
water

Article

The Atmospheric Branch of the Hydrological Cycle
over the Negro and Madeira River Basins in the
Amazon Region

Rogert Sorí 1,*, José A. Marengo 2 ID , Raquel Nieto 1 ID , Anita Drumond 1 ID and Luis Gimeno 1

1 Environmental Physics Laboratory (EPhysLab), Facultad de Ciencias, Universidade de Vigo,
32004 Ourense, Spain; rnieto@uvigo.es (R.N.); anitadru@uvigo.es (A.D.); l.gimeno@uvigo.es (L.G.)

2 National Center for Monitoring and Early Warning of Natural Disasters (CEMADEN),
São José dos Campos, São Paulo 12247-016, Brazil; jose.marengo@cemaden.gov.br

* Correspondence: rogert.sori@uvigo.es; Tel.: +34-988-387-208

Received: 6 May 2018; Accepted: 2 June 2018; Published: 5 June 2018
����������
�������

Abstract: The Amazon region, in South America, contains the largest rainforest and biodiversity
in the world, and plays an important role in the regional and global hydrological cycle. In the
present study, we identified the main sources of moisture of two subbasins of the Amazon River
Basin, the Negro and Madeira River Basins respectively. The source-sink relationships of atmospheric
moisture are investigated. The analysis is performed for the period from 1980–2016. The results
confirm two main oceanic moisture sources for both basins, i.e., oceanic regions in the Tropical North
and South Atlantic oceans. On the continents are, the Negro River Basin itself, and nearby regions
to the northeast. For the Madeira River Basin, the most important continental sources are itself,
and surrounding regions of the South American continent. Forward-trajectory analysis of air masses
over the source regions is used to compute the moisture contribution to precipitation over basins.
Oceanic (continental) sources play the most important role in the Negro River Basin (Madeira River
Basin). The moisture contribution from the Tropical North Atlantic region modulates the onset and
demise of the rainy season in the Negro River Basin; while the moisture contribution from the rest of
the Amazon River Basin, the Madeira Basin itself, and Tropical South America leads to the onset of
the rainy season in the Madeira River Basin. These regions also played the most important role in
decreasing the moisture supply during most severe dry episodes in both basins. During ‘’El Niño”,
generally occurs a reduction (increase) of the moisture contribution to the Negro River Basin (Madeira
River Basin; mainly from April to August) from almost all the sources, causing a decrease in the
precipitation. Generally, the contrary occurs during ‘’La Niña”.

Keywords: hydrological cycle; sources of moisture; moisture transport; precipitation; water level;
dry episodes; Negro River Basin; Madeira River Basin

1. Introduction

The Amazon River Basin (ARB) (Figure 1) hosts the world’s largest tropical rainforest and drainage
basin on the planet. It is an important source of natural resources for human economic development
and is characterised by large biodiversity. Its drainage area includes more than one-third of the South
American continent and the discharge of the Amazon River (AR) accounts for almost one-fifth of
the total discharge of all rivers of the world [1]. The ARB contains several subbasins. The most
important subbasins are the Negro and Madeira River basins (NRB, MRB; Figure 1) in the north
and southwest, respectively. The Negro and Madeira Rivers (NR and MR respectively) are the most
important Amazonas tributaries, contributing more than one-third of the total water discharge [1].
Consequently, the ARB plays an important role in the local and regional hydrological cycle [2–4].
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Figure 1. The black contour lines delimit the geographical locations of the Amazon River basin (ARB) 
and two subbasins, that is, the Negro River Basin (NRB) and Madeira River Basin (MRB) in the north 
and southwest of the ARB, respectively. Green and reddish colours indicate the ground elevation (m), 
while the blue lines represent the rivers. The pink (dark blue) circle indicates the location of the 
hydrological station of Manaus (Borba). 

The climate of Amazonia is principally affected by seasonal changes of the position of the 
Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), which is the main rainfall-producing system in the eastern 
ARB during the rainy season [50–52]. The South Atlantic Convergence Zone (SACZ), which enhances 
the convection during the austral summer, is important for rainfall in the southern ARB [53,54]. The 
life cycle of the South American Monsoon System (SAMS) also plays an important role, featuring 
strong seasonal variability in the distribution and duration of the rainy season, mainly over 
southwestern Amazonia and the La Plata Basin [28,55]. The cross-equatorial flux plays an important 
role for moisture flux changes that ultimately enhance the convection over central–eastern Brazil on 
intraseasonal timescales, representing an increase in the contribution to the monsoon precipitation 
from moisture transported from the northern Amazon toward eastern South America [56,57]. An 
important climatological structure in the upper-tropospheric summertime circulation over South 
America is the Bolivian High and the accompanying Nordeste trough over the east. The results of a 
study by Lenters and Cook [58] indicate that these systems are generated in response to precipitation 
over the ARB, central Andes, and the South Atlantic convergence zone. 

A great number of studies have related the rainfall variability over the ARB with the SST changes 
in the Tropical North and South Atlantic regions (e.g., Marengo, [5,6], Marengo et al. [7], Yoon and 
Zeng, [8], Andreoli et al. [59], Espinoza et al., [60], Yoon, [61]). Nevertheless, few studies have 
quantified the moisture contribution from these regions (e.g., Drumond et al. [3], COLA, [62]). 
Usually, the ARB is studied as a whole. However, considering the reported differences of the 
hydrological cycle between the northern and southern ARB, our aim is to identify the main 
continental and oceanic moisture sources of the NRB and MRB. Furthermore, we attempt to obtain 
and assess the impact of their moisture contribution on the onset and demise of the rainy season, 
during dry episodes, and under warm (El Niño) and cold events (La Niña) of El Niño-Southern 
Oscillation (ENSO). ENSO is the main driver of interannual climate extremes in Amazonia and other 
tropical regions [63]. Respect previous studies, our point is to establish a source-sink of atmospheric 
moisture relationship to further understand some steps of the hydrological cycle in both the NRB and 
MRB. 

Figure 1. The black contour lines delimit the geographical locations of the Amazon River basin (ARB)
and two subbasins, that is, the Negro River Basin (NRB) and Madeira River Basin (MRB) in the north
and southwest of the ARB, respectively. Green and reddish colours indicate the ground elevation
(m), while the blue lines represent the rivers. The pink (dark blue) circle indicates the location of the
hydrological station of Manaus (Borba).

The basic principle of the hydrological cycle is that evaporation in one region contributes
to precipitation in that region or in another region through atmospheric moisture transport.
Several authors have investigated the origin of the Amazon’s rainfall using different methods to
finally highlight the important role of the Tropical North and South Atlantic regions (TNA and TSA,
respectively), as sources of moisture [3,5–10]. The role of the ARB providing humidity for itself
and surrounded regions has been also documented. The continental moisture recycling, the process
by which evapotranspiration from the continent returns as precipitation to the continent [11–14],
is particularly important for the South American hydrological cycle. Between 25% and 35% of the
moisture is regionally recycled in the ARB [15]. However, in northern Amazon regions, the continental
evaporation recycling efficiencies are higher than in the south [16,17]. The moisture from the ARB is
transported out of the basin via the South American low-level jet (SALLJ) along the Andes during
the austral wet season, and contributes to precipitation over the La Plata Basin [3,4,14,18–23]. In fact,
the moisture transport in and out of the ARB has been studied since the 1990s using different
methods, that is, a variety of upper-air and global reanalysis datasets, observations, and climate
model simulations [2]. In the present climate, the ARB behaves as a moisture sink, which receives
moisture from sources, such as the tropical rainforest, by intense recycling from vegetation [2,15,24]
and by moisture advection over the tropical North and South Atlantic oceans [2,3,25–29]. Based on
van der Ent et al. [13], 70% of the water resources of the Río de la Plata Basin depend on evaporation
over the Amazon forest. They also indicated that the decrease of evaporation in areas in which
continental evaporation recycling is high (e.g., by land use change for agriculture and urbanization)
would enhance droughts in downwind areas with overall low precipitation amounts. This might
result in the reduction of the regional moisture supply and have important consequences for the
stability of the Amazon rainforest [30–33]. Therefore, the acceleration of human-driven climate
change raises serious questions and poses challenges for conservation strategies in the Amazonian
forest of the ARB [34]. Deforestation and land use change within the ARB are major challenges [35].
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Business-as-usual deforestation (based on deforestation rates prior to 2004) would lead to an
8.1% ± 1.4% reduction in the annual mean ARB rainfall by 2050, which is greater than the natural
variability [36]. Future scenarios of complete deforestation in the region indicate a restrained water
cycle [37,38]; the total deforestation of the Amazon would result in a 10%–20% decrease of the annual
rainfall in the entire ARB [37].

