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Abstract: Due to their vulnerability, understanding the impacts of global warming on rainfall is
important for a tropical country and islands. This research aimed to assess the impact of global
warming on rainfall in Madagascar, using the Mann-Kendall test, continuous wavelet transform,
and polynomial regression. The result showed that the annual, seasonal maximum, and minimum
temperature increased, while elevation amplified the increase of maximum temperature. Different
trends in rainfall were found in the 22 regions of Madagascar but in general, the increasing trend in
rainfall was prominent at a higher elevation than lower elevation. The annual rainfall decreased up
to −5 mm per year for the regions located below 450 m of altitude while increased up to +5 mm per
year above 500 m. We found that the wet becomes wetter with an important increase in rainfall in
summer and the increase in temperature influenced the rainfall. The annual rainfall increased with
temperature and elevation. However, if the increase in temperature was more than 0.03 ◦C per year,
the annual rainfall increased regardless of elevation. The knowledge of the elevation dependence of
the impact of warming on rainfall is important for water resources management and climate change
adaptation strategies, especially for island nations and African countries.
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1. Introduction

Since the rise of manmade greenhouse gas emissions, global temperature has continuously
increased, with a 1.07 ◦C increase since 1880, and 19 of the 20 warmest years have occurred since 2001,
except 1998 [1]. Several studies have demonstrated that global warming impacts the temporal and
spatial variation of rainfall and leads to frequent extreme weather [2–5]. In general, global warming
intensifies the global hydrological cycle and increases average global precipitation, evaporation,
and runoff [6,7]. Change in evaporation leads to more frequent and intense storms, and droughts [2,8];
hence, change in land cover and land use [9]. Moreover, climate change and global warming are also
responsible for the degradation of ecosystem services [9]. The impacts of global warming are not
evenly distributed among all countries around the world as island nations are more exposed and more
affected [4]. Furthermore, due to their weaker economies, the impact of global warming is expected to
be more severe in African and tropical countries [2,10–13]. Therefore, adaptation is important [14],
especially in African countries. However, to design an effective adaptation strategy, plenty of research
is needed. Yet, there has been relatively little work published on the hydro climatological impact of
global warming for Africa.

Water 2020, 12, 3582; doi:10.3390/w12123582 www.mdpi.com/journal/water

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/water
http://www.mdpi.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/w12123582
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/water
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-4441/12/12/3582?type=check_update&version=4


Water 2020, 12, 3582 2 of 15

Madagascar is an African island, considered by the World Meteorological Organization to be
the third most vulnerable country exposed to global warming [15]. It is located in the Indian Ocean
between 12 and 25◦ latitude south, and the climate of the island is in close and direct relation with the
atmospheric circulation of the Indian Ocean [16,17]. The island is a good site and reference for the study
of global warming impacts because almost all the climate types in the African continent are present in
Madagascar [15,18]. Therefore, research led in Madagascar can be scaled up to the African continent.
However, the few studies published concerning climate change in Madagascar found evidence of
uneven patterns across the country, and many uncertainties remain on how global warming is affecting
the rainfall of the island [15,17]. Researchers have found a correlation between rainfall trend and
elevation/altitude [19–22]. The risk of heavy rainfall is generally expected in high-elevation regions [4].
However, the effect of altitude may vary spatially and seasonally [19–23], and very few studies have
been published to address the elevation dependence of global warming impacts on rainfall in an
African tropical island like Madagascar.

Continuous Wavelet Transform (CWT) is a recent development in signal processing [24,25], and was
applied to the 115 years average temperature and rainfall of Madagascar to study the periodicity in
the time series. The CWT can provide time-frequency analysis on a time series and is appropriate for
hydrological climate studies [24,26]. The non-parametric Mann-Kendall test (MK-test) [27,28] was used
to detect the existence of a monotonic trend in the temperature and rainfall data. The MK-test is a robust
tool and is effective regardless of outliers and the skewness of the data [24,29–31]. Sen’s slope estimator
was applied to determine the magnitude of the monotonic trend. Finally, polynomial regression,
a non-linear regression, was used to describe the relationship between the elevation, the temperature,
and the rainfall. Polynomial regression provides the most flexible curve-fitting relationship between
the dependent and independent variables [32].

