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Abstract: Measuring the atmospheric electric field is of crucial importance for studying the discharge
phenomena of thunderstorm clouds. If one is used to indicate the occurrence of a lightning event
and zero to indicate the non-occurrence of the event, then a binary classification problem needs to be
solved. Based on the established database of weather samples, we designed a lightning prediction
system using deep learning techniques. First, the features of time-series data from multiple electric
field measurement sites are extracted by a sparse auto encoder (SAE) to construct a visual picture,
and a binary prediction of whether lightning occurs at a specific time interval is obtained based
on the improved ResNet50. Then, the central location of lightning flashes is located based on the
extracted features using a multilayer perceptron (MLP) model. The performance of the method yields
satisfactory results with 88.2% accuracy, 92.2% precision rate, 81.5% recall rate, and 86.4% F1-score
for weather samples, which is a significant improvement over traditional methods. Multiple spatial
localization results for several minutes before and after can be used to know the specific area where
lightning is likely to occur. All the above methods passed the reliability and robustness tests, and
the experimental results demonstrate the effectiveness and superiority of the model in lightning
short-time proximity warning.

Keywords: electric field measurement; feature extraction; transfer learning; multilayer perceptron;
lightning warning

1. Introduction

Lightning is an electrical discharge phenomenon that occurs in nature between clouds
(C-C flash) or between clouds and the ground (C-G flash). Along with the continuous
development of economy and rapid progress of society, the personal safety and property
damage caused by lightning has attracted people’s attention. Lightning warning, as an
important measure in active lightning protection, is of great significance to reduce the harm
caused by lightning [1–4].

Generally, the equipment used to detect lightning are atmospheric electric field meters,
weather radars and lightning locators [5]. Moon et al. [6] used machine learning to
generate binary predictions of lightning occurrence within a specific location and time
interval based on weather variables from the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather
Forecasts and compared the results with lightning reports from a region including the
Korean Peninsula and found equitable threat scores of 0.0885 and 0.0828 for support vector
machines and random forests, respectively. Mostajabi et al. [7] developed a four-parameter
model based on four common surface weather variables (air pressure at station level (QFE),
air temperature, relative humidity, and wind speed) and validated it using the data from
lightning location systems. The evaluation results show that the model has a fairly high
predictive capability for lead times of up to 30 min. Gharaylou et al. [8] utilized idealized
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Weather Research and Forecasting explicit charging/discharge module (WRF-ELEC) to
simulate two types of thunderstorm clouds to investigate the influence of tilting effect on
charge density and lightning flash density. A new idea for inversion of the charge structure
of airborne thunderstorms based on numerical weather models is provided. Yang et al. [9]
proposed a thunderstorm identification method combining the area of graupel distribution
region and weather radar reflectivity, 312 thunderstorms from 17 weather processes in
Nanjing, China, were tested for identification, and the optimal identification parameters
were obtained, which can gain probability of detection of 91%, false alarm rate of 6.9% and
critical success index of 85.3%, providing an effective means for thunderstorm nowcasting.

However, the atmospheric electric field meter is favored by the majority of weather
forecasters due to its relatively low price (a few tenths of weather radar) and easy instal-
lation [10]. During the development of a thunderstorm, ice crystals, shrapnel, and other
particles in the clouds are constantly charged by friction, resulting in a strong electric field
between the atmosphere and the ground. Therefore, the atmospheric electric field meter, as
a measurement device reflecting the most fundamental cause of lightning flashes, can be
used to deduce the process of thunderstorm formation, development and dissipation.

