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1. Introduction
Climate is fueled by how much of the sun's energy is absorbed by Earth. Emission of aerosols into the at-
mosphere, whether natural or anthropogenic, has a direct impact on how much solar energy is reflected, 
absorbed, and transmitted by the atmosphere. Under cloud-free conditions, which occurs roughly one-third 
of the time globally, the dominant radiative effects of aerosols are the reflection of incident solar radiation 
back to space and direct absorption of sunlight in the atmosphere. These reduce how much solar energy is 
available at the surface, affecting atmospheric circulation and turbulent heat exchanges between the surface 
and atmosphere (Evan et al., 2011; Ramanathan et al., 2001). Under cloudy skies, aerosols influence cloud 
microphysical properties and albedo, further altering Earth's energy budget. The indirect effect of aerosols 
on Earth's radiation budget through cloud changes is highly uncertain due to the complexity of the aero-
sol-cloud-radiation interactions (Bellouin, Quaas, et al., 2020).

Satellite observations have significantly improved our understanding of the temporal and spatial distri-
butions of aerosols, clouds, and radiation. Much has been learned about the mean optical and radiative 
properties of aerosols and clouds and how they influence and are influenced by the Earth's radiation budget 
(Ackerman et al., 2019; Ceppi & Hartmann, 2015; Loeb et al., 2016; Mace & Berry, 2017). With the emer-
gence of long observational records from instruments with advanced onboard calibration systems in stable 
orbits, there is increasing interest in using satellite observations to study longer term changes in aerosols, 
clouds and radiation (Hammer et al., 2020; Hsu et al., 2019; Kato et al., 2020; Loeb, Thorsen, et al., 2018; 
Sawyer et al., 2020; Su et al., 2020; Yuan et al., 2018). Prior to the launch of instruments aboard the Terra 
and Aqua platforms (Imhoff et al., 2009; Parkinson et al., 2013), many of the imagers used for aerosol and 
cloud trends had no onboard calibration sources in the visible and required large adjustments to account for 
orbital drifts that cause the mean local time (MLT) of the measurements to change over the course of the 
mission (Bhatt et al., 2016; Brest & Rossow, 1992; Heidinger et al., 2010; Karlsson et al., 2013; Mishchenko 
et al., 2007). Since 2000, the Clouds and the Earth's Radiant Energy System (CERES) and the Moderate Res-
olution Spectroradiometer (MODIS) instruments aboard the Terra and Aqua satellites have been providing 

Abstract A new method for determining clear-sky shortwave aerosol direct radiative effects (ADRE) 
from the Clouds and the Earth's Radiant Energy System is used to examine changes in ADRE since 2002 
alongside changes in aerosol optical depth (AOD) from the Moderate Resolution Spectroradiometer. At 
global scales, neither ADRE nor AOD show a significant trend. Over the northern hemisphere (NH), 
ADRE increases by 0.18 ± 0.17 Wm−2 per decade (less reflection to space) but shows no significant change 
over the southern hemisphere. The increase in the NH is primarily due to emission reductions in China, 
the United States, and Europe. The COVID-19 shutdown shows no noticeable impact on either global 
ADRE or AOD, but there is a substantial influence over northeastern China in March 2020. In contrast, 
February 2020 anomalies in ADRE and AOD are within natural variability even though the impact of the 
shutdown on industry was more pronounced in February than March. The reason is because February 
2020 was exceptionally hot and humid over China, which compensated for reduced emissions. After 
accounting for meteorology and normalizing by incident solar flux, February ADRE anomalies increase 
substantially, exceeding the climatological mean ADRE by 23%. February and March 2020 correspond to 
the only period in which adjusted anomalies exceed the 95% confidence interval for 2 consecutive months. 
Distinct water-land differences over northeastern China are observed in ADRE but not in AOD. This is 
likely due to the influence of surface albedo on ADRE in the presence of absorbing aerosols.
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the longest running global records of aerosols, clouds, and radiation budget from instruments that benefit 
from onboard and vicarious calibration and satellite orbits with fixed MLTs, making them the most suitable 
datasets available for studying variations since 2000.

In this study, we use observations from CERES and MODIS to examine changes in clear-sky aerosol direct 
radiative effect (ADRE) and aerosol optical depth (AOD) between July 2002 and March 2020 at global and 
regional scales. In addition to examining regional and global trends, we analyze anomalies over China 
during the unprecedented COVID-19 global shutdown and investigate the role that meteorology had on 
the anomalies. We use a novel analysis technique that separates atmospheric from surface contributions 
to SW TOA flux to separate the influence of atmospheric and surface variations on ADRE. Sections 2.1–2.3 
describe the data and methodology used to determine ADRE from CERES data. Section 2.4 describes how 
meteorological variability is assessed over China. Section 3 describes the results and a brief summary is 
given in Section 4.