In this study, the spatio-temporal temperature and rainfall changes along with elevation in
Madagascar were investigated, using two different climatic data sets, a long-term data from 1901 to
2015 and a short-term data from 1987 to 2017.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Description of the Study Area

Madagascar is the fourth largest island in the world, located in the southwestern part of the Indian
Ocean, just off the South-Eastern edge of the African continent. The country is located at 11◦55′ S and
25◦30′ S; 43◦10′ E and 50◦35′ E with 592,000 km2 of total area. Madagascar has a tropical climate,
with two distinct seasons: a hot and rainy season from October to March with January as the wettest
month, and a dry season from April to September with July as the driest one. Because of its geographical
position and the amount of precipitation received each year, Madagascar enjoys five types of climate:
arid climate (rainfall < 600 mm per year), Semi-arid climate (rainfall between 600 and 1000 mm per
year), tropical savanna climate (rainfall between 1000 and 1500 mm per year), tropical monsoon climate
(1500 and 2000 mm per year), and tropical rainforest climate (rainfall > 2000 mm per year) (Figure 1).
In terms of topography, the country is characterized by an elevated central plateau running most of the
island’s length, surrounded by coastal lowlands. The average elevation of the plateau’s spine is about
1500 m; the three highest peaks range from 2600 to 2900 m in altitude [33]. Madagascar can be divided
into 22 regions and each region owns a meteorological station.

2.2. Data Source

For the analysis using CWT, we needed long-term data, so we used historical annual average
rainfall and temperature data of 115 years from 1901 to 2017 from the World Bank (https:
//climateknowledgeportal.worldbank.org/download-data). The data were assessed with preliminary
analysis by plotting time series and inspecting possible errors and uncertainties. The test results
indicated that it was a high-quality data and had no missing values. For the rest of the analysis, we used
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31 years (short term data from 1987 to 2017) of quality-controlled regional rainfall and temperature data
(maximum and minimum temperature), assembled from the Madagascar National Meteorological and
Hydrological Service. No missing data were observed with the short-term datasets. Elevation data
were gathered from USGS-NASA (https://earthexplorer.usgs.gov/); about 79 digital elevation models
(SRTM-DEM) were needed to cover the total area of Madagascar.Water 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 16 
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Figure 1. Elevation and rainfall map of Madagascar data obtained from Madagascar meteorological
and hydrological service and USGS-NASA.

2.3. Methods

2.3.1. The MK Test and Sen’s Slope Estimator

The MK test [27,28] was applied to study the rainfall and temperature variations trends.
The MK-test is a non-parametric test used to detect a trend in meteorological and hydrological
data [34–40]. The WMO recommended it in assessing trends in precipitation and temperature time
series. It has the advantage of being effective, regardless of the distribution of the data. In this approach,
the differences between each sequential value were calculated to detect a trend. Equation (1) describes
the test statistic (S):

S =
n−1∑
k=1

n∑
j=k+1

sgn
(
Xj −Xi

)
(1)

where, Xi is a time-series from i = 1,2,3, . . . ,n − 1, Xj is another time-series from j = i + 1, . . . ,n, Xj is
greater than Xi, and n is the data set record length.

Each point xi is used to reference the point of xj, the result recorded as Equation (2):

sgn =


+1 >

(
xj − xi

)
0 =

(
xj − xi

)
−1 <

(
xj − xi

) (2)

https://earthexplorer.usgs.gov/
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With time-series larger or equal than 10 (n ≥ 10), the S statistic follows the normal distribution
with a mean of E(S) = 0 and the variance (Var (S)) as Equation (3):

Var(S) =
n(n− 1)(2n + 5) −

∑m
t=i t(t− 1)(2t + 5)

18
(3)

where n is the length of the data set and t is the number of ties with of t-th value.
Then, the MK-test statistic test Z can be estimated as Equation (4):

Zc =


S−1√
Var(S)

S > 0

0 S = 0
S+1√
Var(S)

S < 0

(4)

A positive value of Zc indicates a positive trend, whereas a negative value represents a negative
trend in the time series. At significance level α, if Zc ≥ Zα/2, then the trend of the data is considered
significant; otherwise, it is not. For this study, the significance level α was set as 0.05 and 0.1.