The annual cycle of the water balance within the ARB is characterised by differences between the
northern and southern sections [6,18,39]. The evaporation–precipitation budget (E − P) of the entire
region shows that the precipitation generally exceeds evaporation and the basin acts as a moisture
sink (P > E) [18,40]. However, the basin can act as a moisture source (P < E) under extreme conditions,
such as those related to deficient rainfall during the strong El Niño of 1983 in northern Amazonia [18].
Usually, negative precipitation anomalies over Amazonia occur during intense El Niño events and
anomalously cold (warm) sea surface temperatures (SST) in the tropical South Atlantic, coupled with
anomalously warm (cold) SST in the tropical North Atlantic [5,6,8,41–43]. The identification of moisture
sources has become a major research tool for the analysis of extreme events (e.g., floods and droughts)
and a basic tool used for regional and global climate assessment [44]. Recent studies confirmed the
occurrence of several extreme hydrological events in the ARB, such as droughts (e.g., 2005, 2010, 2016),
floods (2009, 2012, 2014), and notable terrestrial water storage variability [45–49].

The climate of Amazonia is principally affected by seasonal changes of the position of the
Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), which is the main rainfall-producing system in the eastern
ARB during the rainy season [50–52]. The South Atlantic Convergence Zone (SACZ), which enhances
the convection during the austral summer, is important for rainfall in the southern ARB [53,54].
The life cycle of the South American Monsoon System (SAMS) also plays an important role,
featuring strong seasonal variability in the distribution and duration of the rainy season, mainly over
southwestern Amazonia and the La Plata Basin [28,55]. The cross-equatorial flux plays an important
role for moisture flux changes that ultimately enhance the convection over central–eastern Brazil on
intraseasonal timescales, representing an increase in the contribution to the monsoon precipitation from
moisture transported from the northern Amazon toward eastern South America [56,57]. An important
climatological structure in the upper-tropospheric summertime circulation over South America is the
Bolivian High and the accompanying Nordeste trough over the east. The results of a study by Lenters
and Cook [58] indicate that these systems are generated in response to precipitation over the ARB,
central Andes, and the South Atlantic convergence zone.

A great number of studies have related the rainfall variability over the ARB with the SST changes
in the Tropical North and South Atlantic regions (e.g., Marengo [5,6], Marengo et al. [7], Yoon and
Zeng [8], Andreoli et al. [59], Espinoza et al. [60], Yoon [61]). Nevertheless, few studies have quantified
the moisture contribution from these regions (e.g., Drumond et al. [3], COLA [62]). Usually, the ARB is
studied as a whole. However, considering the reported differences of the hydrological cycle between
the northern and southern ARB, our aim is to identify the main continental and oceanic moisture
sources of the NRB and MRB. Furthermore, we attempt to obtain and assess the impact of their
moisture contribution on the onset and demise of the rainy season, during dry episodes, and under
warm (El Niño) and cold events (La Niña) of El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO). ENSO is the
main driver of interannual climate extremes in Amazonia and other tropical regions [63]. Respect
previous studies, our point is to establish a source-sink of atmospheric moisture relationship to further
understand some steps of the hydrological cycle in both the NRB and MRB.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. The Lagrangian Approach

The global atmosphere was homogeneously divided into finite elements of volume, that is,
approximately 2.0 million parcels. The Lagrangian particle dispersion model, FLEXPART (FLEXible
PARTicle dispersion model) v9.0 [25,64], was applied to track backward-in-time the air masses over
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the NRB and MRB, and to calculate the rate of moisture increase (through evaporation from the
environment, e) or decrease (through condensation or precipitation, p) along the trajectories of the
parcels. Based on Equation (1), this budget equals the specific humidity (q) changes over time (t),
assuming a constant parcel mass (m). Based on Stohl and James [64], the equation contains a small
error because the mass of a particle (thus, the mass of the whole atmosphere) is assumed to be constant.
Nevertheless, the atmosphere mass slightly changes through the addition and removal of water.
The residence time of water vapour in the atmosphere varies in different regions of the planet. In this
work, we considered it to be ten days, as stated by Numaguti [65].

(e − p) = m(dq/dt) (1)

The total surface freshwater flux during ten days, hereafter represented by (E − P)i10,
was obtained from Equation (2) by integrating the (e − p) values of all parcels in a vertical column
from 0.1 to 1000 hPa over an area A. The area depends on the resolution of the input data and K is the
number of particles over A. The values of (E− P), summed over the period in which clouds formed and
evaporated, were not affected, but separating E and P led to the identification of extra precipitation and
surface evaporation upon cloud formation and evaporation of cloud droplets, respectively. These errors
were reasonably accurate only when one of the two terms was known to be much larger than the other,
for instance, when P > E during rain events [25]. Thus, for our purposes, the determination of the
freshwater budget was quite enough. The analysis was performed for the period from 1980–2016.

E− P ≈ ∑k
k=1(e− p)

A
(2)

The historical backward-in-time analysis allowed the determination of the main moisture sources
for the given receptors. Those regions in which (E − P)i10 > 0, which indicates that air parcels gain
humidity rather than lose it during their movement to the target region, were considered moisture
sources. On the contrary, regions in which the (E − P)i10 budget was negative and moisture loss
prevailed were considered as moisture sinks. To determine the most important regions in which air
masses in transient to the basins uptake humidity, a threshold was defined. This threshold represented
the 90th percentile and was calculated from the annual budget, (E − P)i10 > 0. This criterion has
previously been utilised with a similar aim by Drumond et al. [66], Ciric et al. [67], and Sorí et al. [68].
The NRB and MRB were considered moisture sources for themselves to evaluate their role. To assess the
moisture contribution of sources to the precipitation over the basins, air masses over each source region
were tracked forward-in-time to compute the moisture loss, (E − P)i10 < 0, over the respective basin.

The model FLEXPART has been widely used to investigate the atmospheric branch of the
hydrological cycle in several regions worldwide, for example, to investigate the origin of continental
precipitation [69], to identify the major moisture sources for East China [70] and the Sudan-Sahel [71],
or to understand the causes of extreme sea ice loss over the Arctic [72]. The main advantage of
using this model is the possibility of computing the atmospheric water budget along backward and
forward trajectories. To run FLEXPART, we utilised datasets from ERA-Interim reanalysis [73] at 6-h
intervals (00:00, 06:00, 12:00, and 18:00 UTC) and a resolution of 1◦ in longitude and latitude along
61 vertical levels from 0.1 to 1000 hPa. We also used the vertical monthly integral of northward and
eastward water vapour flux data from ERA-Interim reanalysis [73] at a resolution of 1◦ × 1◦ to calculate
vertically integrated moisture flux (VIMF) divergence anomalies. Several factors were considered
for the use of ERA-Interim reanalysis datasets. Significant improvements have been made between
ERA-Interim and ERA-40 [74] with respect to the global hydrological cycle, that is, in terms of water
vapour, clouds, and precipitation, especially over the oceans. The unrealistic interannual drift of
precipitation observed in ERA-40 over the ARB has been reduced in ERA-Interim and the annual
precipitation was largely unbiased, although the seasonal amplitude of precipitation remained too
small [75]. De-Almeida et al. [76] assessed the ability of three global reanalysis products (NCEP-2,
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ERA-Interim, and CFSR-1) to reproduce South American Monsoon (SAMS) precipitation. They found
that ERA-Interim provided more consistent results regarding the climatology of precipitation and
850 hPa moisture flux divergence monthly means, both averaged over the SAMS region.