2. Data and Methods
2.1. ADRE Determination

The ADRE is the difference between the SW TOA flux (F) for a pristine atmosphere with no aerosol and the 
actual atmosphere with aerosol optical depth  a:

        1 2 1 2ADRE 0, ; , , , ; , ,n a nF x x x F x x x (1)

where α is surface albedo and x1, x2, …, xn correspond to atmospheric variables other than  a and α that in-
fluence SW TOA flux (e.g., water vapor, trace gases, incoming solar irradiance). A deseasonalized monthly 
anomaly ( y) of a given variable y is obtained from the difference between the monthly mean of y and its 
corresponding monthly climatology  y , determined by averaging all years of the same month. The desea-
sonalized anomaly in ADRE is thus:

         ADRE 0, ,aF F (2)

For brevity, in Equation 2 and henceforth, we drop the x1, x2, …, xn variables in the equations (however their 
influence on ADRE is accounted for in the data). In practice, TOA flux variations in the pristine-sky case (

  0,F ) cannot be observed directly since aerosols cannot be instantaneously removed from observations. 

As described below, here we use a combination of calculated fluxes in the CERES SYN1deg-Month Edition 
4A (Rutan et al., 2015) data product and observed fluxes in the Energy Balanced and Filled (EBAF) Ed4.1 
product (Loeb, Doelling, et al., 2018) to determine δADRE. The second term on the right-hand-side of Equa-
tion 2 can be expressed as follows:

          , ATM SFCaF F F (3)

The first term on the right-hand-side corresponds to the TOA flux anomaly resulting from atmospheric 
variations (i.e., in  a,x1, x2, …, xn) for a surface albedo held fixed at its climatological value ( ). The second 
term accounts for variations in α for a climatological atmosphere. To determine the atmospheric and surface 
contributions, we use the Decomposition Method described in Loeb et al. (2019). Substituting Equation 3 
into Equation 2 yields:

               
ADRE ATM 0, SFCF F F (4)

The first term on the right-hand-side of Equation 4 is determined by applying the Decomposition Method 
to the observed EBAF Ed4.1 flux, retaining only the atmospheric contribution. The difference between the 
last two terms on the right-hand-side accounts for the masking effect of aerosols on surface albedo varia-
tions simply due to the presence of aerosols. We obtain   0,F  from the CERES SYN1deg Pristine-sky 
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TOA flux. For consistency, we also use CERES SYN1deg calculated fluxes to determine   SFCF  from the 
Decomposition Method. With this approach, ADRE is directly related to the atmospheric contribution 
from EBAF observations, while SYN1deg calculations are only used in the aerosol masking term. Since the 
masking term is a difference determined using consistent input variables, input errors in the calculations 
(e.g., surface albedo) will have less impact on ADRE compared to direct use of Equation 2.

2.2. Decomposition of Clear-Sky SW TOA Flux Anomalies

Clear-sky SW ADRE anomalies are decomposed into atmospheric (ATM) and surface (SFC) contributions 
using the methodology described in Loeb et al. (2019). This method is an extension of a framework intro-
duced by Stephens et al. (2015) in which the Earth–atmosphere system is represented as a reflecting and 
absorbing atmospheric layer above a reflecting surface. Stephens et al. (2015) provide a means of separat-
ing the atmosphere-only from atmosphere-surface SW contributions to TOA radiation using only radiative 
fluxes at the TOA and surface obtained from either observations or models. Loeb et al. (2019) extended the 
framework to provide a set of equations enabling calculation of ATM and SFC contributions to variations 
in reflected SW TOA and surface net downward radiative fluxes. The ATM contribution includes SW radia-
tion variations associated with atmospheric variability with no interaction with the surface, and variations 
in which radiation interacts with a variable atmosphere and an invariant surface, with the latter specified 
from monthly climatological values of surface albedo. The SFC contribution is determined from the differ-
ence between the observed TOA flux anomaly and the corresponding anomaly associated with the ATM 
contribution.

2.3. Satellite Observations

Clear-sky TOA and surface radiative fluxes for 1° × 1° latitude-longitude regions are from the CERES EBAF 
Ed4.1 product (Kato et al., 2018; Loeb, Doelling, et al., 2018). We restrict our analysis to 07/2002–03/2020, 
which includes only Aqua data. We use all months between 07/2002 and 12/2019 to define the baseline 
climatology for calculating deseasonalized monthly anomalies over the analysis period. The first 3 months 
in 2020 are excluded from the baseline climatology in order to assess the influence of the COVID-19 period 
against prior years.

Clear-sky radiative fluxes are determined using radiance measurements for clear fields-of-view from both 
CERES and MODIS in order to provide complete global coverage monthly (Loeb, Doelling, et al., 2018). 
Surface radiative fluxes in EBAF Ed4.1 are constrained by the observed EBAF TOA fluxes by adjusting the 
initial inputs to the radiative transfer model calculations within their uncertainty ranges so that the TOA 
flux calculations match the observed values. Initial surface albedos and aerosol properties used in the cal-
culations are described in Rutan et al. (2009, 2015). Kato et al. (2018) describe how surface fluxes in EBAF 
are constrained to the TOA observations. Initial AODs are from the Model of Atmospheric Transport and 
Chemistry (MATCH; Collins et al., 2001), which assimilates MODIS AODs to provide hourly AODs and 
aerosol type. MATCH uses climatological sources of aerosols except for wind driven dust and sea salt. Since 
climatological sources of aerosols are used in nondust conditions, any trends in aerosol absorption would 
not be accounted for in MATCH. This could lead to significant overestimations/underestimations in ADRE 
trends in regions with large changes in aerosol absorption (Tao et al., 2020).