To get information about the magnitude of the trend (amount of rainfall and temperature), we used
the Sen’s slope estimator proposed by Sen and Theil [41,42], and it was calculated as the median of all
slopes (Equation (5)):

β = Median
(Xi −Xj

i− j

)
, ∀ j < i (5)

This analysis was performed using R-studio with the Kendall package and Xlstat 2018 (Addinsoft).

2.3.2. Continuous Wavelet Transform

CWT was used to study the periodic structure of the annual average rainfall often hidden in the
time series [34,43]. For a given time series xt, CWT is a convolution of xt with a scaled and translated
mother wavelet. In this study, the complex “Morlet” wavelet [44] function was used because of its
better time-frequency localization when compared to other commonly used wavelets, such as the
Mexican Hat and the Daubechies wavelets [26] as Equation (6):

Ψ0(η) = π−
1
4 e−iω0ne−n2/2 (6)

The wavelet transform Wn (S) is the inner product (or convolution) of the wavelet function with
the original time series as Equation (7):

Wn (S) =
N−1∑
n′=0

Xn′ ∗Ψ∗
[
(n′ − n)δt

S

]
(7)

where n is the localized time-series, n’ is the time variable, s is the wavelet scale, δt is the sampling
period, N is the number of points in the time series, and the asterisk (*) indicates the complex conjugate.

The result of the CWT is displayed by plotting the wavelet power spectrum |W_n (S)|ˆ2 obtained.
In our study, the wavelet transform was performed using Matlab R2016a (MathWorks) software with
the code developed elsewhere [25].

2.3.3. Elevation Dependence of Temperature Trends and Rainfall Trends

Polynomial regression was used to assess the elevation dependence of temperature trends and
rainfall trends. Even though some studies have already proved the linear relationship between these
variables [19,20,45], the result of the study of [46,47] found that the relationship existing between
rainfall, temperature, and altitude does not always stand linear, especially for a tropical island [48].
Considering that linear equations are not well suited to depicting the relationships of rainfall with



Water 2020, 12, 3582 5 of 15

topography and temperature, we used a non-linear regression (Equation (8)) and for the relationship
between rainfall temperature and elevation, we used (Equation (9)):

∆Yi = β0 + β1Zi + β2Z2
i + . . . . . .+ βnZn

i (8)

∆Yi = β00 + β10Xi + β01Zi + β20X2
i + β02Z2

i + . . . . . .+ βn0Xn
i + β0nZn

i + βnnXn
i Zn

i (9)

where the dependent variable ∆Yi is the trend detected in rainfall for the region i, Zi is the altitude of
region i, Xi is the temperature change of region i, and βs are the regression coefficients. The order n of
our model was determined by assessing R2 and p-value; we stopped increasing the order when it does
not improve the fit of the model anymore. We began with a null model with zero-order and increased
the model complexity as long as it could be justified with the physical explanation.

3. Results and Discussions

3.1. The Warming in Madagascar

The average annual temperature of Madagascar increased by about 0.0042 ◦C per year since 1901.
Through the preliminary analysis, we saw an abrupt change in the average annual temperature
after 1990. Hence, we divided the time series into two epochs: 1901 to 1990 and 1991 to 2017.
The first epoch had a significant decreasing trend (−0.0049 ◦C per year), while the second epoch
displayed a significant increasing trend (0.02 ◦C per year). The decreasing trend in average annual
temperature during the first epoch reflects the global cooling during the 1940s [17,49]. The study of
Nematchoua et al. and Tadross et al. [15,17] suggested that the annual temperature of Madagascar in
the 21st century is 0.2 ◦C warmer compared with the 1950s. Overall, Niang et al. [50] reported that
Africa is now 0.5 ◦C warmer compared with the last century. The rise of annual temperature after the
1970s co-occurs simultaneously in Africa and the rest of the world [50,51]. However, similar to our
findings, some African countries only experienced significant warming after the 1990s [52]. The study
of Collins [53] presented that the African temperature anomalies in the late 1990s were significantly
higher compared with the 1970s and 1980s. Niang et al. [50] indicated strong evidence of the influence
of anthropogenic activity on warming.

