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Abstract: Clouds play a significant role in regulating the Arctic climate and water cycle due to their
impacts on radiative balance through various complex feedback processes. However, there are still
large discrepancies in satellite and numerical model-derived cloud datasets over the Arctic region
due to a lack of observations. Here, we report observations of cloud base height (CBH) characteristics
measured using a Vaisala CL51 ceilometer at Ny-Ålesund, Svalbard. The study highlights the
monthly and seasonal CBH characteristics at the location. It is found that almost 40% of the lowest
CBHs fall within a height range of 0.5–1 km. The second and third cloud bases that could be detected
by the ceilometer are mostly concentrated below 3 km during summer but possess more vertical
spread during the winter season. Thin and low-level clouds appear to be dominant during the
summer. Low-level clouds are found to be dominant and observed in 76% of cases. The mid and
high-level clouds occur in ~16% and ~7% of cases, respectively. Further, micro rain radar (MRR2)
observed enhanced precipitation and snowfall events during the winter and spring which are found
to be associated with the lowest CBHs within 2 km from the ground. The frontal process associated
with synoptic-scale meteorological conditions explains the variabilities in CBH and precipitation at
the observation site when compared for two contrasting winter precipitation events. The findings of
the study could be useful for model evaluation of cloud precipitation relationships and satellite data
validation in the Arctic environment.

Keywords: arctic precipitation; cloud base heights; ceilometer; micro rain radar; remote sensing;
meteorology

1. Introduction

It is now well established that the Arctic is warming at a much faster rate than the
rest of the globe, a phenomenon popularly known as “Arctic Amplification” (AA) [1–3].
Although most of the climate models capture this amplified warming in the Arctic [4],
there is considerable inconsistency about the magnitude of the warming among those
models [1,5]. A significant amount of this could result from the poor understanding
or representation of different feedback processes in the climate models [6–9]. Further,
accelerated warming has made the interactions between the Arctic cryospheric components
more complex, drawing wide scientific attention. Several studies have pointed out the
important roles played by the processes such as sea ice-albedo [10,11], aerosols [12], and
heat and moisture transports [13,14] in AA. Apart from these, clouds also are known as
significant contributors to AA [15]. Studies suggest that the improper representation of
the cloud feedback in the models can be a major source of uncertainty, particularly in
the polar regions [8,9]. Clouds and precipitation are crucial factors of the atmospheric
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hydrological cycle, which have large impacts on the atmospheric radiation budget and
surface mass balance in the Arctic [16–20]. Further, clouds have been identified as one of the
major contributors to the wintertime warming in the Arctic due to their positive radiative
effect [21,22]. However, the present knowledge on the behaviour of these parameters and
their climatic impacts is not complete despite their defining role in Arctic climate [23]. From
the available datasets, it is known that the Arctic is mostly cloudy and has a distinct annual
cycle of cloudiness [24,25]. A study by Eastman and Warren [26] used long-term records of
both satellite and ground-based observations for the Arctic region and found considerable
disagreement among them in terms of the seasonal trend and interannual variabilities. Thus,
while observations could serve as a way to get a proper representation of cloud physics
and parameterization in climate models, the observations from satellite and ground-based
platforms have their own merits and demerits [23,27,28]. Satellite-derived cloud properties
exhibit disagreement between datasets from different platforms due to the differences in
sensor-specific cloud retrieval algorithms. Again, low thermal contrasts between clouds
and underlying surfaces add more uncertainties to the datasets [27,29]. In addition to
that, the low temporal resolutions of satellite datasets limit a detailed investigation of the
short-term changes in cloud properties. Thus, a ground-based remote sensing approach
of cloud measurements can reduce the uncertainties in cloud observations with more
accurate information.