To determine long-term changes in AOD, we use the MODIS MYD08_M3.061 550  nm AOD Dark Tar-
get + Deep Blue Combined product (Levy et al., 2013; Sayer et al., 2014), which also provides 1° × 1° lati-
tude-longitude gridded data. We note that the cloud masks used to determine the MODIS AODs and CERES 
clear-sky TOA fluxes are different from one another. The cloud mask for MODIS AOD is based upon Frey 
et al. (2008), while for CERES clear-sky flux, it is based upon Trepte et al. (2019).

We consider only surfaces that are free of snow and ice as provided by the CERES SSF1deg Edition 4A 
product, which uses snow/ice maps from a combination of the National Snow and Ice Data Center (NSIDC) 
Near-Real Time Snow and Ice Extent (NISE) product (Brodzik & Stewart, 2016), the National Environmen-
tal Satellite, Data and Information Service (NESDIS) snow/ice map, and the CERES team's snow and sea ice 
fraction over the clear portions of CERES footprints (Trepte et al., 2019).
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2.4. Accounting for Regional Meteorological Variability

To account for variations in ADRE and AOD over China due to meteorology, we use a multilinear regres-
sion model that relates anomalies in ADRE and AOD with anomalies in the following variables: Niño 3.4 
index, 2-m eastward wind (U2M), 2-m northward wind (V2M), Estimated Inversion Strength (EIS), 2-m 
air temperature (T2M), 2-m specific humidity (QV2M), and daytime average cloud fraction between the 
surface and 700 mb (fL). The Niño 3.4 index is from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-
tion (NOAA) Earth System Research Laboratory (ESRL) and corresponds to a 5-month running mean of 
sea-surface temperature (SST) anomalies in the Niño 3.4 region (5°N–5°S, 120°–170°W). The Niño 3.4 index 
has recently been shown to influence aerosol concentrations over China (Feng et al., 2020). U2M, V2M, 
T2M, and QV2M are from the Modern-Era Retrospective Analysis for Research and Applications, Version 
2 (MERRA-2) (Gelaro et al., 2017). The EIS provides an estimate of the strength of the planetary boundary 
layer (PBL) inversion given the temperatures at 700 hPa and at the surface (Wood & Bretherton, 2006). Here, 
EIS data from the CERES SSF1deg Edition 4A product are used. The fL data provide an additional indication 
of atmospheric boundary layer moisture, as higher humidity in clear areas are expected when more low 
clouds are present in the same 1° × 1° gridbox. The fL data are inferred from MODIS Aqua observations as 
provided in the CERES SSF1deg Edition 4A product.

We perform the multilinear regression analysis over China for 10°–50°N and 100°–180°E. While the data 
products considered are available at 1° × 1° latitude-longitude resolution, the regional multilinear regres-
sion analysis is only performed over a moving 9° × 9° latitude-longitude window in 1° increments in order 
to reduce sampling error in cloudy regions. Twelve sets of regression coefficients are determined, one for 
each calendar month. The regression coefficients are obtained using all occurrences of a given month and 
all occurrences of the preceding and following months (e.g., February regression coefficients are deter-
mined using data from all January, February, and March months over the record). Regression coefficients 
are determined using data from 07/2002 to 12/2019. Section S1, “Multilinear Regression,” in the supporting 
information provides more background information about the multilinear regression analysis approach 
used in this study together with a specific example showing ADRE sensitivity to individual parameters 
along with anomalies and ADRE contributions of each parameter.

3. Results
3.1. Regional, Zonal, and Global ADRE and AOD Trends

Since 2002, marked changes in aerosol emissions have occurred over China, India, the United States, and 
Europe (Paulot et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2017). Figures 1a and 1b show CERES ADRE and MODIS AOD 
trends for 07/2002–03/2020. Trends are determined using least squares linear regression. Uncertainties in 
the trends correspond to 5%–95% confidence intervals following the methodology in Santer et al. (2000). 
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Figure 1. Trend in anomalies of (a) SW clear-sky ADRE and (b) AOD for 2002/07–2020/03. Stippled area exceeds 95% confidence interval. ADRE, aerosol 
direct radiative effects; AOD, aerosol optical depth.
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Increases in ADRE (less reflection to space) and decreases in AOD occur over China, the United States, 
South America, and Europe. Conversely, ADRE decreases (more reflection to space) and AOD increases 
over India. These results are largely consistent with Paulot et al. (2018) (see their Figure 2), who also used 
CERES observations to determine ADRE with a different approach and time period (2001–2015). The most 
notable difference between results in Figure 1a and Paulot et al.  (2018) occurs over mainland China. In 
Paulot et al. (2018), ADRE trends over land in eastern China are generally negative, while they are pos-
itive here. We suspect the difference is due to how surface albedo changes are accounted for in the two 
approaches as well as the different time periods used. Paulot et al. (2018) use model-based radiative kernels 
derived for aerosol-free conditions to “remove” variations in surface albedo, water vapor, and ozone from 
the observations. Because the radiative kernels are determined for aerosol-free conditions and applied to 
observations, the radiative kernels may not correctly account for surface albedo variations since aerosols 
were not included in their derivation.