The annual regional temperature trend is summarized in Figure 2. Overall, both Tmax and Tmin
increased. For annual Tmax, 15 out of 22 regions had a warming trend (Figure 2b) and for annual
Tmin, 19 out of 22 regions experienced a rise (Figure 2a). The highest increase in annual Tmax and
Tmin was detected in Itasy located at 1200 m of altitude with an increase of 0.05 ◦C per year and
0.038 ◦C per year, respectively. It is worth noting that except for Vakinankaratra (altitude 1500 m),
5 out of 7 regions with an increase in annual Tmax greater than 0.02 ◦C per year are located at more
than 800 m and all the regions with decreasing annual Tmax are located below 47 m of elevation
(see Appendix A). In line with previous studies, this result demonstrated the enhancement rate of
warming with elevation [54–56] inseparable to global warming [55]. Furthermore, we found that
annual Tmax is rapidly warming compared to annual Tmin, which has occurred in some countries in
the East Africa too [57]. Despite the difference between the magnitude of increase in annual Tmax and
Tmin, previous studies and ours agree on the warming of both annual Tmin and Tmax [50,53].

Overall, seasonal analysis revealed an increase in temperature in both winter and summer despite
the existence of decrease in some regions. The increase in Tmax in summer was between 0.0009 and
0.05 ◦C per year and in winter it was between 0.0009 and 0.07 ◦C per year. The increase in Tmin in
summer and winter was between 0.003 and 0.05 ◦C per year and 0.005 and 0.05 ◦C per year, respectively,
suggesting a greater warming in winter compared to summer. It is worth noting that unlike annual
Tmax, except for Tmax in summer, the variation of Tmin and Tmax in both seasons did not show a
correlation with the elevation (Figure 3). Despite the existence of decrease in seasonal temperature at
some regions, it is evident that both seasons had warming, and the findings are in agreement with the
results of previous studies [15,17]. The increase in temperature in Angola, Namibia, was also greater in
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winter [58]. As a whole, our findings are in line with studies on the African continent revealing the
warming of both seasons and a difference in the magnitude of increase for both seasons.
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3.2. Changes in Annual Rainfall

3.2.1. Increases in Annual Average Rainfall of Madagascar

The MK-test applied to the annual average rainfall indicated an increase of 42 mm per decade,
but this change was statistically insignificant. We did not find an abrupt change in the data through
the preliminary analysis. The insignificance of the rainfall changing trend was often seen in other
studies in Southern Africa [59]. The annual average rainfall in Madagascar and CWT results on annual
average rainfall are shown in Figure 4. The CWT revealed a 2–8 years interannual periodicity in annual
average rainfall in 1910–1920, 1927–1938; 1938–1984, and 1980–1992. It is worth noting that power
detected at 1 to 2 years of the band can be used to detect wet and dry years [60]. Thus, the power in the
1960s and between 1980 and 1990 indicated a wet period and explained the increasing trend in the
annual average rainfall. The change in rainfall patterns in the 1980s happened across the whole African
continent [59]. The periodicity found in this study accords well with the rainfall cycles in equatorial
east Africa [61] and our findings are in line with other studies of African and general tropical rainfall
variability [62,63].
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3.2.2. Changes in regional annual rainfall of Madagascar

The annual rainfall analysis presented an increasing trend for the following regions: SAVA
(10.02 mm per year), Sofia (9.27 mm per year), Betsiboka (6.42 mm per year), Analamanga (0.71 mm
per year), Bongolava (10.01 mm per year), Itasy (13.51 mm per year), Vakinankaratra (2.05 mm per year),
Amoron’i Mania (9.66 mm per year), and Ihorombe (8.97 mm per year), while a decreasing trend was
noticed for the others (Figure 5). The results for Atsimo Antsinanana (p = 0.09), Ihorombe (p = 0.05),
and Itasy (p = 0.06) were statistically significant. All of the regions with an increasing trend of annual
rainfall were located above 400 m altitude and at the center of Madagascar. This finding indicated a
relative correlation between the annual rainfall and the altitude. Almost all regions on the coast side
indicated a decreasing rainfall, except SAVA, while regions located in the central part of the island,
except Matsiatra Ambony, showed an increasing trend (Figure 5). The study of Zeng et al. [22] and
Yu et al. [21] explained the same results and their findings agree with ours. The highest rise of rainfall
detected was for Itasy, the region in the central part of the island with 13.51 mm per year. According
to the temperature analysis, Itasy was the region with the highest increase in annual temperature,
suggesting the existence of the warmer-becomes-wetter phenomena. Indeed, the water-holding
capacity of the atmosphere increases by about 7% change for a 1 ◦C increase in temperature [64].
The highest loss of annual rainfall was noticed at Atsimo Atsinanana located on the East coast,
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where rainfall has decreased about 23.8 mm per year. However, Atsimo Atsinanana was not a region
with the lowest warming or a decreasing annual temperature, so it implied the influence of elevation
on the change of rainfall. The lowest change was noticed at Atsimo Andrefana, a region located on the
South coast with only 0.1 mm per year of decrease.
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3.2.3. Correlation between Elevation and Annual Rainfall Variation