2.2. Identification of the Onset and Demise of the Rainy Season

The onset and end of the rainy season in the NRB and MRB can be considered as the beginning and
end of the longest period during which the rainfall exceeds its annual climatology [77]. To determine
the dates associated with the onset/demise, we applied an objective previously implemented for
the ARB by Liebmann et al. [78], for South America by Liebmann et al. [77], and for the Indian
Summer Monsoon by Noska and Misra [79]. This method was based on daily cumulative precipitation
anomalies (C’m) of each basin throughout the year:

C′m(i) =
i

∑
n=1

[Dp(n)− C], (3)

C =
1

MN

M

∑
m=1

N

∑
n=1

Dp(m, n), (4)

where Dp(m,n) is the daily average precipitation over each basin for day n of year m and C is the
climatology of the annual mean precipitation over N (365/366) days for M years. Therefore, starting
in January, the onset date was defined as the day after C’m reached its absolute minimum value.
After this date, a positive slope indicated the rainy season until C’m reached its absolute maximum
value, which was considered to be the demise because it was the point at which the precipitation
started to decrease. In this analysis, we used the daily precipitation from the Climate Hazards Group
InfraRed Precipitation with Station data (CHIRPS) [80], which has the advantage of incorporating
0.05◦ resolution satellite imagery with in situ station data. The determination of the onset/demise
dates and the length of the rainy season in the Amazon region and South America have already
been investigated by different methods [7,77,78,81–85]. However, the method used in our study was
sufficient for our purpose. Daily data of the Interpolated Outgoing Longwave Radiation (OLR) [86]
freely provided by the NOAA/OAR/ESRL PSD, Boulder, Colorado, USA, from their Web site at
https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/psd/ was used to investigate the response of the convection associated
with the |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies over the basins.

2.3. Identification of Dry and Wet Conditions

In this study, we used the Standardised Precipitation–Evapotranspiration Index (SPEI) [87] to
identify dry and wet conditions in the NRB and MRB. The SPEI is based on the same methodology
as the Standardised Precipitation Index (SPI) [88], but computed the probability distribution of the
difference between precipitation (P) and Atmospheric Evaporative Demand (AED), which were
computed on different time scales. Here, we considered the potential evapotranspiration (PET) to be
a reliable approximation of the AED. The P and PET data with a resolution of 0.5◦ × 0.5◦ belonged
to the Climatic Research Unit CRU3.25 [89]. The use of the SPEI is of advantage if we considered
the dense forest of the region and its effect on evapotranspiration. Positive SPEI values indicate
above-average moisture conditions (wet), while negative values reveal below-normal (dry) conditions.
To identify dry episodes, the criterion of Mckee et al. [88] was applied to each basin. Dry episodes
started when the SPEI fell below zero, reaching a value of −1 or less, and ended when the SPEI
returned to positive values. Several indicators were calculated for such episodes, such as the duration
[number of months between the beginning (included) and end (last month, not included)] and severity
(absolute value of the sum of all SPEI values during the episode) [90–92]. We considered the parameter
‘severity’ to be an indicator of the possible impact. The most severe five dry episodes were selected to
investigate the role of the climatological moisture sources of each basin on the moisture contribution

https://www.esrl.noaa.gov/psd/
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to precipitation over the basins. Stojanovic et al. [93,94] have performed similar assessments for the
Euro Mediterranean region. For each dry episode was also calculated the average pattern of the
Vertically Integrated Moisture Flux (VIMF) anomalies from the ERA-Interim [73] to assess dynamical
atmospheric conditions. The classification of the SPEI values into categories (Table 1; according to
Mckee et al. [88] for the SPI) permitted the association of the magnitude of this index with water deficit
conditions in the basins. A correlation analysis was performed between the SPEI at 1 to 24 temporal
scales and the water level (WL) of the NR and MR recorded in Manaus and Borba, respectively,
to investigate possible relationships. The WL data were provided by the Observatory of Research for
the Environment [95].

Table 1. Drought classification based on the SPEI.

Drought Category Range

Non-drought 0 ≤ SPEI
Mild drought −1.0 < SPEI < 0

Moderate drought −1.5 < SPEI ≤ −1.0
Severe drought −2.0 < SPEI ≤ −1.5

Extreme drought SPEI ≤ −2.0

2.4. Moisture Transport during El Niño and La Niña Events

Considering that one of the most significant causes of the climate variability in the tropics is the
ENSO, we obtained composites of months affected by the warm (El Niño) and cold (La Niña) events.
The P anomalies over each basin and |(E− P)i10 < 0| anomalies of air masses arriving from each source
of moisture were calculated for each composite of months. The El Niño/La Niña conditions were
obtained from the Bivariate EnSo Timeseries (BEST ENSO index) [96]. The alternative, less stringent
definition that uses the top/bottom 33% events or standard deviation (std) = ±0.96 of the BEST values
was utilised. This index was chosen because it was obtained by combining an atmospheric component
of the ENSO phenomenon (the Southern Oscillation Index ‘SOI’) with an oceanic component (Nino
3.4 Sea Surface Temperature ‘SST‘ that was defined as the SST averaged over the region 5◦ N–5◦ S and
170◦ W–120◦ W).

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Precipitation, Potential Evapotranspiration, and Annual Water Level Cycles

The monthly average P patterns within the ARB are shown in Figure 2. It shows the spatial
variability of the P between the north and south of the basin, specifically between the NRB and MRB.
During the austral summer from December to March, the maximum P was observed in the central
southeast of the ARB. The P rate over the MRB was greater than over the NRB during these months.
April was a transitional month; the maximum precipitation occurred over the northern half of the
ARB, but major rainfall was favoured over the NRB in May and June. Espinoza et al. [97] reported that
the maximum P was concentrated in the northwest of the ARB during four months (July–October),
which was consistent with our results. In October, the P increased over the southeast of the ARB;
this phenomenon was best observed in November and December. Marengo [18] investigated the
December–January and March–May seasonal rainfall in the ARB derived from different gridded
data sources. He considered that these two seasons represented the peak of the rainy season in
southern and northern Amazonia, respectively. However, Figure 2 shows that the strongest rainfall
was concentrated in northern Amazonia from May to September. The March–May (MAM) maximum
and September-November (SON) minimum rainfall close to the Amazon Delta were associated with
the seasonal migration of the Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ). Overall, the rainfall regimes over
the ARB indicated a strong contrast between the northern and southern tropics, which was due to the
alternating warming of each hemisphere [97]. The spatial distribution of various precipitation datasets
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(GPCP, GPCC, and HYBAM) averaged for the 1989–2008 period showed similar patterns within
the ARB with slight differences in the northwestern ARB, where SO HYBAM datasets presented
a larger area with higher precipitation rates [82]. The study results of Geritana et al. [98] also
showed that evapotranspiration (ET) was greater in the south and west of the ARB in the period from
2000–2008, indicating the principal differences of this variable between the NRB and MRB. Based on
Gloor et al. [99], the intensification of the hydrological cycle in the ARB has been concentrated in the
wet season since approximately 1990, driving the progressively increasing differences between the
peak and minimum flows in the ARB.
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Figure 2. Monthly average precipitation (from CRU 3.2401) in the Amazon River basin (ARB).
The Negro and Madeira River basin (NRB and MRB, respectively) boundaries are marked by contours.
Period: 1980–2016.

The monthly average P for each subbasin was calculated. The annual cycle of the subbasins
differed, as expected from previous analysis (Figure 3). Figure 3 also shows the annual PET cycle
of each basin and the annual WL cycle of the Negro and Madeira rivers recorded at hydrological
stations located in Manaus and Borba, respectively. The monthly average P (light grey bars) in the NRB
increased from October to May when it reached the average annual maximum rainfall (~11.0 mm/day).
The average P decreased after May, reaching a minimum in October (~4.9 mm/day). Less rainfall
occurred in July (~0.9 mm/day) in the MRB (dark grey bars) in the Southern Hemisphere southwest of
the ARB. From July onwards, it increased during the austral summer months until it reached a peak
in January (~8.7 mm/day) and then decreased. The monthly average P in the NRB was greater than
that in the MRB. Thus, the annual average rainfall in the NRB (~7.0 mm/day) was greater than that in
the MRB (~4.6 mm/day). Both annual PET cycles (NRB and MRB) were very similar, although they
differed from June to December when the PET in the NRB (red line) was higher than that in the MRB
(green line). On the contrary, the PET in the MRB was higher in February and March. The PET in the
NRB increased with decreasing P. However, this was not the case in the MRB, reflecting a lag time.
Utilizing several datasets, Marengo [18] described similar annual P and evaporation (E) cycles for
northern and southern Amazonia. Nevertheless, the annual ET cycle obtained by Maeda et al. [100] for
the NRB slightly differed from the PET in Figure 3. These authors described two maximum ET peaks
in April and October. This indicates that the methods adopted to calculate the ET, land cover, soil
types, and meteorological forcing used in the models and the study period have a significant impact
on ET rates [101].