With the above principles in mind, scholars at home and abroad have conducted
in-depth research on it, such as the use of atmospheric electric field amplitude, atmospheric
electric field differential threshold, electric field fast-varying jitter, and other characteristics,
combined with lightning locators, weather radars, or other devices to predict the occurrence
of lightning. The WT (Wavelet transform)-LSSVM (Least squares support vector machine)
method was used by Zhang et al. [11] to develop a prediction model for the atmospheric
electric field time series. It is important for indicating climate change and also plays an
important role in lightning forecasting. Xing et al. [12], in order to accurately obtain
the location of thunderstorm clouds, established an electric field measurement model
and proposed a thunderstorm cloud localization algorithm based on three-dimensional
atmospheric electric field, and the results show that the method has a good localization
performance with a ranging error rate of about 5% and a direction-finding error rate of
about 3%. Wang et al. [13] developed an intelligent lightning warning system (LWS) based
on electromagnetic field and artificial neural network in order to improve the lightning
prediction accuracy. The neural network was constructed using the change rate of electric
field, temperature, and humidity acquired 2 min before the lightning strike, and the
rationality of the proposed model was verified based on lightning strike observation and
prediction for up to six months.

Most of the existing methods for lightning warning based on atmospheric electric
field do not deeply explore the characteristics of atmospheric electric field oscillation,
and there are problems of poor applicability and low accuracy of warning. In practical
application, due to the complex and changing situation of the surrounding environment,
the change of the atmospheric electric field presents nonlinear oscillation characteristics.
More importantly, the measurement range of a single atmospheric electric field meter is
limited (about 15 km), and it is a difficult task in the field of lightning prediction to use
multiple stations for joint prediction to improve the warning performance and expand the
warning range.

Based on the above shortcomings, combining the improved ResNet50 model and MLP
neural network, a lightning spatio-temporal localization method is proposed. First, SAE is
used to extract the features of the electric field temporal data from multiple sites to obtain
their representations in low dimensions. Then the above extracted features are composed
into visual images and fed into the improved ResNet50 model for recognition, resulting
in the discriminative result of whether lightning will occur. Finally, if lightning will strike
in the future, the center of future lightning flashes is predicted based on the MLP model,
and the approximate area where lightning is likely to occur is known. The above methods
passed accuracy and robustness tests and were compared with other methods. The results
show that it can give more reliable lightning warning results.
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The remainder structure of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2.1 describes
the data sources and the method of database formation. Sections 2.2–2.4 list the feature
extraction and the lightning spatio-temporal localization methods in detail. Section 3
contains the experimental validation, and the excellent performance of the proposed model
is fully demonstrated by a series of experiments with the constructed weather sample
database. Section 4 describes three case studies of the system in actual operation. Section 5
concludes the paper.

2. Data and Methods
2.1. Data

In order to study the relationship between lightning occurrence and the ground
measured electric field (EF), a certain region needs to be selected as the warning area (WR),
and the measured data in this paper come from the lightning locators and EF stations
installed in Guangzhou city. Next, the data sources and the way to build the database
are described.

2.1.1. Atmospheric Electric Field Data

Research shows that in thunderstorm weather, the charge carried by the clouds will
keep increasing, and the atmospheric EF will change abnormally [14]. When charges
keep gathering to reach a certain threshold, the discharge phenomenon between clouds
or between clouds and ground will occur, which is called lightning. In clear weather, the
amplitude of the atmospheric EF generally varies in the range of (−100 V/m, 100 V/m) [15].
When thunderstorm clouds form, the amplitude of the atmospheric EF will also change,
making the ground measured EF strength up to several thousand volts per meter or even
tens of thousands of volts per meter. Therefore, the atmospheric EF data can be recorded
according to this principle and analyzed in real time for abnormality, so that lightning
happening in the near future can be forewarned.

Field mill type atmospheric EF meter is a common device to measure the atmospheric
EF, its schematic diagram and physical diagram are shown in Figure 1a,b. It mainly contains
a sensing piece and a moving piece, which are similar in shape. Each group of sensing
and moving piece has several lobes, like a propeller. When the EF meter is started, the
moving piece begins to rotate, and the sensing piece is continuously exposed and obscured
with the periodic rotation of the moving piece. The induced currents in the two loops then
change with the same value but opposite polarity, and the difference between the two is
processed by an operational amplifier and a filter to obtain the raw data. Figure 2 illustrates
the measurement data for a three-hour time period at three electric field measurement
stations, with a sampling frequency of once per second for a single station.