Globally, ADRE increases by 0.08 ± 0.14 Wm−2 per decade (trend uncertainty given by 5%–95% confidence 
range) (Figure 2a). This is mainly due to a significant increase of 0.18 ± 0.17 Wm−2 per decade over the 
northern hemisphere (NH) (Figure 2b). Over the southern hemisphere (SH), the ADRE trend is near zero 
(−0.018 ± 0.15 Wm−2 per decade) (Figure 2c). Consistent with Remer et al. (2020), we do not see a trend in 
global mean AOD using the latest version of MODIS (Collection 6.1) (Figure 2d). However, the AOD trend 
is near-zero over the NH (Figure 2e) and reaches 0.0069 per decade over the SH, which exceeds the 95% 
confidence interval (Figure 2f).
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Figure 2. Anomalies in ADRE (left column) and AOD (right column) for (a and d) global, (b and e) NH, and (c and f) SH. Trend and 95% confidence intervals 
are shown in red. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects; AOD, aerosol optical depth; NH, northern hemisphere; SH, southern hemisphere.
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The regional and zonal average ADRE trends in Figures 1a and 3a suggest that the positive NH trend in 
ADRE is a consequence of positive trends over China and North America overwhelming negative trends 
over India. In contrast, negative trends in AOD poleward of 20°N appear to cancel positive trends equator-
ward of 20°N (Figures 1b and 3b). In the SH, positive zonal average AOD trends exceed the 95% confidence 
interval poleward of 15°S (Figure 3b). Furthermore, the AOD trends are widespread, uniform and mainly 
occur over the SH oceans (Figure 1b). Positive AOD trends over the southern oceans are also apparent in 
Remer et al. (2020; see their Figure 12). Since the CERES results do not show this unexpected behavior, 
we cannot exclude MODIS calibration drift as a possible cause, as recently suggested by Bellouin, Davies, 
et al. (2020), who found similar results. On the other hand, if the SH AOD trends are real and are due to 
anthropogenic aerosols transported to the Southern Ocean, this would have important implications to aer-
osol radiative forcing. However, the reality of that transport is an open question, as discussed in Bellouin, 
Quaas, et al. (2020).

In spite of the inconsistencies in long-term trends between CERES ADRE and MODIS AODs, monthly 
anomalies are strongly anticorrelated (Figures 4a–4c). For the NH, which has the greatest range of varia-
bility, the R-square value is 0.81 (correlation coefficient of −0.90). The ADRE efficiency, determined from 
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Figure 3. Trend in zonal mean anomalies of (a) SW clear-sky ADRE and (b) AOD for 2002/07–2020/03. Shaded regions 
correspond to 95% confidence interval. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects; AOD, aerosol optical depth.

Figure 4. Scatterplots of ADRE against AOD monthly anomalies for (a) global, (b) NH, and (c) SH averages between 2002/07–2020/03. Red line corresponds to 
least squares fit. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects; AOD, aerosol optical depth; NH, northern hemisphere; SH, southern hemisphere.

(a) (b) (c)
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the slope of the least squares fit in Figure 4, is approximately −24 ± 1.0 Wm−2 per τ globally. Appreciable 
ADRE and AOD NH anomalies appear in May 2003 (Figures 2b and 2c) due to biomass burning smoke from 
extensive forest fires in Siberia, Russia, which were transported across the Northern Pacific Ocean (Damo-
ah et al., 2004; Lee et al., 2005). The large anomalies in the SH during September–October 2015 are due to 
smoke from massive fires over Indonesia (Koplitz et al., 2016). The pronounced negative ADRE anomalies 
(positive AOD anomalies) over the SH between November 2019 and March 2020 are due to the Australian 
bushfires (Figures 2c and 2f), which resulted in increased reflection from smoke that spread over much of 
the Southern Ocean region (Yu et al., 2020). We note that while the Australian bushfires contribute to the 
positive SH AOD trend, excluding the months between November 2019 and March 2020 still results in a 
significant positive AOD trend.

At hemispheric and global scales, there does not appear to be a noticeable influence of the COVID-19 
shutdown during the first few months of 2020 (Figures 2a–2f). In fact, ADRE anomalies are negative and 
AOD anomalies are positive in each hemisphere, implying increased reflection. In contrast, the Australian 
bushfires appear to have a far more prominent global impact than COVID-19.

3.2. ADRE and AOD Over East Asia During COVID-19

Despite weak global effects, the COVID-19 shutdown did have a noticeable impact on ADRE and AOD over 
China and the East Asian Marginal Seas. In China, the shutdown started in late January 2020. By the end of 
February and continuing through March, China gradually reopened its factories and businesses. The shut-
down had its greatest impact on manufacturing in February, with a sharp decline in the Purchasing Man-
agers' Index, a measure of economic activity in the Chinese manufacturing sector (Diamond & Wood, 2020; 
Harris, 1991). Several studies have shown that reductions in primary emissions were largely compensated 
by secondary particulate pollution during warm and moist meteorological conditions, resulting in haze 
events in many cities (Chang et al., 2020; Diamond & Wood, 2020; Field et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2020; Le 
et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). Winter haze events in eastern China have been increasing in frequency in 
recent decades (Y. Yang et al., 2016). Diamond and Wood (2020) argue that sharp declines in nitrogen diox-
ide resulted from a marked decrease in transportation while particulate emissions were less impacted since 
they are primarily produced by industry and power generation, which were less affected by the shutdown 
compared to transportation. Here we find that when meteorological influences are accounted for, the COV-
ID-19 shutdown had a marked impact on ADRE and AOD during February and March 2020.