The WL of both annual cycles lagged in time with respect to the P. The maximum WL (~28 m)
in Manaus occurred in June, one month after the maximum P in the NRB, while the maximum WL
(~20.4 m) in Borba occurred in April, three months after the maximum P in the MRB. A strong seasonal
signal of the Negro River water storage was described by Frappart et al. [101], with minima in October
and maxima in June, in accordance with the minimum and maximum climatological WL. Marengo [5]
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revealed that the WL in Manaus and rainfall in northern Amazonia vary in unison and had less in
common with the rainfall anomalies in southern Amazonia. In this analysis, we must consider that
WL fluctuations were generally influenced by hydrological, hydrometeorological, and hydrogeological
phenomena, such as groundwater recharge, evapotranspiration, phreatophytic consumption, artificial
recharge, groundwater pumping, and return flows from irrigation [102]. Therefore, these phenomena
are not analysed in this work because our purpose was to provide a general overview of the
hydrological cycles of both basins.
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Figure 3. Precipitation (P; bars), potential evapotranspiration (PET; dashed lines) annual climatological
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3.2. Moisture Source Identification

The monthly budget (E − P)i10 obtained with FLEXPART for the NRB and MRB in the air-mass
back-trajectory analysis is shown in Figure 4. Positive values represented by reddish colours indicate
areas in which the net moisture budget in the vertical column was positive, which means that
evaporation exceeded precipitation (E > P) and the air masses transient to the basins in these regions
gained humidity rather than lost it. These regions act as moisture sources for the basins. In contrast,
the bluish colours represent regions in which air parcels moving toward the basins lost humidity (E < P),
which were considered to be moisture sinks. The spatial pattern of (E − P)i10 from January to May
shows that for the NRB, where was an uptake in humidity from an extended area in the Tropical
North Atlantic region (TNA); (E − P)i10 > 0 was also observed in a visibly smaller area in the Tropical
South Atlantic region (TSA) and in the northeast of the NRB. The NRB mainly acted as a water vapour
sink from April to July, which was consistent with major precipitation over itself (Figure 2). We must
highlight that during the rainiest month in the NRB, that is, May, the moisture uptake was less intense in
the TNA than in previous months; however, the extension and intensity of areas with (E − P)i10 > 0 in
the TSA increased. The main oceanic moisture source for the NRB from June to October seemed to be
the TSA; the main continental moisture sources were the eastern ARB and NRB itself. The humidity
gain was reintensified in the TNA region and this source became more important than the TSA in
December (visual analysis of Figure 4). The TNA and TSA regions were commonly associated with
restricted areas, delimited by boxes in the North and South Atlantic Ocean. However, we named the
sources according to the geographical location in this study. Drumond et al. [3] confirmed the tropical
Atlantic regions to be the most important remote moisture sources for the ARB. Other studies have
attempted to establish a relationship between the Atlantic and Pacific SST with rainfall over Amazonia.
For example, Ronchail et al. [43] argued that the northeastern part of the basin, north of 5◦ S and east of
60◦ W, was significantly related to the tropical SST and a rainier wet season was observed when the
equatorial Pacific and northern (southern) tropical Atlantic are anomalously cold (warm).

The historical (E − P) budget of air parcels tracked backward-in-time from MRB and integrated
into the vertical column over ten days (Figure 4) showed positive values in the TNA, mainly from
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January to March, while at TSA the (E− P)i10 > 0 was less intense during this months. From October to
April, the MRB mainly acted as a moisture sink in concordance with the major annual rainfall (Figure 3).
The most important continental regions acted as moisture sources during these months based on areas
in which (E − P)i10 > 0, such as the northern half of the ARB, northern South America, northeast of
Brazil, and a region to the southeast of this basin. The positive values of the (E − P)i10 budget over the
ocean were most intense (> 0.2 mm/day) in the TNA and TSA, except for October and November when
the TNA seemed to be not effective in providing moisture to the MRB. In May, the (E − P)i10 budget
was positive in most parts of the MRB, mainly in the centre and south; negative values were observed
in the north. When the Austral winter commences in June, the (E − P)i10 pattern revealed a dipole.
Negative values were observed in the north of the MRB, in the northern half of the ARB, and north of
the continent, while positive values (indicating moisture uptake) were detected in the southern half
of the ARB, northeast of Brazil, and in the southeast of the MRB. These patterns could be detected
until September. As previously commented, areas with (E − P)i10 < 0 values (moisture loss) were
observed over parts of the MRB and in the eastern and northern ARB in October. Based on Yoon
and Zheng [8], the Atlantic influence on the Amazon rainfall was due to changes in the north–south
divergent circulation and the movement of the ITCZ following warm SST. Therefore, it was strongest
in the southern part of the ARB during the dry season (July–October). Differences between the
(E − P)i10 budget over the NRB and MRB were partly due to the seasonality of the water balance in
the ARB and played an important role in the interannual variability of the water balance within the
ARB [20]. As well as Durán et al. [9] we found an apparent absence of contributions of moisture from
the Pacific Ocean; possibly because the presence of the Andes did not permit moist winds to reach
the basins.

1 

 

 

Figure 4. Monthly (E− P)i10 patterns for the NRB and MRB based on the backward in time experiment.
Period: 1980–2016.

The (E − P)i10 budget was also computed in the backward in time experiment for each basin,
at the annual scale (Figure 5a). The positive values within the 90th percentile (p90 = 0.26 mm/day)
represent regions in which the most intense moisture uptake occurred. The (E − P)i10 budget was
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positive in the historical experiment for the NRB, mainly over two regions in the Atlantic Ocean,
that is, the TNA and TSA regions (Figure 5a). On land, it received humidity from the northeast
of the basin and parts of the basin itself. The rest of the ARB did not play an important role in
providing humidity to the NRB. Annual climatological (E − P)i10 > 0 values for the MRB delimited
by p90 = 0.14 mm/day were observed in a large area of the continent (Figure 5b). This basin uptakes
humidity from the northern half of the ARB, north and northeast of the continent, southeast (from the
Plata River Basin), and southwest (from the Andes region). At the annual scale, the NRB and MRB
mainly acted as a moisture sink. The ARBp, TNA, and TSA were the most important continental and
oceanic moisture sources for the MRB, based on the extension and intensity of the positive values in the
(E − P)i10 pattern. Nevertheless, a part or the whole MRB acted as a source of humidity for itself from
May to September (Figure 4). Therefore, we considered the whole MRB and NRB as moisture sources
for themselves, which allowed the investigation of their roles in the hydrological cycles. A schematic
representation of the sources considered in this study is shown in Figure 6. In this figure, we divided
the sources into oceanic and continental sources considering the origin of the air masses. To the north
of the NRB was a small source we called N, to the northeast of Brazil, NEB; and the TNA and TSA on
the Tropical Atlantic. A source region in the north of the ARB called N also appeared for the MRB;
also, NEB, and the TNA and TSA sources. The southeastern ARB was not an important moisture
source for the MRB at the annual scale; however, it was an important moisture source if we consider
the monthly variability of the (E − P)i10 pattern (Figure 4) from May to September. Thus, we consider
the rest of the ARB (ARBp) in addition to the MRB, as previously defined. Two important sources
named ‘Southeast’ (SE) and Andes region (AND) were in the south of the MRB.