According to the polynomial regression results, the annual rainfall and elevation have a strong
co-relationship (R2 = 0.49, p < 0.05) (Figure 6a). We found that along the climatological gradient,
the annual rainfall increased in the wet region (mean annual rainfall: 1000–2000 mm per year), revealing
the phenomenon of the “wet becomes wetter”. Yet, we also noticed that the wettest region (mean
annual rainfall more than 2000 mm per year) located at a lower altitude was subject to a decrease in
rainfall, suggesting the influence of altitude on the change in rainfall. Thus, we classified the annual
rainfall trend of Madagascar according to altitude (Figure 7). The two first regions are located at more
than 850 m and beneath 200 m of altitude, associated with rainfall changes more than ±5 mm per year.
The third and fourth categories are the regions with a rainfall trend between ±5 and ±0.5 mm per year,
regions between 200 m to 450 m of elevation had a decreasing amount of rainfall, and those located
between 500 m to 850 m had an increasing amount of rainfall. The last category is the region located
between 450 and 500 m altitude, characterized by the smallest change observed between −0.5 and
+0.5 mm per year. It showed that the region in the central part of the country experienced a rise while
the regions in the coast side experienced a declining annual rainfall. A similar result was found by
Yao et al. and Zeng et al. [20,22] with a positive correlation between rainfall and elevation. This result
is important for planning climate-related activities such as rain-fed and irrigation agriculture and can
be scaled up to other studies in the African continent [39]. Furthermore, even if annual rainfall is not
directly correlated with soil erosion and infiltration [65], this change in annual rainfall according to
the elevation will have a different effect on soil and hydrology along the climatological gradient and
altitude, as reported by [66].
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3.3. The Phenomenon of Wet becomes Wetter and the Warmer Becomes Wetter

3.3.1. Changes in Regional Seasonal Rainfall

The analysis of the seasonal rainfall revealed that during summer, except for the regions of
Ihorombe (8.91 mm per year), Menabe (0.32 mm per year), and Sofia (8.48 mm per year) with significant
increasing rainfall, and Matsiatra Ambony (−6.97 mm per year) with decreasing rainfall, the other
regions had a non-significant change in rainfall (Figure 8a). In winter, only two regions had a significant
trend, an increasing one for Menabe (0.66 mm per year) in the West and a decreasing one for Atsimo
Antsinanana (−11 mm per year) in the East (Figure 8b).
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In summer, 14 out of 22 of the regions presented an increasing rainfall, and during winter, this rate
was inversed with 13 regions out of 22 with a decreasing rainfall. In summer, 10 out of 14 regions with
increasing rainfall are located above 400 m altitude. The highest increase in rainfall was recorded in
Itasy with 12.83 mm per year suggesting the influence of temperature and elevation over the rainfall
pattern as the region is among the highest increase of summer temperature. The summer rainfall
indicated a change according to the elevation—it decreased for the area below 400 m and increased for
the area above 400 m (Figure 6b).

In winter, the rainfall patterns mainly declined, and the highest decrease was detected in Atsimo
Atsinanana with −11.23 mm per year. These findings are in line with a study by Tadross et al. [17],
who also detected a reduction of rainfall of Madagascar in winter. However, the influence of warming
and elevation on rainfall in winter was not evident. Similar results were reported by Zeng et al. [22],
who found a different influence of elevation on seasonal rainfall and different fluctuations in trend
with elevation.