Anomalies in ADRE and AOD for February and March 2020 are shown in Figures 5a–5d. During both 
months, ADRE increases and AOD decreases between 25°N–45°N and 110°E–140°E. The ADRE anomaly 
increases are much more pronounced in March than in February. By comparison, the contrast in AOD be-
tween February and March (Figures 5b and 5d) is far less pronounced.

To get a sense of the influence of meteorology on ADRE, we apply the multilinear regression model de-
scribed in Section 2.4. The explained variance for February and March months as provided by the regres-
sion R-squared value is provided in Figures 6a and 6b. The multilinear regression explains up top 80% of 
the variability in ADRE over the northern portion of the Yellow Sea and adjacent land regions. With the 
exception of a small area around 10°N near the Date Line, the multilinear regression over the ocean areas 
to the east and south of the Yellow Sea region accounts for <40% of the variability. In contrast, R-squared 
values during summertime are smaller than in winter (not shown) presumably because there is less synop-
tic variability during summertime. As noted earlier, the multilinear regression model is applied to data over 
a moving 9° × 9° latitude-longitude window in 1° increments. We also ran the analysis using 3° × 3° and 
5° × 5° moving windows (Figure S3). We found that the 9° × 9° latitude-longitude window resulted in the 
highest overall regional R-squared values and therefore used that resolution to relate ADRE and AOD with 
large-scale meteorological conditions.

Figure 7 compares the February and March 2020 ADRE anomalies (Figures 7a and 7d) with those obtained 
from the multilinear regression analysis (Figures 7b and 7e). Interestingly, meteorological variations result 
in a large negative ADRE anomaly over the Yellow Sea region during February (Figure 7b) and a positive 
anomaly over the same region in March (Figure 7e). When the meteorological contributions in Figures 7b 
and 7e are subtracted from the corresponding ADRE anomalies in Figures 7a and 7d, anomalies over the 
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Yellow Sea region in February exceed those in March (Figures 7c and 7f). If we further account for differ-
ences in incoming solar radiation by dividing ADRE by solar flux in each month (Figures 8a–8f), the con-
trast between February and March is even more apparent (Figures 8c and 8f). A similar analysis is shown 
for AOD in Figures 9a–9f. After accounting for meteorology, negative anomalies over northeast China are 
more pronounced in February than in March, consistent with the ADRE results.

We note that the peak negative AOD anomaly in February (Figure 9c) occurs over land to the southwest 
of the maximum in normalized ADRE (Figure 8c). A possible reason for this difference is because ADRE 
depends not only on AOD, but also on surface albedo (Derimian et al., 2016). When surface albedo is low, 
the SW cooling effect of aerosol for a given AOD increase is greater than for a surface with a higher albedo. 
Since the surface albedo of water is much smaller than land, sensitivity to the AOD decrease throughout the 
region is greater over the Yellow Sea region. A second reason relates to the ADRE dependence on surface 
albedo variations through the aerosol masking term in Equation 4. It turns out that this contribution is pri-
marily negative (reaching −1.8 Wm−2) in February in the location where the peak AOD occurs. Consequent-
ly, it is quite plausible for the ADRE maximum to occur in a different location than the AOD minimum. In 
Section 3.3, we provide a more in-depth analysis of the ADRE dependence on surface albedo and its role in 
explaining the contrast between water and land ADREs over northeastern China.

The main meteorological variables contributing to ADRE in February 2020 are T2M, QV2M, and fL. Anom-
alies in T2M and QV2M are strongly positive over northeastern China and exceed 1.5 times the standard 
deviation of February anomalies for 2003–2020 (Figures 10a and 10b). Normalized anomalies in fL are also 
positive north of the Yellow Sea (Figure 10c) but are smaller in magnitude. The corresponding contribu-
tions to ADRE are generally positive for T2M over the Yellow Sea region, strongly negative for QV2M, and 
weakly negative for fL (Figures 10d–10f). Since QV2M normalized anomalies dominate over the other con-
tributions, the sum of all contributions to ADRE is generally negative over northeastern China (Figure 7b). 
Contributions from other meteorological variables are much smaller compared to T2M and QV2M (not 
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Figure 5. Anomalies of ADRE (a and c) and AOD (b and d) for February 2020 (top) and March 2020 (bottom). Gray areas correspond to areas contaminated by 
snow. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects; AOD, aerosol optical depth.
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Figure 6. R-Squared values for multilinear regression fits to ADRE monthly anomalies using all (a) February and (b) 
March months between 2003 and 2020. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects.