The cross-equatorial flux played an important role in changing the moisture fluxes that ultimately
enhance the convection over central–eastern Brazil on intraseasonal timescales. The contribution of
moisture transported from northern Amazon towards eastern South America generated the monsoon
precipitation [56,57]. Despite this mechanism, our results also showed that the MRB and therefore
the southwestern ARB received moisture from the south. Based on a quasi-isentropic calculation
of the trajectories of water vapor back-in-time (QIBT) utilised by Dirmeyer and Brubaker [103],
a ‘catalogue’ of moisture sources based on river basins was developed, which is available at
http://cola.gmu.edu/wcr/river/basins.html. Based on this catalogue, the most evaporative moisture
sources for the ARB were very similar to those shown in Figure 5 for the NRB and MRB. However, our
results indicated that the TSA extended more to the east and SE and AND were more important
evaporative regions.
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3.3. Moisture Contribution from the Sources

The average moisture contribution to the P of the basins (Figure 7) was computed by tracking
forward-in-time, the air masses based on all climatological sources. As the P increased in the NRB
from January onwards, the moisture contribution from all sources increased; the TNA and NRB
itself contributed the most (Figure 7a). The maximum moisture loss of air masses from the TNA
over the NRB occurred in April, one month before the annual maximum P was reached. In fact,
the correlation between |(E − P)i10 < 0| and P increased to 0.52 at a lag time of one month (Table 2).
The maximum moisture loss over the NRB from itself also occurred in April but the correlation with P
was highest without lag time. From May to October (austral winter), the maximum moisture supply
from the TNA decreased and principal moisture input from the TSA and NRB occurred. It is very
interesting that the TNA and TSA seemed to provide almost the same amount of moisture to P over
the NRB in May, with the maximum rainfall peak over the NRB. In this month, 61% of the total
moisture income to the NRB was due to oceanic sources. Lower atmospheric moisture contribution
from the basin itself occurred in the following months; associated with a P decrease. Both sources,
the TNA and TSA, seemed to play opposite roles in providing moisture to the NRB throughout the
year. In September and October, with less rainfall over the NRB, continental sources became the most
important, possibly because of the increase of recycling. The moisture contribution from N and NEB
despite following the P annual cycle approximately, was less than that from the rest of the sources.
Considering |(E − P)i10 < 0| when performing a multiple regression led to 54% of the P variance
explained (Table 2).

We must clarify that the transport of moisture into a region in which it can become entrained into a
precipitation weather system depends on the atmospheric dynamics and moisture sources from other
parts of the globe (e.g., the rest of the sources) [104]. The moisture contribution from climatological
moisture sources in the MRB, especially from ARBp, MRB, N, and TNA, followed the annual P cycle
(Figure 7b). The correlations were positive and higher than 0.5, but decreased at a lag in time of one or two
months (Table 3). Every month, the moisture loss over the MRB due to continental sources was greater
than that from oceanic sources; particularly from the ARBp and the MRB itself. The |(E − P)i10 < 0|
over the MRB from December to March (the rainiest months) from the TNA was greater than that from
the TSA, while the moisture supply from the TSA was more important than that from the TNA during
the remaining months. However, the moisture income from the TNA correlated best with P over the
MRB. With respect to continental sources, the moisture contribution from AND to P in the MRB was the
lowest. The comparison between the moisture provided by continental and oceanic sources to the MRB
revealed the major contribution of moisture of continental regions during all of the year.
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Figure 7. Precipitation (grey bars) and moisture contribution to annual precipitation (|(E − P)i10 < 0|)
cycles in the NRB (a) and MRB (b). Period: 1980–2016.

Table 2. Significant monthly correlations (at p < 0.05) between |(E − P)i10 < 0| from the sources and P
over the NRB.

Moisture Sources

TNA TSA N NRB NEB r2 (%)

r 0.29 0.51 0.49 0.58 0.46 54
r (lag 1 month) 0.52 0.16 0.42 0.46 0.10 43
r (lag 2 months) 0.58 −0.21 0.29 0.28 −0.26 42

Table 3. Significant monthly correlations (at p < 0.05) between |(E − P)i10 < 0| from the sources and P
over the MRB.

Moisture Sources

TNA TSA N MRB NEB ARBr AND SE r2 (%)

r 0.79 0.46 0.78 0.74 0.08 0.80 0.45 0.56 80
r (lag 1 month) 0.65 0.42 0.76 0.62 −0.09 0.77 0.39 0.57 58
r (lag 2 months) 0.32 0.29 0.55 0.36 −0.23 0.58 0.25 0.40 36

3.4. Role of the Sources during the Onset and Demise of the Rainy Season

Liebman et al. [77] defined the onset and end of the rainy season in the ARB as the beginning and
end of the longest period during which the rainfall exceeds its annual climatology, which was consistent
with our approach. As previously commented, several studies investigated the onset/demise and
length of the rainy season in the Amazon region and South America. Here we aim to determine the
role of the moisture contribution from the sources in the climatological onset/demise of the rainy
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season over the basins. Figure 8 shows the daily climatological P and cumulative anomalies of P,
|(E − P)i10 < 0|, and OLR over the NRB and MRB obtained by applying Equations (3) and (4).
The day after the minimum value of the daily P cumulative anomalies indicated the rainy season
onset, while the day when the anomalies reached the maximum, pointed out the rainy season demise.
The cumulative anomalies of the moisture loss (|(E − P)i10 < 0|) over the basins allowed us to identify
from which source(s) there was an increase (decrease) on the moisture contribution before the rainy
season onset (demise). A similar approach was utilised by Sorí et al. [105] to determine the day on
which the increase in rainfall indicated the beginning of the monsoon involvement for the Indus,
Ganges, and Brahmaputra River Basins.

The minimum cumulative daily anomalies of P over the NRB occurred on May 23 (Figure 8a).
Before this date, the minimum cumulative daily anomalies of |(E− P)i10 < 0| were due to the moisture
supply from the N and NRB itself. Considering the annual climatological cycle of P and not the calendar
year, the minimum value occurred from the TNA in the beginning of December. After these peaks,
the cumulative daily anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0|, from the TNA, N, and NRB started to increase and
were responsible for the subsequent P increase over the NRB. In the beginning of June, the cumulative
daily anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| over the NRB from the TNA, N, and NRB reached a maximum and
later started to decrease, but the P decreased abruptly on 1 August. The cumulative daily anomalies of
the moisture contribution from the NEB and TSA seemed not to be associated with the rainy season
onset/demise at the NRB. To support these results, we also calculated the cumulative daily anomalies
of the OLR. Several days after the rainfall increase causes the onset of the rainy season over the NRB,
the cumulative daily anomalies of the OLR decreased (due to major cloud cover); reached the minimum
value when the accumulated anomalies from TNA was at its maximum, and progressively increased
when the rainfall decreased over the NRB. Results of Marengo shows that the onset of the rainy season
has been strongly associated with changes in large-scale weather conditions in the region due to the
effect of the Madden–Julian Oscillation (MJO).

The cumulative daily anomalies of P over the MRB reached the annual minimum value on
25 October (Figure 8b) and one day after (26) the onset of the rainy season occurred and subsequently
positive anomalies of daily P occurred. Before the onset of rainy season, the moisture loss of the air
masses over the MRB reached the minimum |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomaly and afterwards started to
increase due to the MRB itself, ARBp, and TSA contributions. The contributions from the rest of the
sources seemed not to be associated with the onset of the rainy season. Before the rainy season demise
on 26 April, a reduction of the moisture loss over the MRB occurred based on the decrease in the daily
accumulated anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| of almost all sources, except from the NEB. The annual
cycle of the cumulative daily anomalies of the OLR was opposite to |(E − P)i10 < 0|, as expected.