The limitations discussed above justify the importance of a surface-based remote
sensing approach to study clouds, especially over polar regions. By keeping these points in
view, we use Vaisala Ceilometer (CL51) to study the cloud base height (CBH) behaviour
over an Arctic site, Ny-Ålesund, Svalbard (Figure 1). The ceilometer is mainly designed to
get more accurate CBH detection [30–33]. The ceilometer is limited to point observation but
with better accuracy over climate models and higher temporal and vertical resolution over
satellite datasets [27]. Given the limitations of ceilometer in the estimation of horizontal
extent, cloud top height and cloud thickness, it is necessary to complement the ceilometer
observations with other ground-based or satellite observations for detailed information on
cloud characteristics [34–37].

Figure 1. Geographical topographic map of Svalbard. The red triangle mark represents the location
of the ceilometer and MRR2 observation site.

Ny-Ålesund is located on the west coast of Svalbard, next to the fjord, the ocean and
the mountains. Due to such geographical position, its atmosphere is influenced mainly by
the diabatic heating of warm ocean and nearby orographic features [28,38,39]. Further, the
Svalbard region also exhibits major heat and moisture advection from the lower latitudes.
The warm North Atlantic current and the frequent storm tracks bring significant oceanic
and atmospheric heat, moisture into the region and potentially interact with the local
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meteorological conditions such as cloud, precipitation characteristics, etc. It is to be noted
that only a few cloud-related studies have been conducted over this high latitude polar
site [40]. Using a micropulse lidar, Shupe et al. [41] obtained the cloud statistics over the
study area. The relationships between cloud fraction and surface radiation fluxes have
been studied by Yeo et al. [42]. Recently, using lidar–radar synergy, the vertical cloud
structure has been investigated by Nomokonova et al. [40]. A recent study by Maturilli
et al. [27] showed the long-term CBH characteristics over Ny-Ålesund. However, their
study mainly focuses on the monthly and annual mean and median of CBH distributions
and related changes to radiation.

In this study, we report further CBH characteristics as observed from ground-based
observations at Ny-Ålesund. In addition to that, we use precipitation observations from a
Micro Rain Radar (MRR2) at the same observation site and have attempted to identify if any
relationship persists between the observed CBH and precipitation intensity. Additionally,
the possible roles of synoptic-scale meteorology and atmospheric features to precipitation
and cloud changes are elucidated. The findings of the study could be useful to validate
and assess the performance of numerical models, particularly in the context of cloud
representations in and parametrization.

Section 2 describes the instruments, datasets and their retrieval methods. Analyses of
the ceilometer (CL51) CBHs and Micro rain Radar precipitation are elaborated in Section 3.
Section 4 summarizes the results.

2. Data and Methodology
2.1. Ceilometer and Cloud Base Height

A Vaisala CL51 laser ceilometer is installed on the roof of Gruvebadet building
(78.91◦N, 11.89◦E, 40 m elevation above sea level (asl)) at Ny-Ålesund, Svalbard
(Figure 1). The Gruvebadet atmospheric laboratory is located about one kilometre south of
Ny-Ålesund and is dedicated to various atmospheric measurements.

The instrument uses the LIDAR (LIght Detection and Ranging) technology to deter-
mine the CBH. It emits short, powerful laser pulses in a vertical direction and by analysing
the vertical profile of the reflection of light (backscatter) caused by clouds, precipitation,
or other obscuration, CBH is determined. The instrument initially sends a pulsed laser
beam vertically to the atmosphere, where light interacts with air molecules and particles.
The resulting backscatter profile is stored and processed using the algorithm provided by
Vaisala (https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2021-03/ceilometer_sop_cl51.docx,
(accessed on 1 March 2021)) for CBH detection. By detecting the run-time of the return
signal/scattered radiation, the ceilometer identifies the lowest altitude of a cloud base
with higher particle backscatter characteristics. The CL51 ceilometer operates at a central
wavelength of 910 nm. It has a more powerful laser and smaller beam divergence source
than its previous versions. This enables CL51 to measure cloud base at up to 15 km. The
vertical and temporal resolutions are set at 10 m and 6 s respectively for the present analysis.
For CL51, if the lower cloud layer is optically thin enough to allow the backscattered light
from the upper cloud layer, it is possible to detect up to three cloud layers. The detailed
specifications of the instrument are provided in Table 1.