Figure 7. Anomalies of (a and d) CERES ADRE (b and e) sum of all terms in MLR analysis, and (e and f) ADRE after subtracting meteorological contributions 
for February 2020 (top) and March 2020 (bottom). CERES, Clouds and the Earth's Radiant Energy System; ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects.
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shown). These results confirm earlier studies that noted hot, humid and hazy conditions in February 2020 
(Chang et al.,  2020; Diamond & Wood,  2020). Under such conditions, aerosol optical depth tends to be 
greater as aerosol size increases with increasing humidity, attenuating a greater fraction of the incident SW 
radiation. This in effect masked the true influence of the COVID-19 shutdown over China. During March 
meteorological conditions are also anomalously hot and humid, but now the normalized anomalies in T2M 
exceed those in QV2M over much of northeastern China (Figures 11a and 11b), implying drier conditions 
compared to February. Consistent with this finding, normalized anomalies in fL are generally negative (Fig-
ure 11c). Because of the drier conditions, contributions to ADRE are generally positive overall (Figures 7e 
and 11d–11f).

To further highlight the impact of meteorology on ADRE during the COVID-19 shutdown, we focus our 
analysis on 30°–45°N and 115°–130°E, which includes regions that typically have high anthropogenic emis-
sions of SO2 (including biofuels), as well as a portion of the East Asian Marginal Seas (Figure 12a). We con-
sider both land and ocean but exclude regions with snow. The climatological average ADRE in this region 
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Figure 8. Same as Figure 7 except anomalies are normalized by solar flux.

Figure 9. Anomalies of (a and d) MODIS AOD (b and e) sum of all terms in MLR analysis, and (e and f) AOD after subtracting meteorological contributions 
for February 2020 (top) and March 2020 (bottom). AOD, aerosol optical depth; MODIS, Moderate Resolution Spectroradiometer.
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ranges from −7 Wm–2 during winter to −24 Wm–2 during summer (Figure 12b). In contrast, the climatologi-
cal mean AOD is above the annual average between January and July, peaking at 0.67 in June, and remains 
below the annual average during the rest of the year (Figure 12c). The climatological mean AOD in March 
is only slightly (∼5%) larger than the February mean value.

Monthly ADRE anomalies for 07/2002–03/2020 over the analysis domain shown in Figure 12a are provided 
in Figure 13a. There is a positive trend of 1.02 ± 0.53 Wm–2 per decade, corresponding to an increase in 
ADRE of 1.8 Wm–2 over 17.7 years. This is equivalent to a 13% increase relative to the climatological aver-
age and is primarily a result of reduced emissions. We note that March 2020 exceeds the 95% confidence 
interval (shown by cyan shading), but February 2020 remains well within the 95% confidence interval. To 
examine the sensitivity to the baseline climatology used, we repeated the analysis using a climatology for 
2014–2019—well after pollution controls in China were in place—and arrived at the same conclusion (not 
shown).

When meteorological contributions to ADRE determined from the multilinear regression analysis are sub-
tracted from the original ADRE anomalies, normalized by incoming solar flux and scaled by the climatolog-
ical mean solar flux for 07/2002–06/2019, the trend is reduced to 0.65 ± 0.31 Wm−2 per decade (Figure 13b). 
In this case, the variability in ADRE is also reduced by 42%, and now both February and March 2020 exceed 
their respective climatological values by 23% and 22%, respectively, which is significant at the 95% confi-
dence level. Since the increases in ADRE in February and March 2020 are partially due to long-term declines 
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Figure 10. February 2020 anomalies of (a) 2-m air temperature (T2M), (b) 2-m specific humidity (QV2M), and (c) low cloud fraction (fL) after normalizing by 
standard deviation. Multilinear regression ADRE contributions from (d) T2M, (e) QV2M, and (f) fL. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects.
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in AOD that are independent of the COVID-19 shutdown, we also remove the long-term trend in ADRE by 
applying a linear least squares fit to the time series in Figure 13b and then subtract the fitted values from 
anomalies in Figure 13b. Even after removing the long-term trend, February and March 2020 still lie above 
the 95% confidence interval. In fact, February and March 2020 are the two largest positive ADRE anomalies 
in the time series and the only occurrence in which two consecutive months exceed the 95% confidence 
interval. Only two other months (02/2008 and 01/2007) show ADRE anomalies with greater magnitudes: 
in both cases, the ADRE anomalies are negative and occur well before pollution controls were put in place.

