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Abstract: Aviation turbulence is a major concern for flight safety. Detecting and nowcasting upper-
level turbulence is usually associated with known sources of turbulence, such as convective clouds
and transverse cirrus bands. However, in extended clear-air conditions where no optical indicators
are present, this can be challenging for both aviation forecasters and pilots. This study aims to
evaluate heavy–severe aviation scale turbulence events over 20.000 ft, by utilizing satellite data from
MSG SEVIRI radiometer and in situ turbulence reports from en-route aircraft flights over Europe.
We analyze 92 heavy–severe turbulence events during November 2009. The results could give an
estimate of possible turbulence detection to pilots and aviation forecasters to identify and avoid
upper-level turbulence, increasing flight safety.

Keywords: aviation turbulence; CAT; NCT; transverse cirrus; tropopause folding; AMDAR; satellite
imagery

1. Introduction

Aviation-scale turbulence is considered one of the major causes that can affect flight
safety and lead to weather-related accidents. The occurrence of abrupt changes in altitude
during an en-route flight due to a severe turbulence event can lead to injuries for both
passengers and crew members [1]. The nowcasting of the atmospheric conditions that
trigger turbulence by aviation meteorologists or pilots is an important factor that can
improve flight safety. Locating upper-level turbulence in satellite images is associated
with patterns of the phenomena that trigger turbulent events. Turbulence is typically
categorized by its sources or the conditions under which it is detected: convection-induced
turbulence (CIT), near-cloud turbulence (NCT), mountain wave turbulence (MWT) and
clear-air turbulence (CAT) [2]. Of the above, CAT is considered the most challenging
to be detected in satellite imagery, considering that there are no visual clues of possible
turbulence for pilots to initiate turbulence avoidance procedures.

Tropopause folding is a feature that is widely used as an input in several satellite-
derived turbulence products, through its dry intrusion depiction in water vapor channels.
The gradient of upper-level humidity is used as an input in tropopause folding turbulence
products by NOAA NESDIS [3] using Ch08 (6.2 µm) of the GOES-R Advanced Baseline
Imager, and by NWC SAF [4] with Ch05 (6.2 µm) of the Spinning-Enhanced Visible and
Infrared Imager (SEVIRI) of the Meteosat Second Generation (MSG), which indicate where
turbulence might be experienced. Cumulonimbus clouds are well-known sources of
turbulence [5], while transverse cirrus clouds are indicators of aviation-scale turbulence [6]
as they are associated with large horizontal wind shear [7].
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In this study, we utilize in situ observations of turbulence from aircraft that are
available from the Aircraft Meteorological Data Relay (AMDAR) program. Over Europe,
turbulence is recorded as Derived Equivalent Vertical Gust (m/s) (DEVG), which is an
aircraft-independent metric [8,9].

2. Data and Methodology

We study the upper-level turbulence (ULT) events that can affect flight safety, over
20.000 ft (FL200). The severity of turbulence is qualifiedly connected with DEVG val-
ues [9], as shown in Table 1. Therefore, turbulence records with DEVG > 4.5 m/s, which
are considered heavy–severe (H–S), are used. The upper-level synoptic analysis from
500 hPa charts (not shown) showed that during the first ten days of November 2009, an
upper-level cyclonic circulation prevailed over Europe, with successive troughs and an
extended upper-level low, centered over Italy. The circulation changed thereafter, with
prevailing upper-level ridge in south of Europe and successive barometric lows affecting
the northwestern parts of Europe. During this period, 92 H–S ULT events were recorded
over Europe. This constitutes 2.5% of the total observations of the aircraft (Table 1), which is
in the climatological turbulence range as described in several climatological studies [10,11].
Figure 1 shows the distribution of the H–S ULT observations during November 2009,
over 20.000 ft. To associate the ULT events with the prevailing weather conditions, every
ULT event is visualized with the corresponding satellite data time slot from MSG SEVERI
radiometer.

Table 1. Qualitive severity of turbulence events and encounter percentage for November 2009, over
Europe.

DEVG(m/s) <2 2–4.5 >4.5

severity Nil Light Heavy–Severe

November 2009 88.8% 8.7% 2.5%
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Figure 1. The 92 ULT events over Europe in November 2009, as measured from aircraft over 20.000 ft.

Our goal is to evaluate indicators from the in situ ULT events during different types
of turbulence, including CAT, NCT, CIT and over extended cloud patterns. Therefore,
the encounter percentage of the CAT events and the tropopause folding contribution are
studied. Moreover, events related to NCT, CIT and transverse cirrus bands are presented.