According to the observation of the annual cycle and cumulative daily anomalies of P over
both basins, we confirmed that the rainy season started first over the MRB and later over the NRB,
which agreed with the results of Liebman et al. [77]. These authors reported that the rainy season
progresses northward from the southern ARB rather than from northwest to southeast, as suggested in
previous studies. The atmospheric circulation and atmospheric dynamical condition were clearly key
factors that modulates the transport of moisture and the P over the Amazon region. Thus, based on
the rapid increase/decrease of the moisture contribution from the sources to the precipitation over
NRB and MRB, we tried to explain the climatological onset/demise of the rainy season over the NRB
and MRB. Nevertheless, other authors, such as Wright et al. [106], described another mechanism in
which the Amazon rainforest transpiration enables the increase of shallow convection that moistens
and destabilises the atmosphere during the initial stages of the dry-to-wet season transition and finally
leads to the onset of the rainforest-initiated wet season in the southern ARB.
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3.5. Dry and Wet Conditions in the NRB and MRB

The evolution of the SPEI at temporal scales of 1, 6, and 12 months (SPEI1; 6, 12) from 1980–2016 for
the NRB and MRB is shown in Figure 9. Figure 9 also shows the monthly standardised anomalies of
the WL of the Niger and Madeira rivers at the hydrological stations of Manaus and Borba, respectively.
Dry conditions prevailed in the NRB from 1980–1993 and from 2013–2016. The SPEI reached values
below −2 on few occasions, revealing extremely dry conditions. In the MRB, we must highlight the
period of 1980–1986 because it was the longest period of wet conditions, which was followed by more
frequent dry conditions among which the periods 1995–1996, 1998, 2003–2005, and 2015–2016 stood
out because of their magnitude and/or duration. Indeed, dry conditions simultaneously affected both
basins from 2015–2016. The 2005 drought in southwestern Amazonia has been documented to be
one of the most intense droughts of recent years. However, the index value was not as large when
compared with other years mentioned earlier, but the duration of dry conditions was considerable
higher in the MRB. Dos Santos et al. [107] found that the drought of 1998 was the most intense drought
(average SPI equal to −1.69) that occurred in Amazonia in the period from 1979 to 2014. The MRB
experienced an important wet period starting in the end of 2013 and continuing throughout 2014.
Espinoza et al. [60] confirmed that the rainfall in the southwestern ARB was ~100% above normal
during the 2014 summer (December–March).

The temporal evolution of WL-standardised anomalies in Manaus and Borba is shown in
Figure 9b,e. It mostly matched the temporal evolution of SPEI6 in the NRB and MRB (Figure 9b,e).
The widely investigated intense droughts of 2005 and 2010 that affected southwestern Amazonia were
represented by negative SPEI values for the MRB and negative WL anomalies in Borba (Figure 9b).
According to Marengo et al. [26], the 2005 drought was manifested as weak peak river season from
autumn to winter because of a weak summertime season. This drought was not related to El Niño;
it experimented a pattern different from the El Niño–related droughts in 1926, 1983, and 1998, but the



Water 2018, 10, 738 15 of 29

anomalously warm tropical North Atlantic, the reduced intensity in northeast trade wind moisture
transport into southern Amazonia during the peak summertime season, and the weakened upward
motion over this section of Amazonia, resulting in reduced convective development and rainfall [45].Water 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  15 of 29 
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Figure 9. SPEI time series at 1-, 6-, and 12-month temporal scales (a–c) for the Negro (top, NRB)
and Madeira (d–f) (bottom, MRB) river basins. The blue (red) colour represents wet (dry) conditions.
The black line represents the standardised anomalies of the water level (WL) recorded at the fluvial
stations in Manaus (b) and Borba (e). Period: 1980–2016.

As each source of moisture contributed to the total precipitation, each one had a role on the water
balance conditions. Correlations were calculated between |(E− P)i10 < 0| values in the NRB and MRB
from all sources with 1- to 24-month SPEI values, respectively (Figure 10). Significant r-values were
observed for the first temporal scales of the SPEI, especially in the NRB (Figure 10a). All correlations
were positive in the NRB, highlighting the correlation between the moisture contribution from N and
the NRB itself with the SPEI at first temporal scales. In particular, the correlation between the moisture
contribution from NEB and the SPEI, increased after the SPEI12. No significant correlations were
obtained between |(E− P)i10 < 0| from TSA and the SPEI7–SPEI11. The same analysis was performed
for the MRB. The strongest correlations occurred at the first temporal scales of the SPEI (Figure 10b).
However, although all the r-values were positive at the first temporal scales, the highest occurred for
correlations during the three first temporal scales of the SPEI. All correlations became insignificant
after SPEI6 and even reached negative values (unless for N). The negative correlations indicated that
the water balance conditions (even if accumulated from previous months) were not directly associated
with the moisture loss over the basins.
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To understand the possible impact of water balance conditions in the basins on the WL of the
Negro and Madeira rivers, respectively, we calculated the monthly correlations between standardised
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WL anomalies and the SPEI1- to SPEI24-month timescales for each basin (Figure 11). The correlations
in the NRB were positive at the first SPEI temporal scales from November to July, in accordance with
the hydrological year. The r-values increased after December and become positive in February and
March at all SPEI temporal scales. The maximum correlation occurred in March at SPEI4, suggesting
that the WL was highly influenced by the water balance conditions of the previous four months.
The correlations at the first SPEI temporal scales decreased with respect to previous months from
April to July, which was the rainiest period, and they decreased month after month at longer SPEI
temporal scales. This revealed a mechanism in which the WL does not instantaneously increase when
the rainfall is the highest, but increases in following months when the water balance conditions of
previous months are considered. Negative anomalies between the WL standardised anomalies and
SPEI prevailed in September and October. The P was at a minimum over the NRB in October, while in
the WL reached the minimum climatological level in November (Figure 2). As previously described,
starting in November, when rainfall started to increased, the correlations increased from first to longer
SPEI temporal scales as the months went by, highlighting the relationship between the two variables.

The same analysis was performed for the MRB. Positive correlations are observed for almost
all months. During the driest months (June–October), the correlations were the lowest at the first
SPEI temporal scales (negative at SPEI1 in August). Approximately from SPEI3 onwards, the r-values
were statistically significant. This suggests that the impact of the rainfall deficit/surplus, over the WL
(at Borba) may be effective when was calculated for the three previous months and longer temporal
scales. However, the correlations were higher in November and December than in the previous months
at the first SPEI temporal scales. To understand these correlations, it must be noted that the r-values
increased at all SPEI temporal scales and become statistically significant from September onwards
until January, when the rainfall was at its maximum over the MRB. In February, the rainfall started to
decrease, the WL was increasing, and the correlations decreased at the longer SPEI temporal scales with
respect to previous months. They generally become statistically insignificant and clearly divide the
two transitional periods based on the highest (lowest) rainfall over the MRB. Based on the correlations,
the WL of the driest months (June to July) were highly influenced by the water balance conditions of
several previous months. This was expected for the NRB and MRB because of the lag between the peak
rainfall in the early austral summer in the MRB and the peak WL during early austral fall, while the
WL in the NRB peaked in late fall–early winter.
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Figure 11. Monthly correlations between standardised WL anomalies and SPEI1 to SPEI24 in the NRB
(a) and MRB (b). The dotted lines represent significant correlations at p < 0.05. Period: 1980–2016.

The dry episodes in the NRB and MRB were identified utilizing the SPEI1 for the period 1980–2016.
Table S1 in Supplementary Materials shows the date, severity, duration, and peak of the dry episodes
for each basin. The five most severe episodes in each basin (Table 4) from 1980–2016 were selected
to investigate the role of the sources on the moisture contribution. The episodes of September 1991–
July 1992 and May 2015–March 2016 in the NRB were the longest with a duration of 11 months, reaching
a peak under −2.0 (extremely dry), and were characterised by major severity. The episodes January–
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October 1995 and August 2015–July 2016 were the most severe and longest in the MRB. Figure 9 shows
that the dry conditions simultaneously affected both basins after 2014 and hence the time coincidence of
the May 2015–March 2016 and August 2015–July 2016 episodes in the NRB and MRB.

Table 4. Top five most severe dry episodes occurring in the NRB and MRB according to SPEI1 and their
duration and peak. Period: 1980–2016.

