysis. Based on this metric, eight wetter years (1998, 1954, 1974, 1999, 2012, 1968, 2014, and 1981)
and nine drier years (2006, 1994, 1972, 1959, 1971, 2011, 1992, 1997, and 1977) are picked out for the
1950 to 2016 period in the upper reaches. For the mid-lower reaches, there are thirteen wetter years
(1954, 1973, 2016, 1995, 2002, 1975, 1977, 1970, 1983, 2010, 2015, 1962 and 1998) and fourteen drier years
(2007, 1985, 1972, 1981, 2011, 1963, 1987, 2008, 2000, 1965, 1978, 1951, 1988, and 1986).

4. ENSO Cycle and the Yangtze River Runoff Cycle

Figure 4 displays the composite differences of SST anomaly patterns between the greater and
lesser runoff years selected above (more minus less) in the upper YR. A negative anomaly develops
rapidly from the previous winter to subsequent autumn, relating to an ENSO developing phase. In the
developing summer, marked negative SST anomalies are located over the central equatorial Pacific
with maximum SST anomalies centered over the west of 150◦ W, accompanied by weak warm SST
anomalies over the extratropical western Pacific. For the mid-lower reaches, a large-scale positive SST
anomaly covers the eastern to central tropical Pacific in the prior winter, which has been weakening
from winter to the succeeding summer (Figure 5) in linkage with an ENSO decaying phase. There is no
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minimal SST anomaly over the equatorial central-eastern Pacific in the summertime. A faint negative
SST anomaly appears until the following autumn, which seems to have a tendency to transform to
a La Nina-like pattern.

The lead–lag correlation coefficients between the Niño3, Niño4 index (representing the key area of
the ENSO cycle), and upper, mid-lower runoff time series from JJA (−1) to JJA (1) are shown in Figure 6.
Here, “−1” denotes the previous year, number “0” signifies this year, and number “1” represents the
succeeding year. Mostly, the upper Yangtze runoff indicates an intimate negative connection with
the Niño4 index in JJA (0), and the correlation with the Niño3 index does not turn significant until
September-October-November (SON) (0). Such a close relationship persists to D (0) JF (1) (dashed curve
in Figure 6a), which suggests that the upper runoff is normally related to CP–ENSO developing phases.
That is to say, floods and droughts of the upper reaches tend to occur in the CP–ENSO developing
summer. However, the mid-lower Yangtze runoff appears to have a decreasingly correlation with the
Niño3 and Niño4 index since the preceding D (−1) JF (0) and both the correlation coefficient reaches
the maximum in the D (−1) JF (0), which indicates that the mid-lower runoff is related to the decaying
phase of ENSO. As a supplement, we also calculated the lead–lag correlation coefficients between
the Niño1+2, Niño5, and Niño6 indices [18] and upper, mid-lower runoff time series. Together, all
these indices can fully represent the whole picture of ENSO events. We found that the upper Yangtze
River runoff time series shows significant connection with Niño1+2, Niño5, and Niño6 indices during
SON (0) or D (0) JF (1), while the mid-lower runoff time series is significantly related to the Niño1+2
index from SON (−1) to D (−1) JF (0) and Niño6 from D (−1) JF (0) to March-April-May (MAM) (0).
In general, the correlation between ENSO and runoff is a carbon copy of the result of the composite
analysis. Namely, the upper runoff is associated with an ENSO developing phase, whereas the
mid-lower runoff is related to an ENSO decaying phase.
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Figure 4. The composite difference of Sea surface temperature (SST) from the previous winter to
autumn. (high—low upper July–August–September (JAS) runoff years; color shadings). Black dots are
statistically significant at the 95% confidence level on the basis of a Student’s t-test. In this study, DJF
means December-January-February, MAM means March-April-May, JJA means June-July-August and
SON means September-October-November.
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Figure 6. The lead–lag correlation coefficients between the upper and mid-lower reaches runoff time
series in Figure 3 and the (a) Niño3, (b) Niño4, (c) Niño1+2, (d) Niño5, and (e) Niño6 indices from
June–July–August (JJA) (−1) to JJA (1). The two horizontal lines represent the 95% confidence level
based on Student’s t-test. The vertical line indicates JJA (0), where the simultaneous correlations
between the two runoff series and El Niño–Southern Oscillation (ENSO) indices are shown.
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5. Physical Mechanism

5.1. Classification of ENSO Types

Due to the phase-locking nature of ENSO, ENSO events generally peak during the boreal winter,
persist into spring and fade by the following summer in an annual cycle [23]. The corresponding
atmospheric anomaly response to different ENSO phases is different, and its climate impacts are
also different. Many studies have confirmed that the impact of ENSO events on year to year climate
anomalies is closely related to what stage they are in. Therefore, we adopted the CPC’s definition to
select the representative years of typical ENSO events. That is, if the Niño3.4 index values (calculated
by three months running mean, covering the region 5◦ S–5◦ N, 120–170◦ W) are higher than 0.5 ◦C or
less than −0.5 ◦C for five consecutive months, this year will be categorized as an El Niño (La Niña)
year. In this way, we picked twenty-two El Niño events and fourteen La Niña events from 1950 to 2016
(Table 1). We regard the beginning year of an event as the development stage and the end year of an
event as the attenuation stage.