MSG SEVIRI images are used to detect features of interest. We present typical examples
from SEVIRI WV6.2 µm, which is used to detect the tropopause folding, and Airmass RGB,
which is used to locate the high-level thick clouds, which stand out in bright whites in
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relation to mid-level and low-level clouds [12]. SEVIRI RGB microphysics [13] and RGB
Natural Color [14] are used to present CIT and NCT events during daytime.

3. Results

Three types of environmental conditions in which the turbulent event was recorded by
the aircraft were monitored. If an event is recorded in clear sky with no cloud formations
having tops exceeding 20.000 ft, it is considered a CAT event. If an event is recorded within
a distance of 50 km from a cloud formation, usually an isolated cumulonimbus cloud, it
is characterized as an NCT event. The remaining events, recorded over areas of extended
cloud formations are referred hereafter as OCT events. Table 2 presents the percentage
records of each category, during November 2009. The analysis shows that the majority of
the ULT events, accounting for 54.2% of the total H–S ULT records, took place over cloudy
areas, followed by events in clear-air environment which accounted for 38.1%. The smallest
percentage is found near isolated cumulonimbus clouds, which may be because they are
well-known sources of severe turbulence, and pilots try to avoid them for flight safety.
Figure 2 shows a typical NCT event (red circled dot) recorded over France in clear air but
in the proximity of isolated convective clouds “C”, during a mature vortex “L”, centered in
the north of Ireland.

Table 2. Percentage of H–S ULT records associated with environment condition: in clear air (CAT),
near isolated cumulonimbus cloud, and over extended cloud (OCT) formations, in November 2009,
over Europe.

CAT NCT OCT

38.1% 7.6% 54.2%

Environ. Sci. Proc. 2023, 26, 61  3 of 6 
 

 

in relation to mid-level and low-level clouds [12]. SEVIRI RGB microphysics [13] and RGB 
Natural Color [14] are used to present CIT and NCT events during daytime. 

3. Results 
Three types of environmental conditions in which the turbulent event was recorded 

by the aircraft were monitored. If an event is recorded in clear sky with no cloud for-
mations having tops exceeding 20.000 ft, it is considered a CAT event. If an event is rec-
orded within a distance of 50 km from a cloud formation, usually an isolated cumulonim-
bus cloud, it is characterized as an NCT event. The remaining events, recorded over areas 
of extended cloud formations are referred hereafter as OCT events. Table 2 presents the 
percentage records of each category, during November 2009. The analysis shows that the 
majority of the ULT events, accounting for 54.2% of the total H–S ULT records, took place 
over cloudy areas, followed by events in clear-air environment which accounted for 38.1%. 
The smallest percentage is found near isolated cumulonimbus clouds, which may be be-
cause they are well-known sources of severe turbulence, and pilots try to avoid them for 
flight safety. Figure 2 shows a typical NCT event (red circled dot) recorded over France in 
clear air but in the proximity of isolated convective clouds “C”, during a mature vortex 
“L”, centered in the north of Ireland.  

Table 2. Percentage of H–S ULT records associated with environment condition: in clear air (CAT), 
near isolated cumulonimbus cloud, and over extended cloud (OCT) formations, in November 2009, 
over Europe. 

CAT NCT OCT 
38.1% 7.6% 54.2% 

 

 

 

(a) (b) 
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showing the isolated convective clouds over France. 
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tropopause folding effect is considered. The MSG WV6.2 µm is used, in which the tropo-
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striped area, where the jet streak lowers the upper-level humidity, providing strong large-
scale spatial gradients in brightness temperature. A typical example is shown in Figure 3, 

Figure 2. NCT H–S ULT event (circled red dot), recorded at 1430 UTC on 21 November 2009. The
event was recorded over France, at FL226 (DEVG: 5.3 m/s) north of cumulonimbus clouds “C”,
southeast of the baroclinic mature vortex “L”: (a) MSG RGB Natural Color, showing that the event is
over clear-sky area but in the proximity of the convective clouds; (b) MSG RGB Day Microphysics,
showing the isolated convective clouds over France.

3.1. Clear-Air Turbulence—Tropopause Folding

CAT turbulence events are very challenging for pilots and aviation meteorologists
to detect, as there are no visible clues to indicate the possibility of turbulence. Therefore,
the tropopause folding effect is considered. The MSG WV6.2 µm is used, in which the
tropopause folding is clearly visible. The dry intrusion of a folding can be observed as a
dark striped area, where the jet streak lowers the upper-level humidity, providing strong
large-scale spatial gradients in brightness temperature. A typical example is shown in



Environ. Sci. Proc. 2023, 26, 61 4 of 6

Figure 3, where the folding “F” is crossing the Balkans, in which the event (circled red
dot) is recorded on the outflow of a comma cloud. During November 2009, the frequency
encounter of the tropopause folding in clear-air environment accounted for 57.1% of
the total CAT events, indicating its potential use as a nowcasting indicator of possible
turbulence in clear-air weather.