Table 1. The CL51 ceilometer specifications.

Properties Technical Specifications

Wavelength (nm) 910 ± 10
Vertical resolution (m) 10 m
Temporal resolution (s) 6 s

Vertical limit (m) Up to 3 cloud base heights (CBHs)
Transmitter pulsed

Peak power (Watt) 27
Pulse repetition frequency (kHz) 6.5

Detection range (km) ~15 km

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2021-03/ceilometer_sop_cl51.docx
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The instrument is in operation since Spring 2015, as part of the Indian Arctic Pro-
gramme with some intermediate data gaps due to technical and logistical issues. In this
study, for monthly statistics, we used the months with more than 70% of days with records
from April 2015 to October 2017 (Figure 2). This has allowed us to cover a full calen-
dar year with more than 70% data in each month. Note that we have two full-month
records for April, September and October during the study period, i.e., April 2016 and
2017 and September and October in 2015 and 2017. Averaged values for those months are
used for their corresponding monthly statistics. The original ceilometer data are recorded
at a temporal resolution of 6s and converted to netCDF files using the software “cl2nc”
(https://github.com/peterkuma/cl2nc, (accessed on 1 May 2020)). Monthly mean CBH
values are computed by averaging the daily mean values. Due to discontinuity and a
short period of a data record, the interannual variations cannot be captured; however, the
average monthly records help get a general feature of the corresponding period.

Figure 2. Percentage of days in the corresponding month for which ceilometer data are available. Note that months with
more than 70% days of data are used for the analysis.

2.2. Precipitation from Micro Rain Radar (MRR2)

The precipitation dataset is collected using a K-band Micro Rain Radar (MRR2),
which provides complete Doppler spectra of hydrometeors [43–45]. The MRR2 signal
is transmitted vertically into the atmosphere, where a small portion is scattered back
to the antenna from raindrops or other forms of precipitation. Due to the raindrops’
falling velocity, there is a frequency deviation between the transmitted and the received
signal (Doppler frequency). The MRR2 derives profiles of drop size distributions and
rain parameters from measured spectral power backscatter intensity. The specifications of
MRR2 used for this study are provided in Table 2. It should be noted that the precipitation
rate derived by MRR2 is valid for liquid precipitation only. Distinguishing between rain
and snow events is not very straightforward and beyond the scope of this study. For
simplicity, we used daily averaged surface temperature observations (eklima.met.no) at
the location and assumed precipitation with a surface temperature higher than −2 ◦C as
liquid and snow otherwise.

The IMProToo software (https://github.com/maahn/IMProToo, (accessed on 1 May
2020)) which is designed for snowfall observation with MRR is used for this purpose. The
snowfall rates for the corresponding days are then derived using the following Equation.

Ze = aSb (1)

https://github.com/peterkuma/cl2nc
https://github.com/maahn/IMProToo
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where Ze is equivalent reflectivity in dBz, S is snowfall intensity in mm/h and a and b are
constants set as 19.66 and 1.74 respectively [46].

Table 2. The micro rain radar (MRR2) specifications.

Properties Technical Specifications

Frequency of operation K-Band (~24 GHz)
Working method Doppler’s principle

Sampling Frequency 125 kHz
Transmitter Continuous

Vertical resolution >10 m
Velocity resolution 0.188 m/s

Nyquist Velocity Range 0–12.3 m/s
Detection range (m) 50–6000 m

2.3. Radiosonde Measurements

The Alfred Wegener Institute (AWI) provides radiosonde data dating from 1991 from
Ny-Ålesund, Svalbard (Latitude—78.92, Longitude—11.93) [47,48]. In this study, we anal-
ysed 12 UTC soundings taken using the Vaisala RS92 radiosonde for the days with contrast-
ing precipitation (https://doi.org/10.1594/PANGAEA.875196, (accessed on 15 February
2021)). The data are homogenized by applying the correction methods proposed by Milo-
shevich et al. [49] and interpolated on a regular altitude grid with 50 m vertical resolution
in the lower 10 km altitude and 100 m vertical resolution above, up to a maximum altitude
of 30 km. The accuracy ranges of air temperature and relative humidity are ±0.1 K and
±1%, respectively.