This finding suggested the existence of wet-becomes-wetter and warmer-becomes-wetter in
Madagascar. Because of the human-induced climate change, scientists have been projecting that
rainfall patterns will shift. Hence, there will be a seasonally dependent response in rainfall patterns to
global warming [67]. As summer gets warmer and is a wet season in Madagascar, it gets more rainfall.
A declining rainfall trend in some African countries for both seasons was reported [58]. However,
they also discovered different seasonal rainfall variations. In Kenya and Tanzania, for example,
rainfall declined in winter and increased during the summer, similar to the findings of this study.

3.3.2. Correlation between Rainfall, Temperature, and Elevation

We used the multivariate polynomial regression to understand rainfall variation according to the
increase in temperature and elevation. We added other variables (such as relative humidity, wind,
sea surface temperature, soil moisture) that might influence rainfall to the model [59,68] but only
temperature and elevation were significant. Furthermore, adding them to the model did not improve
the fit of the model. To avoid multicollinearity, we used the average temperature trend (average of
∆Tmax and ∆Tmin). The model indicated that annual warming and elevation influenced the annual
rainfall. The model that best fits our data is a model with second-order temperature and first-order
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elevation (R2 = 0.6, p < 0.05). Figure 9 is a contour plot of the relationship between rainfall variation,
average annual temperature variation, and elevation. The maximum increase in rainfall was associated
with the highest temperature rise and highest elevation (upper left and right in Figure 9). Beyond
an increase in temperature of 0.035 ◦C per year, the rainfall was uniformly rising at all elevations.
The increase in temperature between 0.035 to 0.04 ◦C per year corresponded to an increase in rainfall
of +5 mm per year to +10 mm per year. Warming of 0. 04 to 0. 045 ◦C per year corresponded to
an increase in rainfall of +10 to +15 mm per year. However, below 0.03 ◦C per year of warming,
the increase in rainfall was important at a higher elevation and the rainfall decreased at a lower
elevation [22]. Decrease in rainfall about more than −5 mm per year was observed at the region below
200 m and between 0 and −5 mm per year for the region below 800 m for 0.02 ◦C per year warming.
The increase in temperature leads to an increase in rainfall and it suggested a direct influence of global
warming on rainfall [64]. As a result of global warming, we found that the annual temperature in
Madagascar increased along the elevation. Consequently, the higher increase in yearly temperature at
higher elevation resulted in a significant increase in water vapor at high altitudes and a subsequent
increase in annual rainfall for the region at a higher altitude [20]. Nevertheless, an increase in annual
temperature (more than 0.03 ◦C) increased water vapor regardless of elevation; hence, the increase in
annual rainfall at any altitude. The change in rainfall discovered in this study is the result of combined
complex topographical and warming effects, leading to a change in hydrology. The change in rainfall
is expected to result in flooding at a higher altitude and drought at a lower altitude [69].
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Our findings provide relevant information to understand climate change and global warming for
a better understanding of the earth’s climate. This research provides spatial and temporal variability
of rainfall and temperature in a tropical climate where hydroclimatic study is crucial but still lacking.
It is worth noting that we did not find a significant influence of elevation and seasonal warming on
seasonal rainfall. Thus, deep investigation into the influence of seasonal warming on seasonal rainfall
needs to be done in future works.

4. Conclusions

The impact of global warming on rainfall was dependent on elevation. Under warming of
temperature in Madagascar, the increase in rainfall was prominent at a higher elevation than lower
elevation. However, with an increase in temperature more than 0.03 ◦C per year, rainfall increased
both in lower and higher elevated regions. Furthermore, the phenomena of “wet-becomes-wetter”
and “warmer-becomes-wetter” is existent in Madagascar with an important increase in rainfall in
summer compared to winter. The knowledge of elevation dependence of the impacts of warming
on rainfall is important for water resource management and climate change adaptation strategies at
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a local level. Our research provides relevant information for research on climate change and global
warming, which helps for a better understanding of the earth’s climate. Our findings can be used
as a tool for policymakers or a basis for climate simulation in other regions with similar climates as
Madagascar. While for regions with a different climate than our study area, our results can be used to
prove that the impact of global warming on rainfall is unevenly distributed. The influence of seasonal
warming on seasonal rainfall was not evident in this study. Thus, we suggest future works to deepen
the understanding of the phenomenon of “wet-becomes-wetter” and “warmer-becomes-wetter” in
another tropical region through high-resolution climate modeling.
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