Table 1. Years dominated by different ENSO events during 1950–2016.

El Niño

1951/1952,1953 */1954,1957/1958,1958/1959,1963 */1964,1965 */1966,1968/1969,1969/1970,1972/
1973,1976/1977,1977 */1978,1979/1980,1982/1983,1986/1987 */1988,1991/1992,1994 */1995,1997/
1998,2002 */2003,2004/2005,2006/2007,2009/2010,2014/2015/2016

La Niña

1950/1951,1954/1955/1956,1964/1965,1967/1968,1970/1971/1972,1973/1974,1974/1975 */1976,1984/
1985,1988 */1989,1995/1996,1998 */1999/2000/2001,2007/2008,2010 */2011,2011/2012,2016 */2017

Note. ‘*’ represent CP-El Niño and CP-Niña years.

However, when ENSO events occur, the corresponding climatic responses are quite sensitive to
the meridional migration and intensity of equatorial Pacific SST anomalies. Traditional ENSO has
positive or negative SST anomalies center in the equatorial Pacific cold tongue region, yet CP–ENSO is
typically characterized by anomalous warm or cold water center over the central equatorial Pacific.
Consistently, the canonical Eastern Pacific (EP) ENSO and CP–ENSO can be identified according to the
zonal locations of SST anomalies. Several studies have provided a variety of indexes to define ENSO
events. Cao [24] argued the Niño3 index could represent the EP–El Niño pattern effectively and the
Niño4 index is skillful in separating the CP–El Niño events. However, for the existence of asymmetry of
ENSO, the warm events are not completely contrary to the cold events. In other words, La Niña events
cannot be considered to be the opposite sign of El Niño events. For seasonal prediction, particularly,
treating ENSO events as linear systems will miss some vital signals. Ren and Jin [25] proposed new
Niño indices by simply transforming Niño3 and Niño4 indices; these indices help characterize the
zonal propagation of SST warm anomalies but fail to separate the La Niña events in to two categories.
In addition, Zhang et al. [26] explained that in spite of the fact that their index is skillful in identifying
EP- and CP–El Niño, it is not suitable for distinguishing La Niña events. Accordingly, the classification
of two types of ENSO, typically the La Niña events, requires taking the Niño indices together with the
SST anomalies distribution into account [27–29]. However, in current studies, researchers identify the
CP and EP events mainly based on the mature stage of La Nina.
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In this study, we select ENSO events referring to the CPC’s definition of ENSO events combining
the SST anomaly pattern in the summer period. Events having abnormal summer SST distribution
centered in the west of 150◦ W are classified as the CP–El Niño and CP–La Niña (CP–ENSO)
developing events. Those years characterized by westward-propagating SST anomalies which have
two anomaly centers in both east and west of 150◦ W, which are confusing to tell apart in terms of
air–sea coupling characters and have been excluded in the following work. The selected events are
marked in Table 1. Seven CP–El Niño and five CP–La Niña developing summers were identified,
which is largely consistent with the classification in former research [26,29].