2.4. ERA-5 Reanalysis

The reanalysis datasets are widely used for climate monitoring and applications. The
ERA5 is a new global reanalysis provided by ECMWF and released in 2017 [50]. The
horizontal resolution of ERA5 is ~31 km, and there are 137 model levels (up to 0.01 hPa).
ERA5 uses the IFS Cy41r2 4D-Var assimilation system (https://confluence.ecmwf.int/
/pages/viewpage.action?pageId=74764925, (accessed on 1 February 2020)). The ERA-
5 datasets have been shown to perform relatively better than other reanalysis products
compared over the Arctic [51]. We used various meteorological parameters like winds,
mean sea level pressure, rainfall and temperature to investigate their roles in the observed
precipitation and cloud dynamics.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. CBH Characteristics at Ny-Ålesund

In this section, we focus on the CBH observations. The data analysis is performed
for CBH characteristics, cloud occurrences, and height distributions on a monthly and
seasonal scale. The cloud occurrence is defined as follows.

Cloud occurrence =
Number of records with detected lowest CBH

Total number of records
(2)

The cloud occurrence is expressed in percentage and is shown as a solid black line in
Figure 3 on a monthly timescale. The ratio achieves its maxima during August with more
than 80% cloud occurrences. On the other hand, minimum cloudiness is observed during
April with a minimum value (~55%). We further analyzed the seasonal average of cloud
occurrence depicted as black bars in the bottom panel of Figure 3. It may be noted that the
average cloud occurrence is maximum during the autumn season followed by the summer.
We observe a minimum average cloud occurrence during the spring season.

https://doi.org/10.1594/PANGAEA.875196
https://confluence.ecmwf.int//pages/viewpage.action?pageId=74764925
https://confluence.ecmwf.int//pages/viewpage.action?pageId=74764925
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Figure 3. (a) Annual cycle of the cloud occurrence (black, in percentage) and probability of detection
CBH2 (red line) in percentage. (b) Seasonal average of cloud occurrence in percentage.

These results are comparable to the ground-based in-situ observation using micropulse
lidar at Ny-Ålesund [25]. Further, satellite observations of cloudiness north of 80 ◦N [52]
and the climatology of Arctic cloud [53] also follow a similar pattern as found in ceilometer
measurements from Ny-Ålesund. It is to be noted that Shupe et al. [25] found that the
summertime increase in cloudiness is consistent with the increase in relative humidity in
the atmosphere. Moreover, they also found that Ny-Ålesund has a lesser seasonal variation
in cloudiness (24%) compared to other stations around the Arctic due to relatively small
seasonal variation in meteorological parameters. Our observations from the ceilometer are
consistent with their findings, which show a maximum of 83% of cloud occurrences during
autumn (SON), while the spring (MAM) has minimum cloud occurrences of 59%. The
nature of the annual cycle found in our observation mostly follows a similar pattern from
long-term in-situ observation at Ny-Ålesund [25,27] and also the climatology of Arctic
clouds [53].

The red line in the top panel of Figure 3 shows the estimates of the probabilities of
detection of monthly CBH2 (in percentage) and given by the following Equation.

p(CBH2) =
Numbers of second CBH detected
Numbers of lowest CBH records

(3)

As is shown in the figure, the lowest level of cloud thickness attends the maximum
values during the summer months, whereas the minimum during the winter months,
followed by spring. Higher values during the summer indicate the fact that during
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the summer months the lowest level clouds are thinner than other seasons, allowing
the ceilometer signal to detect the second cloud base. The seasonal mean estimates for
the probability of detection CBH2 are maximum for JJA and SON (4.96% and 4.62%)
respectively and minimum for DJF and MAM (2.14% and 2.69%). The CBH3 detection also
follows similar seasonal pattern like CBH2 with a lesser magnitude (0.98%, 0.74%, 1.78%
and 1.63% for DJF, MAM, JJA, And SON seasons respectively)