NRB MRB

Month/Year Severity Duration Peak Month/Year Severity Duration Peak

September 1991–
July 1992 12.8 11 −2.26 January 1995–

October 1995 10.8 10 −2.27

May 2015–
March 2016 11.3 11 −2.32 August 2015–

July 2016 10.6 12 −1.70

December 2000–
August 2001 6.9 9 −1.33 June 1988–

November 1988 8.7 6 −2.02

May 1982–
November 1982 6.7 7 −1.62 January 1998–

August 1998 8.5 8 −2.03

January 1985–
June 1985 6.4 6 −2.03 August 2014–

March 2015 6.3 8 −2.27

Pampuch et al. [108] examined the distributions of anomalies of SST and of the moisture sources
in the South Atlantic Ocean during extreme dry events in southeastern Brazil. However, these authors
did not quantify the anomalies in the moisture contribution to the target regions. In our approach,
we attempt to investigate the drought phenomenon from a close perspective, that is, by computing the
moisture anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| that caused a rainfall decrease over the NRB and MRB during
severe dry conditions. Therefore, the monthly anomalies of the moisture contribution to precipitation
from each climatological moisture source previously identified were calculated for each episode of
Table 4 (Figures 12 and 13). The negative anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| from all sources prevailed
during the most severe dry episode in the NRB (September 1991–July 1992). The |(E − P)i10 < 0|
anomalies over the NRB, calculated in air masses from all the sources, generally followed the same
temporal evolution as the SPEI1, as expected. Nevertheless, the major moisture loss anomalies usually
occur in the moisture contribution from the TNA, which could be observed in May 1992 when the
|(E − P)i10 < 0| anomaly over the NRB due to the TNA reaching a minimum value (−5.8 mm/day)
and the SPEI1 consequently reached the minimum peak (−2.26) of the episode.

A decrease of the moisture loss over the basins may be also associated with dynamic factors.
Then, we calculated the VIMF divergence anomalies for each dry episode (Figures 12 and 13).
The average VIMF divergence anomalies for the September 1991–July 1992 episode were positive
over the NRB, indicating the prevalence of moisture flux divergence, favouring the rainfall decrease.
During the second episode (May 2015–March 2016), the SPEI reached the threshold of −1 from
September to February, when negative anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| occurred over the NRB in air
masses from almost all the sources. The moisture contribution to the precipitation over the NRB
from all sources decreased in September 2015 and consequently, the SPEI1 sharply dropped, reaching
the minimum of the episode (−2.32). The greatest decrease in the moisture supply occurred from
the TSA (−3.16 mm/day) during this month. From September 2015 to January 2016, the moisture
loss anomalies of the air masses arriving from all sources over the NRB were negative. They were
positive in the last two months of the episode when the rainfall deficit decreases (according to SPEI1
values). The |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies of the TSA and NRB itself perfectly matched the SPEI1
evolution. Positive anomalies of the VIMF divergence prevailed in the northeast of the ARB and over
almost all the NRB. Negative anomalies of the VIMF divergenced in the west and northwest of the
ARB, which suggested a convergence of the moisture flux that enhanced the conditions necessary
for rainfall occurrence. In the third dry episode (December 2000–August 2001), the |(E − P)i10 < 0|
anomalies from all sources and the SPEI1 did not show the same temporal evolution. Nevertheless,
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we must consider the temporal lag that may exist between the contribution from the sources and the
climatological role of the sources across the year. At the end of the episode, the moisture contribution
from the TNA decreased, which was consistent with the SPEI1 decrease. The VIMF divergence anomaly
patterns for this episode showed few areas with positive divergence anomalies. In the fourth episode
(May 1982–November 1982) almost all |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies were negative, but did not match
completely the SPEI1 evolution. During the fifth episode (January 1985–June 1985), the anomalies in
the moisture contribution from TNA seemed to be the best associated with SPEI and predominant
positive VIMF anomalies over the NRB indicated divergence of the vertically moisture flux.Water 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  18 of 29 
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Figure 13. The SPEI1 and monthly anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| during the most severe dry episodes
(left panel) in the MRB (ordered as in Table 4) and VIMF divergence anomalies for each episode
(right panel).

Negative anomalies of the moisture contribution to the basin from all sources predominated
during the most severe dry episode (January 1995 to October 1995) in the MRB (Figure 13). The negative
anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0|from ARBp, MRB, and TSA seemed to be the most related with the
dry conditions (according with the SPEI1). The average pattern of the VIMF divergence anomalies
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was positive over the MRB and almost all the ARB. In the second episode (August 2015 to July 2016),
the anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| from two continental sources, the MRB itself and ARBp, seemed to
be the most important considering their magnitude and the SPEI values. With respect to the oceanic
sources, the anomalies of the TNA and TSA showed an inverse behaviour. A lag of approximately one
month was observed in some cases. The |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies from MRB was −3.8 mm/day,
respectively, in November 2015. One month later, the SPEI abruptly decreased with respect to the
previous months and reached the minimum value of the episode. This phenomenon could also be
observed from February to March 2016 for |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies from the MRB, ARBp, SE,
N, and TNA. However, the SPEI reached the greatest value (near zero) in February 2016, when the
greatest amount of moisture contribution from the TSA and NEB could compensate the less supply
from the rest of the sources. The dry conditions decreased toward the end of the episode along with
the anomalies in the moisture supply, specifically that from the TNA and MRB. Positive and negative
anomalies of the VIMF divergence anomalies over the MRB were observed; however, the positive
anomalies prevailed.

During all months of the third dry episode (June–November 1988), almost all |(E − P)i10 < 0|
anomalies were negative, while intense positive anomalies of the VIMF divergence were observed
over the MRB. In the fourth episode (January–August 1998), under El Niño conditions, the moisture
contribution from TNA experienced a major reduction than that from the TSA. In August 1998, the last
month of the episode, the |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies from all sources were positive, which favoured
the rainfall occurrences and consequently the SPEI1 become positive. The VIMF divergence anomalies
of this period were mostly positive. In the fifth episode (August 2014 to March 2015) the negative
anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| occurred in a major number of months from the ARBp. After October
2014, the relationship between the SPEI and |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies remained unclear. The SPEI
reached the minimum value (−2.3) of the episode during December 2014, indicating extremely dry
conditions, but negative anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| were only observed for the SE. Dry conditions
diminish in January 2015. In this month, the anomalies on the moisture supply from TNA, N, ARBp,
AND, and SE were negative but those from NEB, MRB and TSA were positive. The VIMF divergence
anomalies of the episode were mostly positive.

3.6. Moisture Contribution during El Niño and La Niña Conditions

The rainfall variability and climate extremes in Amazonia and other tropical regions were strongly
linked to the ENSO. El Niño events, such as in 1982/83, 1997/98, and 2015/16, or La Niña events
in 1988/89 and 2010 were related to dry conditions [4,27,42,45,63,97,109,110]. However, the dry
years of 1963–64 and 2004–05 were related to near normal conditions in the tropical Pacific and to
anomalously warm SST in the tropical North Atlantic [45]. Tables 5 and 6 summarises the average P
and |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies over the NRB and MRB for composites of months under El Niño/La
Niña conditions according to the BEST index. Negative rainfall anomalies prevailed in the NRB under
El Niño conditions unless in April and July when were positive. Under La Niña conditions, positive
P anomalies occurred mostly during boreal winter (Table 5). With respect to the composite under El
Niño conditions, positive anomalies of P may be related to the positive |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies
from TSA and N. With respect to the composite of months under La Niña conditions, the P anomalies
were positive from September to March and in May. The moisture contribution to precipitation from
all sources, except for the TSA in March, were favoured during these months. In April, June, July,
and August (boreal summer), the P anomalies were negative. Based on the analysis of the moisture
loss anomalies over the NRB, negative anomalies occurred in April were related the contribution
from TSA and N, while in June were associated with the TNA source. Negative |(E − P)i10 < 0|
anomalies rarely occurred in July; they did occur in August and were associated with the moisture
supply from TSA. Here, we confirmed the opposite impact of warm and cold events of the ENSO on
the hydroclimatology in the NRB.
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Table 5. Anomalies of P and |(E − P)i10 < 0| in the NRB for the composite of months under El Niño and La Niña conditions. Simultaneous negative (positive)
anomalies of P and |(E − P)i10 < 0| are shaded in blue (red). Period: 1980–2016.