5.2. Associated Atmospheric Responses

Given that the runoff variations in the upper and mid-lower reaches of the YR are closely
allied to ENSO, the composite method is synthesized to reveal the summer atmospheric responses
to developing/decaying or warm/cold phases of ENSO. The intensity and location of the South
Asia high in summer are crucial systems that affect the climate anomalies in the eastern position of
the Tibetan plateau [30–32]. Figure 7a denotes the composite features of JJA 100 hPa geopotential
height field among the CP–La Niña developing summers selected above, using Student’s two-tailed
significance test. The blue curves represent the combination of the climatologically averaged JJA
geopotential height with the corresponding anomalies, in other words, the real situation field. It can
be seen that the region around the vicinity of 20◦ N to 40◦ N, which is covered by the main body
of South Asian high (SAH), is a zone that is all positively anomalous (as indicated by shades in
Figure 7a, passing the 95% or 90% confidence level of the t-test). The SAH is obviously enhanced,
expanding eastward and lifting northward and can strengthen the upper-level divergence and
low-level convective motion over the Yangtze upper basin, which is favorable for maintaining
the lower-level Western Pacific Subtropical High (WPSH) in a northward and westward position
(Figure 7b). Based on the distribution pattern of 100 hPa geopotential height field from June to
August among the El Niño decaying years (Figure 8a), the SAH has a simultaneous eastward shift,
which is cooperating with the slightly westward 500 hPa WPSH (Figure 8b). The significant positive
anomaly appears in the regions east of around 90◦ E, but the anomaly position is a bit southward.
This finding is in accord with the connection between the WPSH and the SAH proposed by Tao and
Zhu [33].
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Figure 7. The JJA composite of the 100 hPa and 500 hPa geopotential height fields, sea level pressure
(Z200, Z500, and SLP), and wind (UV200, UV500, and UV850) in the CP–La Niña developing phase
from 1950 to 2016. The blue contours represent the climatological mean of JJA Z200, Z500, and SLP
plus the corresponding anomalies, that is, the real condition. The shadings indicate the areas beyond
95% and 90% confidence level based on a Student’s t-test). Arrows denote the UV200, UV500, and
UV850, and only those data points statistically significant over the 90% confidence level are drawn.
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Figure 8. Same as Figure 7, but for the El Niño decaying phase.

Additionally, the convection anomaly over the Pacific associated with ENSO can also influence the
mid-latitude pattern. The West Pacific subtropical high is the main circulation system directly affecting
the summer rainfall in China. During CP–La Niña developing summers, East Asia and the surrounding
sea exhibit a distribution pattern that is positively anomalous. The WPSH (Figure 7b) is shifted far
further westward than the climatological average, and the western frontier of the 586 potential height
(10 gpm) contour line stretches to the west of 105◦ E, and its ridge (105◦ to 110◦ E) lies between 27.5◦ N
and 30◦ N. The Yangtze upstream is located in the northwest edge of the subtropical high. As a result,
a large amount of warm and humid flow from the western North Pacific is transported westward
to the upper YR Basin, and meets the cold and dry flow from the north here, which is conducive to
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the development of rainfall. At the same time, the mid-lower reaches are under the control of the
subtropical high, and the precipitation is decreased. While in El Niño decaying summers, the WPSH
is shifted slightly southwestward, and the westernmost ridge point of the 586-10 gpm geopotential
meter line is situated west of 117◦ E, as shown in Figure 8b. Consequently, moisture from the western
North Pacific is delivered to the mid-lower YR Basin, which is just at the northwest side of the WPSH.
The westward shift of the WPSH during the decaying ENSO summers will cause the occurrence of the
second period of Meiyu and increase rainfall [1]. However, compared to the CP–La Niña developing
summers, the El Niño decaying summers experienced weaker western or southwestern wind and
anticyclone. This may explain why the water vapor transport cannot reach the upper reaches, but land
in the mid-lower reaches. These conclusions are consistent with the results about 100 hPa.

For the lower-troposphere anomalies, 850 hPa wind variability can affect water vapor
transportation from western tropical Pacific to the subtropical region, further influencing the runoff
over the Yangtze basin. Figures 7 and 8 display the common characteristics of ENSO-related composite
850 hPa wind anomalies and sea level pressure (SLP). In terms of CP–La Niña developing and El Niño
decaying-related SST variations, the anomalous SLP displays an apparent positive anomaly in the
western equatorial Pacific during JJA. Meanwhile, the low-level easterly anomaly prevails around the
equatorial oceanic regions from the Indian Ocean to the western Pacific. In consequence, anomalous
airflow diverged and settled over the western equatorial Pacific, forming an anomalous anticyclone
around the Philippines, namely, the Philippines anticyclone (PA).

Former research has determined that the PA provides a key circulation system which conveys
ENSO influence to climatic change in East Asia [28], mainly focusing on the explanation of the
formation mechanism of the anticyclone and how the ENSO anomalies (mature in the prior winter)
develop and persist to exert cross-seasonal influences after their mature phases from boreal winter to
the ensuring early summer [34]. Wang et al. [35,36] interpreted that this anticyclone develops rapidly
in the prior winter and, owing to the positive local air–sea thermodynamic feedback between Rossby
waves and the underlying warm pool ocean around the Philippine Sea, the anticyclone is maintained
from the previous winter to the following summer. They also pointed out that the developing of this
anticyclone is almost coincident with the enhancement of the local sea surface cooling. Xie et al. [37]
emphasize the role of the Indian Ocean, which stores the ENSO signal in the previous winter and
releases it in the summer like a capacitor that causes the PA anomaly in the summer by stimulating the
eastward Kelvin fluctuations.