3.3. Water-Land Contrast in ADRE Anomalies and Trends

It is noteworthy that ADRE trends in Figure 1a and anomalies in Figures 5a and 5c over northeastern China 
are more pronounced over water than land, while the opposite is true for AOD (Figures 1b, 5b, and 5d). In 
contrast, trends in both ADRE and AOD over India and the United States show a smooth transition between 
water and land (Figures 1a and 1b). The reason is due to a strong water-land contrast in ADRE efficiency 
over northeastern China that is likely enhanced by strong absorption by aerosols. According to the emis-
sions inventory used in Paulot et al. (2018), the 10-year average (2001–2010) rate of anthropogenic emission 
of black carbon (BC) over northeastern China exceeds that over both India and the United States during the 
CERES period (Figure 14). This is especially true for the land region west of the Yellow Sea. Compared to 
India, anthropogenic BC emissions rates in this region can be as much as six times higher.
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Figure 11. Same as Figure 10 but for March 2000.
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The ADRE efficiencies over the water and land portions of the domain in northeastern China considered 
in Section 3.2 are shown in Figures 15a and 15b. To determine the ADRE efficiencies, we first divide the 
ADRE monthly anomalies by their corresponding monthly mean solar flux values and then multiply each 
by the water–land average solar flux (<So>) for 07/2002–06/2019. Over water, which primarily corresponds 
to the Yellow Sea region, the ADRE efficiency is −21 ± 1 Wm−2 τ−1. For land, the ADRE is −8.9 ± 0.6 Wm−2 
τ−1. In both cases, there is a good correlation between CERES ADRE and MODIS AOD. Because of this large 
contrast in ADRE efficiency, the ADRE change over water can be twice that over land even for a smaller 
AOD change.

The reason why the ADRE efficiencies differ so much for water and land relates to differences in surface al-
bedo and aerosol absorption. To illustrate, Figure 16 shows calculations of ADRE efficiency against surface 
albedo for a range of aerosol single scattering albedos (SSAs). The calculations are from the Langley Fu-Liou 
radiative transfer model (Fu & Liou, 1993; Fu et al., 1998; Kato et al., 1999, 2005; Kratz & Rose, 1999) using 
a combination of the Urban aerosol model of d'Almedia et al. (1991) and soot from the Optical Properties of 
Aerosols and Clouds (OPAC) database (Hess et al., 1998). The Urban AOD is held fixed at 0.5 and soot AOD 
is varied from 0.01 to 0.1, yielding total aerosol SSAs ranging from 0.82 to 0.94. Surface albedo is spectrally 
resolved over 18 wavelength bands corresponding to the Urban IGBP model used in determining CERES 
SYN1deg computed fluxes (Rutan et al., 2009). Variable surface albedos are obtained by simply scaling the 
spectral albedos. The ADRE efficiency is determined by differencing pristine and clear-sky SW TOA fluxes 
over a 24-h period on March 21 at latitude 39.9°N, which corresponds to Beijing, China.

In all cases, ADRE efficiency becomes less negative with increasing surface albedo. However, as aerosol 
absorption increases, sensitivity to surface albedo increases, meaning that in strongly absorbing conditions, 
even a small change in surface albedo can cause a large change in ADRE efficiency. For the domain in 
northeastern China shown in Figure 12a, the mean surface albedo over the water portion is 0.06 compared 
to 0.17 for land. The difference in ADRE efficiency for this change in surface albedo (12 Wm−2 τ−1) is within 
the range of the theoretical values shown in Figure 16 for the same surface albedo change. We note that the 
absolute values of computed ADRE efficiencies in Figure 16 are not directly comparable to those derived 
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Figure 12. (a) Anthropogenic emissions of SO2 (including biofuels) for March 2005 from MEIC data set. (b and c) Climatological monthly and annual average 
(b) ADRE and (c) values for the domain corresponding to the box shown in (a), defined by 30°N–45°N; 115°E–130°E. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects.
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from the observations since the calculations are determined for an ideal-
ized case on one day (March 21) in one location.

Another contributing factor to the water-land contrast in ADRE efficien-
cy could be due to differences between the aerosol properties over the 
water and land. If the land aerosols are more absorbing than those that 
are transported over the water, this could further enhance the water-land 
contrast in ADRE efficiency beyond that caused by water-land differenc-
es in surface albedo.

The situation over India is quite different. Figures 17a and 17b show the 
trends in the atmospheric and surface contributions to ADRE. The at-
mospheric contribution is the first term on the right-hand-side of Equa-
tion 4 and the surface contribution is the difference term in square brack-
ets (aerosol masking term). Over India, there is a negative trend for the 
surface contribution to ADRE (Figure 17b), which adds to the negative 
trend in the atmospheric contribution (Figure 17a). The negative ADRE 
trend in the surface contribution occurs because of a decreasing trend in 
surface albedo, which further increases ADRE sensitivity to AOD. Chry-
soulakis et al. (2019) also find a negative trend in surface albedo over In-
dia for 2000–2015 using the MODIS MCD43A1 and MCD43A2 data prod-
ucts (Lucht et al., 2000; Schaaf et al., 2002), which are not used in CERES 
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Figure 13. Monthly anomalies in ADRE for 30°N–45°N and 115°E–130°E (excluding snow) after: (a) no adjustments, 
(b) adjusting for meteorology and incoming solar flux, (c) adjusting for meteorology, incoming solar flux and the long-
term trend. Cyan region corresponds to 95% confidence interval. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects.

Figure 14. Anthropogenic black carbon (BC) emission rate averaged over 
2001–2010. Anthropogenic emission sources include agriculture, energy, 
industrial, transportation, residential, commercial and other, solvents 
production and application, and waste (Zhang et al., 2009).
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processing. The reason for the decrease in surface albedo is due to an increase in summer monsoon rainfall 
over India since 2002, following a decline during the second half of the 20th century (Jin & Wang, 2017).