3.2. Monthly Mean Cloud Heights

Figure 4 depicts the monthly mean CBHs detected by the ceilometer. The monthly
average of the lowest CBH exhibits a distinct seasonal cycle at Ny-Ålesund with a summer
minimum and winter maximum. Additionally, a seasonal cycle is present in all three layers
of CBHs. Results reveal that the second and third layer CBHs being minimum in the early
summer and maximum during autumn and winter.

Figure 4. Monthly mean CBH heights for the three layers detected by the ceilometer. The error bars indicate one standard
deviation value.

The seasonal cycle of the lowest CBH as found here is consistent with the findings in
Shupe et al., 2011. The summer mean (JJA) lowest CBH is found at an altitude of 1179 m
whereas, for autumn (SON), winter (DJF) and spring (MAM) are 1848 m, 2340 m, and
1462 m respectively. All the cloud heights exhibit two maxima (one during the winter
and another during the autumn) with minimum values during early summer. One might
assume the dominance of low clouds during these periods based on the CBH characteristics.
On the other hand, the two maxima observed during late winter and autumn could be
associated with mid and high-level clouds. We discussed the nature of high and low clouds
in the next section separately.

3.3. Monthly Cloud Characteristics

Figure 5 shows the seasonal cycle of low (lowest CBH < 2000 m), mid (2000 m < lowest
CBH < 5000 m) and high (lowest CBH > 5000 m) clouds. As expected from Figure 4,
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occurrences of low clouds attend maxima during summer and minimum in winter months.
In contrast, the mid and high-level clouds show an opposite seasonal cycle with a minimum
in summer and a maximum during winter. These characteristics are consistent with the
observations from Huschke (1969). Among all the CBH detection records, low-level clouds
are found in 76.2% of cases, while mid and high-level clouds occur in 16.2% and 7.6% of
cases, respectively. The predominant presence of low-level clouds and their maximum
occurrence in summer is also found over the Arctic and confirmed by both the observations
and modelling studies [20,26].

Figure 5. Monthly mean cycle of low (red, lowest CBH < 2000 m), mid (blue, 2000 m < lowest CBH <
5000 m) and high (black, lowest CBH > 5000 m) clouds expressed in percentage. The left Y-axis refers
to the mid and high-level clouds and the right Y-axis for low-level clouds.

Figure 6 depicts the height distributions of three layers of cloud bases for the four
seasons. The autumn and spring seasons appear to exhibit a similar pattern with a ho-
mogenous distribution along with the height ranges. The lowest CBH is found at 0.5–1 km
height most of the time in these seasons while the third and highest CBH detected by
ceilometer occurs mostly at 2.5–3 km height. However, beyond 4 km height, the highest
CBH is found in autumn compared to spring. The summer and winter months show
distinct differences in height distributions of the three cloud bases. Increased presence
(~30%) of the lowest cloud bases below 0.5 km can be noted in summer compared to in
winter (<10%). On the other hand, the maximum (approximately 40%) lowest cloud base is
found at a height range of 0.5–1 km in all four seasons. The second and third cloud bases
are more concentrated below 3 km and rare occurrences beyond 3 km during summer. In
contrast, during winter, the second and third cloud bases have more vertical spreads, with
the third cloud base having a distinct maximum occurrence at 3.5–4 km.

The second or third CBH detection probabilities are mainly dependent on the thick-
ness/opacity of the lowest CBH. It can be noticed that the percentage of detection of
second or third CBH attends maximum during the summer, indicating the fact that sum-
mer clouds are thinner than other seasons at Ny-Ålesund. These thin clouds in summer
are again mainly at a low level, as more than 80% of the summer clouds are at a low
level as can be seen in Figure 5. The liquid containing thin, low-level clouds in summer
has notable implications due to their strong radiative effects, which warm the surface
temperature [54,55].