Environ. Sci. Proc. 2023, 26, 61  4 of 6 
 

 

where the folding “F” is crossing the Balkans, in which the event (circled red dot) is rec-
orded on the outflow of a comma cloud. During November 2009, the frequency encounter 
of the tropopause folding in clear-air environment accounted for 57.1% of the total CAT 
events, indicating its potential use as a nowcasting indicator of possible turbulence in 
clear-air weather. 

 
Figure 3. MSG water vapor image (WV6.2), at 2015 UTC on 24 November 2009. The H–S upper-level 
CAT event (circled red dot) was recorded over the Balkans, at FL232, (DEVG: 5.3 m/s) in the tropo-
pause folding “F” at the outflow of a comma cloud. 

3.2. Cloud Pa erns 
The majority of the ULT events are recorded over extended cloudy areas. Two well-

known pa erns that are often related to turbulence events are monitored. It was found 
that 26% of the OCT events were recorded over embedded cumulonimbus clouds, while 
38% of the OCT recordings are related to transverse cirrus bands. This shows that these 
pa erns combined account for 64% of the H–S ULT events over cloudy areas. Figure 4 
depicts a typical H–S ULT event over France associated with transverse cirrus bands “T”. 
The stripes are almost perpendicular to the northwestern flow of the jet stream, and they 
are orientated radially away from the convective clouds “C”. Figure 5 depicts a typical H–
S ULT event over embedded cumulonimbus clouds in a baroclinic conveyor belt. 

 

 

 

(a) (b) 

Figure 4. Transverse cirrus bands “T” extent radially away from the convection clouds “C”, almost 
perpendicular to the jet stream axis-associated H–S ULT event (circled red dot), recorded at 1900 
UTC on 23 November 2009. The event was recorded over France, at FL230 (DEVG: 4.8 m/s): (a) MSG 
RGB Airmass; (b) MSG WV6.2 µm. 

Figure 3. MSG water vapor image (WV6.2), at 2015 UTC on 24 November 2009. The H–S upper-
level CAT event (circled red dot) was recorded over the Balkans, at FL232, (DEVG: 5.3 m/s) in the
tropopause folding “F” at the outflow of a comma cloud.

3.2. Cloud Patterns

The majority of the ULT events are recorded over extended cloudy areas. Two well-
known patterns that are often related to turbulence events are monitored. It was found that
26% of the OCT events were recorded over embedded cumulonimbus clouds, while 38% of
the OCT recordings are related to transverse cirrus bands. This shows that these patterns
combined account for 64% of the H–S ULT events over cloudy areas. Figure 4 depicts a
typical H–S ULT event over France associated with transverse cirrus bands “T”. The stripes
are almost perpendicular to the northwestern flow of the jet stream, and they are orientated
radially away from the convective clouds “C”. Figure 5 depicts a typical H–S ULT event
over embedded cumulonimbus clouds in a baroclinic conveyor belt.
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Airmass; (b) MSG WV6.2 µm.
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Figure 5. H–S ULT related to embedded cumulonimbus clous “E” (circled red dot), over a baroclinic
conveyor belt, recorded over France at FL226 at 1730 UTC on 25 November 2009 (DEVG: 4.8 m/s):
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4. Conclusions-Discussion

The present study analyzed 92 H–S ULT events from in situ aircraft observation during
November 2009 over Europe. The following points of interest were identified:

1. Overall, 54.2% of the turbulent events were recorded over cloudy-patterned areas.
The two prominent cloud types associated with these events were transverse cirrus
band, accounting for 38% of the OCT, and embedded cumulonimbus clouds, which
accounted for 26%.

2. Clear-air turbulence events were recorded at a frequency of 38.1%. In those cases,
57.1% were monitored in the tropopause folding area.

3. The occurrence of H–S ULT events near isolated cumulonimbus clouds was found to
be 7.6%. This low percentage may be attributed to the avoidance procedures adopted
by pilots for flight safety.

Overall, the study revealed the challenges associated with nowcasting of heavy–severe
upper-level turbulence. In clear-sky conditions, the tropopause folding is a useful indicator
of turbulence, but further research is needed. Over extended cloudy areas in satellite
imagery, patterns associated with turbulence can aid pilots and aviation forecasters in
estimating turbulence-prone areas.
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