Compared with the El Niño decaying phase, the SLP positive anomalies related to the CP-La
Niña developing events shift far westward and a little bit northward. Along with the SLP anomalies,
it is noticeable that the PA is westward- and slightly northward-shifted, partly owing to the westward
displacement of the SST anomaly center. To the northwest flank of this anomalous anticyclone are
anomalous southwesterly winds along the surrounding regions. These anomalous winds substantially
bring plentiful moisture to this region. Anomalous southwesterly wind prevails over the upper YR
Basin, which brings further vapor transport over this area. Note that U850, V850, and SLP anomaly
intensity and spatial scale are weaker and smaller during the El Niño decaying summers than during
the CP–La Niña developing events. This is partially attributed to the PA trace can be searched
back to prior winter [35,36] when significant westerly wind anomalies appear around the equatorial
eastern Pacific region in ENSO decaying years; this signal is not so noticeable in the flowing summer.
The anomalous southwesterly along the anticyclone will dominate southeastern Asia, triggering largely
increased runoff in the mid-lower Yangtze reaches. In addition, both the anticyclone and the cooling
region propagate slowly eastward [34,38]. It explains, to a certain extent, why the ENSO decaying
phase only affects the mid-lower runoff.

During the El Niño developing and La Niña decaying summers, however, the low-level wind
anomalies over the western North Pacific reverse sign. A weak anomalous cyclone emerges in the
western north Pacific region. The 500 hPa subtropical high is obviously located more eastward
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than normal, which weakened the transportation of moisture in eastern China and caused reduced
precipitation, thus causing dry conditions along the YR Basin.

6. Conclusions and Discussion

Extraordinary floods and droughts are usually attributed to unique atmospheric circulation
patterns in connection with climatic change. The hydrological system in the YR Basin is very sensitive
to ENSO. The upstream floods in the YR correspond to the development phase of ENSO cold events,
while the mid-lower reaches tend to be linked with the attenuation of ENSO warm events.

The large-scale circulation background of the different ENSO phases impacting the Yangtze
runoff has pronounced differences in summer. At high level, the SAH is generally enhanced with its
northward advance and eastward extension over the region east of the Plateau, which is favorable
for lower-level WPSH to be maintained in a northward and westward position. Compared with the
developing phase, however, the anomaly is slightly southward and eastward during the decaying
phase. At mid-level, the West Pacific Subtropical High shows large variability on its western side in
summer. It is shifted westward to the upper and mid-lower YR Basin, separately, during developing
and decaying phases, which exerts significant contrasting influence to the regional runoff change by
moisture from the western North Pacific, which is transported to its west-north edge. For lower
latitude, note that in summertime, a prominent feature—a simultaneous low-level anticyclone
circulation—is apparently located in the western north Pacific as pointed out by Wang et al. [35,36].
In the northwestern part of the anticyclone, anomalous southerlies and southwesterly winds tend
to bring more vapor transport. However, all the atmosphere response is weaker during the El Niño
decaying summers than during the CP–La Niña developing summers, partly due to that is not so
significant in the flowing summer of ENSO decaying years. Furthermore, it can be seen that the
teleconnections between ENSO and Yangtze runoff are very sensitive to the zonal locations of the
tropical Pacific warming/cooling. The anticyclone moves slowly eastward over time as pointed by
Wu et al. [13], Chou [34], and Chen [38]. It explains, to a certain extent, why the ENSO developing
phase can exert impact on Yangtze River upstream but the ENSO decaying phase only affects the
mid-lower runoff. These findings suggest that ENSO might provide a prominent indicator for seasonal
wetness and drought forecast in the YR Basin. Increasing attention should be paid to the cause of the
occurrence of floods and droughts, thus serving for sustainability and hydro-environmental protection
in this region.

Moreover, runoff in the upper YR Basin was featured by a distinct decreasing trend.
The magnitude of the runoff variations was relatively small over the mid-lower YR valley (Figure 3).
Like the trend observed for runoff, precipitation in the upper basin tended to decrease in the past
67 years. Annual rainfall signified no obvious trend in the mid-lower reaches of the YR. That is to say,
in addition to an interannual cycle, Yangtze runoff also experiences a marked interdecadal variation
and the difference between the interdecadal changes in the upstream and the mid-lower reaches
remains poorly understood. Subsequently, the current findings focus on the relationship of ENSO with
YR runoff, and we may conduct a further investigation to analyze the importance of Tibetan Plateau
heating, Eurasian snow cover, and polar ice coverage as well. In addition to climate change effects,
intensive human activities (e.g., irrigation, dam construction, etc.) are believed to have impact on
hydrological processes in recent decades, whose cause also needs to be uncovered.
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