Figure 6 also suggests that the distance between consecutive cloud bases also increases
in winter. To get a precise estimate of that, we show the distance between the cloud bases
in Figure 7. Distance between the first and second CBH in both the cases with two and
three layers detected by ceilometer is minimum during May-June and maximum in winter
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and early spring (March-April) months. Additionally, they are closer to each other when
there are three-layered clouds compared to the cases with two-layered clouds. In three-
layered systems, the distance between the third and second CBH is maximum during the
late summer.

Figure 6. Height distributions of three cloud bases detected by ceilometer for June 2017 (Summer), October 2015 and 2017
(Autumn), January 2016 (Winter), April 2016 and 2017 (Spring). The Y-axis shows the percentage of occurrences at different
height ranges shown in X axis.

Figure 7. Distance between consecutive cloud base heights. The blue line shows the distance between
the highest and middle CBH. The solid red line indicates the difference between the middle and the
lowest CBH in the case of two-layered cloud systems as detected by the ceilometer, while the dashed
red line indicates the same but for three-layered cloud cases.

3.4. Cloud Base Heights and Precipitation Relationships

The precipitation occurs in both solid and liquid forms over Ny-Ålesund. To under-
stand the relationship between cloud heights and precipitation, we investigated the radar
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reflectivity between December 2015 and May 2016, recorded the study location. Note that
the MRR2 retrieved precipitation and snow rates are directly proportional to the radar
reflectivity [46]. The daily average CBHs are depicted over the radar reflectivity (at 200 m,
the third vertical layer of MRR2 measurements are used as lower layers could potentially
have large noise) for the same period. Note that the events are highlighted (colour shaded
in Figure 8), where daily reflectivity is greater than 1 dBz. Few events are also observed
with a reflectivity higher than 5 dBz. Those events are mostly associated with the days of
moderate to heavy precipitations at the study location. It is clear from the figure that all the
highlighted precipitation events are associated with the first cloud base heights (CBH1),
mostly less than 2000 m.

Figure 8. Radar reflectivity (dBz) from MRR2 vs. cloud base heights (meter) derived from ceilometer.
The pink shaded regions represent moderate to heavy precipitation events.

In addition to that, the second cloud base heights (CBH2) are also remarkably low for
the precipitation events. Additionally, the absence of third cloud base heights (CBH3) is
observed for heavy precipitation events in early spring (25 and 27th March 2016). These
findings highlight the fact that the particular heavy precipitation events were associated
with optically thick and low clouds. To investigate the relationship between precipitation
and cloud base, we present the joint distributions of the CBH1 to the precipitation intensities
in Figure 9.

The joint histogram plot (Figure 9) outlines the distributions of CBH1 and MRR2 pre-
cipitation (both liquid and snow) events during the above-mentioned period. It may be
noted that the occurrence (counts) of base heights below 1500–2000 m are relatively larger.
On the other hand, frequencies for cloud base heights of more than 4000 m are observed to
a lesser extent. The finding signifies the dominance of low clouds and their relation with
precipitation (liquid) and snowfall intensities over the study area for the discussed period.

The precipitation (liquid) intensities fall within the broad ranges (Figure 9b) with a
maximum ~12 mmh−1. It is interesting to note that the moderate to heavy precipitation
events (precipitation > 2 mmh−1) are remarkably falling in the region of lower CBH1. The
snowfall intensity (Figure 9a) follows similar nature to that of liquid precipitation with
maximum counts for CBH1 below 2000 m.
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Figure 9. Joint histogram plots for (a) CBH1 vs. snowfall rate and (b) CBH1 vs. precipitation for the periods the same as
Figure 8. The colour bar indicates the bin counts for each variable.

3.5. A Case Study of Two Contrasting Winter Precipitation Events

The CBH1 and precipitation datasets with high temporal resolution (1-min interval)
are analyzed on two different days to investigate the relationship between the lowest cloud
base height and precipitation. The top panel of Figure 10 depicts the precipitation from a
comparatively heavy rainy day (2 January 2016), and the bottom panel shows precipitation
for a light rainy day (4 January 2016).