El Niño Months

P/Sources January February March April May June July August September October November December
P −2.12 −1.08 −0.43 0.44 −1.19 −1.35 0.04 −0.42 −0.71 −0.19 −0.73 −2.26

TNA −3.20 −1.80 0.54 −0.99 −2.21 −0.84 −0.20 −0.07 −0.17 −0.01 −0.53 −2.56
TSA −0.36 −0.15 0.22 0.89 0.99 −0.19 0.86 −0.02 −0.77 −0.95 −0.50 −0.36

N −0.76 −0.43 0.19 −0.12 −0.44 −0.37 0.07 −0.10 −0.23 −0.23 −0.56 −1.05
NRB −1.17 −0.61 0.15 −0.54 −0.67 −0.76 −0.36 −0.32 −0.42 −0.57 −0.67 −1.59
NEB −0.03 −0.02 −0.03 −0.09 −0.02 −0.23 −0.10 −0.08 −0.12 −0.08 −0.01 −0.02

La Niña
P 1.68 1.62 1.47 −0.91 1.63 −1.24 −0.36 −0.50 0.49 0.14 1.18 1.12

TNA 2.08 1.71 0.48 0.49 0.27 −0.96 0.26 0.14 0.12 0.49 0.54 0.89
TSA 0.32 0.11 −0.41 −0.76 1.77 2.62 0.81 −0.60 1.01 1.08 1.35 0.39

N 0.60 0.35 0.33 −0.05 0.51 0.11 0.35 0.24 0.44 0.55 0.68 0.46
NRB 0.93 0.48 0.83 0.15 1.03 0.54 0.78 0.56 0.64 1.00 1.18 0.82
NEB 0.04 0.05 0.00 0.08 0.37 0.56 0.27 0.11 0.22 0.07 0.05 0.04



Water 2018, 10, 738 22 of 29

Table 6. Anomalies of P and |(E − P)i10 < 0| over the MRB for composited of months under El Niño and La Niña conditions. Simultaneous negative (positive)
anomalies of P and |(E − P)i10 < 0| are shaded in blue (red). Period 1980–2016.

El Niño Months

P/Sources January February March April May June July August September October November December
P −1.17 −1.13 −0.43 0.15 0.29 0.07 0.24 0.10 −0.03 −0.25 −0.19 0.05

TNA 0.39 −0.34 −0.83 −0.39 −0.07 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.09 −0.13 0.23
TSA −0.04 0.93 0.77 0.13 −0.02 −0.06 0.19 −0.03 −0.08 −0.30 0.49 0.11

N −0.28 −0.34 −0.42 −0.18 −0.01 0.04 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.09 −0.30 −0.38
MRB −1.22 −1.40 0.14 −0.43 −0.15 −0.29 0.18 −0.09 −0.21 −0.95 −2.01 −1.52
NEB −0.33 0.17 0.37 −0.04 −0.09 −0.16 0.17 0.06 −0.18 −0.30 −0.04 −0.14

ARBp −1.03 −1.55 −1.09 −0.27 0.91 0.57 0.81 −0.10 −0.31 −0.52 −2.43 −1.52
SE −0.10 −0.36 −0.11 0.00 0.00 −0.05 0.00 −0.05 −0.05 −0.13 −0.32 −0.35

AND 0.01 −0.01 0.01 −0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.01 −0.01 −0.04
La Niña

P −0.08 0.79 0.03 −0.43 −0.36 −0.41 −0.15 −0.47 −0.31 −0.09 −0.70 0.29
TNA 0.24 0.85 0.21 0.92 −0.06 0.05 −0.01 −0.02 0.00 0.00 −0.77 −0.40
TSA 0.23 0.11 −0.48 0.02 −0.15 −0.75 −0.25 −0.34 −0.13 −0.24 0.61 −0.17

N 0.16 0.44 0.46 0.11 −0.01 −0.01 −0.02 0.00 0.05 −0.01 −0.74 0.16
MRB 1.73 1.10 2.61 1.30 −0.29 −0.27 −0.12 −0.07 0.39 1.11 3.68 1.28
NEB 0.29 0.31 −0.01 0.06 −0.12 −0.58 −0.16 −0.37 0.04 0.26 0.46 0.12

ARBp 1.41 2.00 3.32 1.15 −1.90 −1.36 −0.23 −0.86 0.94 −0.16 1.93 1.14
SE 0.24 0.15 0.40 0.14 −0.02 0.00 −0.03 0.01 0.13 0.41 −0.33 0.45

AND 0.00 0.00 −0.02 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 −0.01 0.00 −0.01
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The same analysis was performed for the MRB and the results are shown in Table 6. During El
Niño, positive P anomalies occurred from April to August (austral winter) and in December. In these
months positive |(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies occurred from some sources alternatively; but all of
them in July. Negative P anomalies occurred in the rest of months (austral summer). Based on the
|(E − P)i10 < 0| anomalies, the reduction of the contribution was higher from continental sources.
For the composite under La Niña conditions, the average P decreased over the MRB (according to
negative P anomalies) from April to November and in January. A reduction of the moisture contribution
from almost all the sources was observed from May to August (winter months). This behavior was
very similar to what happened when, in 2010, drought started during an El Niño event in early austral
summer and then became more intense during La Niña in the austral winter dry season and the
following spring [27]. In December, February, and March, the anomalies indicated that P was favoured
over the basin, which must have been related to the increased moisture contribution from sources.
In those three months, there occurred positive anomalies of |(E − P)i10 < 0| from the ARBp, MRB,
N, and SE. Drumond et al. [3] argued that, in comparison to La Niña episodes, it seemed that the
contribution from the tropical and subtropical Atlantic to the ARB was weakened during an El Niño
cycle. However, our results showed that mainly El Niño (La Niña) reduced the moisture contribution
from the sources and the P over the NRB (MRB).

4. Conclusions

The precipitation regimes of the northern and southern ARB strongly vary. The main moisture
sources of the NRB and MRB in the northern and southwestern ARB, respectively, were identified.
The results confirmed the main roles of oceanic regions in the TNA, TSA, and surrounding continental
areas in providing moisture to the NRB and MRB. In the NRB, the oceanic sources generally provided
the major amount of humidity throughout the year, particularly the TNA (TSA) during boreal winter
(summer). In contrast, the MRB received the greatest amount of humidity from land sources north
and south of the basin. The high amount of moisture loss in air masses tracked forward-in-time from
the basins themselves, confirmed that recycling played an important role in Amazonia, as previously
reported. Particularly, part of the ARB (ARBp) played an important role in providing humidity to the
MRB. We consider that the onset and demise of the rainy season in the NRB depended on moisture
contribution from the TNA, while in the MRB mostly depended on the moisture contribution from the
basin itself, rest of the ARBp, and TSA. These results may be highly useful to monitor and predict the
onset and demise of the rainy season, which progresses northward from the southern ARB.

Dry and wet conditions within the ARB have not usually occurred simultaneously in the
period under study. However, the NRB and MRB were simultaneously affected by intense dry
conditions in 2015–2016. Through the five most severe episodes in the NRB the anomalies on the
contribution from TNA principally, and TSA, seemed to be associated with the SPEI temporal evolution.
It also happened in the MRB, where both oceanic and terrestrial sources played an important role.
On average, the episodes were associated with a reduction of atmospheric moisture contribution
from the sources, and subsidence based on predominantly positive VIMF divergence anomalies over
the basins. Concerning the role of ENSO, it affected the moisture supply from the sources and thus
the P over them. The impact varied between the NRB and MRB. In this study, we investigated the
source-sink of atmospheric moisture relationship to identify and evaluate the role of the climatological
moisture sources of the NRB and MRB on the precipitation and its variability over them. We consider
this approach useful to understand better the hydrological cycle, but essentially to diagnose the causes
of droughts and floods. However, further research must be done to investigate the influences of other
modes of climate variability in the variations in the moisture contribution from the sources, and the
role of the basins themselves as sources of moisture for surrounding continental regions.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/10/6/738/s1,
Table S1: Dry episodes occurring in the NRB and MRB according to SPEI1 and their duration, severity and peak.
Sorted according to the date of occurrence. Period: 1980–2016.

http://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/10/6/738/s1
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