4. Summary
Observations from CERES and MODIS are used to examine trends and variations in clear-sky shortwave 
ADRE and AOD between July 2002 and March 2020. The ADRE is determined with a new approach that 
uses a SW decomposition technique that enables attribution of ADRE changes in terms of atmospheric 
(primarily AOD) and surface albedo changes.

Positive trends in ADRE (less reflection to space) and negative trends in AOD are observed over China, 
the United States, South America, and Europe, whereas ADRE decreases (more reflection to space) and 

AOD increases occur over India. Similar results have been found from 
regional clear-sky surface irradiance measurements over China (S. Yang 
et al.,  2019), Europe (Garcia et al.,  2013; Manara et al.,  2016), and the 
United States (Gan et al., 2014). At the global scale, trends in both ADRE 
and AOD fall within their respective 95% confidence intervals. However, 
ADRE shows a significant increase over the NH while the AOD trend is 
near zero there. In contrast, there is an unexpected positive trend in AOD 
over the SH that is not present in ADRE. The positive AOD trend is wide-
spread and primarily occurs over ocean. The reason for this discrepancy is 
unclear—a calibration drift in MODIS cannot be discounted as a possible 
cause. Nevertheless, we find excellent agreement in monthly anomalies 
between ADRE and AOD, with an R-square of 0.81 over the NH and 0.71 
globally. At global and hemispheric scales, we do not see a noticeable im-
pact from the global economic shutdown associated with COVID-19. The 
largest anomalies at these scales are associated with major fire events, 
such as the Siberian fires in May 2003, Indonesian fires during fall 2015, 
and the Australian bushfires during late 2019 and early 2020.

During early 2020, the COVID-19 shutdown had a noticeable impact on 
ADRE and AOD over China and the East Asian Marginal Seas. However, 
anomalies in both ADRE and AOD were far more pronounced in March 
than February even though the shutdown had its greatest impact on the 
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Figure 15. ADRE against AOD for the (a) water and (b) land portion of the domain in northeastern China shown in Figure 12a. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative 
effects; AOD, aerosol optical depth.

Figure 16. Theoretical ADRE efficiency against surface albedo for 
different aerosol SSA. ADRE, aerosol direct radiative effects; SSA, single 
scattering albedo.
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Chinese economy and manufacturing in February. The reason for this 
unexpected finding is due to the influence of meteorology. During Febru-
ary, conditions were hot and humid, with anomalies in specific humidity 
greater than two times the standard deviation of all February anomalies 
over the record. To account for the influence of meteorology, we apply a 
multilinear regression analysis to remove the influence of meteorology 
from ADRE and AOD anomalies. After accounting for meteorology and 
normalizing by incident solar flux, ADRE anomalies in February exceed 
those in March over northeastern China, consistent with expectation. 
A similar analysis applied to AOD leads to the same conclusion. Focus-
ing on a region that includes the Yellow Sea and surrounding land area 
(30°–45°N and 115°–130°E), we find that when meteorology is accounted 
for, variability in ADRE is reduced by 42% and both February and March 
2020 exceed their respective climatological values by 23% and 22%, re-
spectively. Furthermore, February and March 2020 now correspond to 
the two largest positive ADRE anomalies in the time series and the only 
occurrence in which two consecutive months exceed the 95% confidence 
interval. This is true even after removing the long-term trend in ADRE. 
We thus conclude that the influence of the COVID-19 shutdown on 
ADRE and AOD was significant but was largely masked by anomalous 
meteorological conditions.

Comparisons between regional patterns in ADRE and AOD anomalies 
and trends over northeastern China show some apparent water-land in-
consistencies that are unique to this region. While trends in AOD exhibit 
smooth transitions at water-land boundaries, ADRE trends are strongly 
positive over water—particularly over the Yellow Sea—and much weaker 
over land. Similarly, the greatest reduction in AOD during the COVID-19 
economic shutdown occurs over land to the southwest of the maximum 
in ADRE, which lies over the Yellow Sea.

The reason for these apparent discrepancies is because ADRE depends 
not only upon AOD but also surface albedo. When surface albedo is low, 

the SW radiative cooling effect of aerosol for a given AOD increase is greater than for a surface with a higher 
albedo. The sensitivity to surface albedo is even more pronounced when the concentration of absorbing 
aerosols is high, such as over northeastern China. As a result, it is quite plausible to see a stronger radiative 
cooling effect of aerosols over water than land, even if the AOD change is greater over land. The situation 
over India differs markedly from that over northeastern China as there is a positive trend in AOD and a 
negative trend in land surface albedo. Both contribute to a negative ADRE trend over land, which reduces 
any water-land contrast.

Data Availability Statement
The CERES EBAF Ed4.1, SYN1deg Edition4A, and CERES SSF1deg Edition4A data sets were download-
ed from https://ceres.larc.nasa.gov/data/. The Niño 3.4 index data are from http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/psd/
data/correlation/nina34.data. MERRA-2 and MODIS MYD08_M3.061 550 nm AOD Dark Target + Deep 
Blue Combined data were obtained from the Giovanni online data system, developed, and maintained by 
the NASA GES DISC.
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