Figure 10. Relationships between CBH1 vs. precipitation intensity for (a) heavy rainy day and (b)
light rainy day.
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The red line on both these panels represents CBH1 heights for the respective days.
It may be noticed that there are clear updrafts and downdrafts (vertical movements) in
CBH during pre and post-precipitation spells. Such height variations in cloud bases
are observed both for heavy (top, Figure 10) and light precipitation intensities (bottom,
Figure 10), however a maximum vertical movement in the CBH is seen for the former case.
It may be noted that the CBHs are closer to the surface for higher precipitation intensities.
On the other hand, the CBHs possess comparatively higher heights for moderate and
no precipitation periods. These observations imply that stronger updrafts/downdrafts
(turbulences) are associated with heavy precipitation events compared to moderate and
light precipitation. Such results could directly be linked with meteorology and associated
environmental conditions. Past studies point towards synoptic scale meteorology to play
a significant role in the cloud variabilities [56] and precipitation [57] over regions of the
Arctic and Svalbard. The recent findings [27] show the variations in winter CBHs over
Ny Ålesund as a response to cyclonic/frontal activities due to advection of warm air and
longwave induced local warming (due to cloud radiative forcing). Therefore, the possible
roles of meteorological conditions to the observed cloud/precipitation variabilities in this
study are investigated and outlined in the subsequent section.

3.6. Roles of Meteorological Conditions

The Surface temperatures (as contours) are overlaid on the top of total accumulated
precipitation (Figure 11) for those two different rainfall events, as explained in the previous
section. The magnitudes of reanalysis-based precipitation also support the occurrence of
heavy rain during 2 January 2016 (heavy rainy day in MRR data) over the Ny-Ålesund
and adjacent oceanic regions. Interestingly, the surface temperature was relatively warmer
(~2.5 ◦C) over the station during the heavy rainy day.

Figure 11. The ERA5 Surface air temperature overlaid on accumulated precipitation for a heavy
rainy day (top panel) and a light rainy day (bottom panel). The red mark is assigned for the
station location.
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A strong north–south temperature gradient (top panel, Figure 11) was observed during
the heavy rainy day, which points towards the presence of frontal system/activity. On
the other hand, the temperature was reduced by more than 5 ◦C within the two days and
was ~−3 ◦C over the station location during 4 January 2016 (light rainy day), followed by
more negative temperature contours north and south to the observation site. Such sudden
changes in local weather within short periods could be a response to the synoptic-scale
weather system.

The radiosonde profiles in Figure 12 delineate the contrasting vertical profiles of
temperature and relative humidity in the atmospheric column for those two rainy events.
The heavy rainy day witnessed relatively higher relative humidity values from the surface
to mid-troposphere, whereas the atmosphere was relatively drier during the less rainy day.
The difference between column relative humilities (Figure 12c) is quite large (~40%) for the
heavy rainy day compared to the light rainy day. Additionally, the temperature differences
are even noticeably high (>3–5 ◦C). However, the temperature difference (negative) in the
upper troposphere suggests strong mid-tropospheric warming for the less rainy day. Note
that the relative humidity is a function of actual water vapour, temperature and barometric
pressure. Hence, observed changes in the RH, rainfall and could be possibly due to the
combined effects change in the meteorological parameters.

Figure 12. Vertical profiles of temperature and humidity (a,b) and their differences (c,d) for the heavy
rainy day and light rainy day.

The surface pressure and circulation pattern are analyzed and shown in Figure 13.
The results provide evidence that the rainfall during the heavy rainy day was more likely a
response to circulation changes.
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The synoptic circulation pattern during 2 January 2016 shows a dipolar pressure
pattern (High over regions of Europe and low over the coast of Greenland). Moreover,
an extended low-pressure system was observed over large areas of the North Atlantic,
including Svalbard. Such patterns favoured south-easterly winds to blow from lower
latitudes (overlaid in Figure 13). These warm, moisture-laden winds might have helped
in the development of a warm front, followed by heavy precipitation. On the contrary,
the dipole pattern diminished within a day and the station location witnessed moderately
higher pressure. The winds during the less rainy day were mostly dry and north-westerly,
blowing from higher latitudes. These effects were also visible in surface and upper air
temperature (Figures 11 and 12) and relative humidity.

Figure 13. The ERA5 850 hPa winds overlaid on mean sea level pressure (MSLP) for a heavy rainy
day (top panel) and light rainy day (bottom panel). The red mark is assigned for the station location.

We further looked into the convective activities during these two contrasting rainfall
events. The time height plot for pressure vertical velocities (Figure 14) shows substantial
updrafts at the surface both for heavy and less rainy days.

Particularly during the heavy rainy day, the updrafts (negative vertical velocities)
were predominant around 3–7 h and 18–24 h (Figure 14a).

In synoptic meteorology, the downdrafts dominate during precipitation, and up-
drafts take place mostly before or after a precipitation event. The MRR derived maximum
rainfall (Figure 10 top panel) also coincides with the maximum downdraft of the heavy
rainy day followed by moderate updraft. The vertical extent of pressure velocity is more
profound in the atmospheric column during the heavy rainy day which supports the up-
draft/downdraft strength. The other favorable conditions (moisture-laden south-easterly
winds and warm surface temperature, frontal system) could have favoured the heavy
precipitation and changes in the observed cloud heights on 2 January 2016. On the contrary,
the relatively warmer upper atmosphere (Figure 12d) during 4 January 2020 may have
suppressed the updraft by making the atmosphere drier compared to more rainy days
(in Figure 14b), where strong positive vertical velocities (downdrafts) are dominant in the
mid-tropospheric level (300–600 hPa).
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Figure 14. The ERA5 time-height plot for (a) heavy rainy day and (b) light rainy day.

4. Conclusions

Clouds are known to be one of the key contributors to Arctic amplification [6,9]. De-
pending on the micro and macrophysical properties, clouds play crucial roles in radiation,
surface energy and water balances. Further, frequencies of cloud occurrences control the
weather and climate over a particular region. Here, we present features including annual
cycle, vertical distribution and occurrences of different cloud bases found in an Arctic site
Ny-Ålesund, Svalbard using ground-based remote sensing observations using a Vaisala
CL51 ceilometer. It is important to note that there are limitations in extending these results
to general seasonal characteristics due to the limited period of cloud measurements. We
also investigated precipitation events captured by MRR2 and tried to establish their links
to cloud base heights characteristics and synoptic scale meteorology. In summary, we come
up with the following conclusions.

1. The summer and autumn seasons have the most cloud occurrences (>80%), while the
spring season has the least cloud occurrences (~59%) at Ny-Ålesund. Within a year,
the august month attends maximum cloud occurrences (>90%) while April shows the
minimum values (~55%).

2. The probability of CBH2 attends its maximum value in the summer and minimum in
the spring. Summer values are higher, meaning the lowest level clouds are thinner
than in other seasons.

3. Low-level clouds are present in 76.2% of CBH detection cases, whereas mid and
high-level clouds are found in 16.2% and 7.6% of cases, respectively.

4. The maximum (approximately 40%) lowest cloud base is found at a height range of
0.5–1 km in all four seasons. An increased presence of the lowest cloud bases below
0.5 km can be noted in summer (~30%) compared to in winter (<10%).

5. Vertically averaged daily precipitation intensities (liquid and solid) are found to
exhibit various ranges with a maximum value ~12 mmh−1. Our observations show
that most of these high precipitation events are linked to low clouds (CBH1 < 2000 m).

6. Distinct vertical movements (updrafts/downdrafts) in the first cloud base were ob-
served during two different (heavy and light) wintertime precipitation events. Along
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with local atmospheric state variables (temperature and humidity), the intensities
of precipitation and cloud movements were linked to frontal activities connected to
synoptic scale meteorology.
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