In the past three years, we have installed about 30 EF measurement stations in
Guangzhou city one after another and Figure 1c shows their distribution. In order to
facilitate the analysis of lightning in a particular area, Huadu, Baiyun, and Conghua
districts are selected as WR.

2.1.2. Lightning Location Data

Lightning is a complex natural phenomenon, the occurrence of lightning is accom-
panied by electromagnetic signals ranging from very low frequency (VLF) to ultra-high
frequency, with the help of which we can use relevant equipment to detect lightning in-
formation and thus predict lightning. A lightning locator is a device commonly used to
detect lightning, it takes the time difference of lightning VLF electromagnetic pulse arriv-
ing at different lightning locators as the basis, and can accurately determine the latitude,
longitude, intensity, and polarity of lightning events. Guangzhou Power Supply Bureau,
a subsidiary of China Southern Power Grid, which has installed hundreds of lightning
locators in Guangdong Province, provided the lightning location data.
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Figure 1. Atmospheric electric field meter and its distribution. (a) Schematic diagram of atmospheric
electric field meter; (b) Physical view of atmospheric electric field meter; (c) Geographical distribution
of electric field stations.
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Figure 2. Changes in electric field measurements at No. 1, No. 2, and No. 3 stations (19 August 2021,
12:30–15:30 CST).

A complete multi-station lightning monitoring system consists of four or more light-
ning locators. Each locator will receive the lightning information and GPS information and
transmit it to the central station computer through the communication channel, and then
special software is used for time difference positioning calculation, so as to obtain the time,
location, intensity, polarity, lightning current, and other parameters of lightning flashes.
The lightning locator used in the paper has a temporal resolution less than or equal to 10−7

s and a horizontal spatial resolution less than or equal to 10 m. The system has been tested
beforehand and the average positioning error does not exceed 500 m.

According to the analysis of the database, the lightning location data for the whole
year 2021 covers almost Guangzhou city, and is widely distributed. Both C-C flashes and
C-G flashes will be detected. Note that only C-G lightning location data is used here, as
C-C lightning flashes only occur in clouds and have less impact on human activities. In
order to correspond to the measurement range of the EF stations in Figure 1c, the data in
the upper left of the red dashed line are filtered to further construct the database.

2.1.3. Establishment of Database

For the purpose of discerning whether lightning occurs by EF, it is necessary to
intercept a certain length of EF time series to characterize it. If the intercepted series
is too long, it will contain a large number of non-thunderstorm EF sequences, and if it
is too short, it will reduce the effectiveness of early warning. Generally speaking, the
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EF changes during the development of thunderstorms can be divided into three stages:
thundercloud formation, thundercloud discharge, and thundercloud dissipation. It is
worth mentioning that lightning activity is particularly intense in the stage of thundercloud
discharge. For most thunderstorms, the time from formation to large-scale discharge is
about a few minutes to a few hours.

The frequency of lightning strikes for the whole year of 2021 is shown in Figure 3;
the statistics are made in a period of one minute (i.e., add up the number of lightning
flashes that occurred within 1 min). It can be seen that, for most of the time, the frequency
of thunderstorms is about 0, and sometimes the densities of thunderstorms are higher,
up to 100 or more. Considering the aggregated nature of lightning occurrences (multiple
occurrences within seconds or minutes), if the database is constructed based on each
lightning location data, it will result in data redundancy, which is not conducive to the
training of the model. Therefore, the 52,267 pieces of data in the database are clustered by
1 min, and if lightning occurs within a certain one-minute time interval, a thunderstorm
weather sample can be constructed accordingly.
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Figure 3. Lightning frequency statistics for the whole year of 2021.

Therefore, in this paper, for thunderstorm weather samples, a 60 min sequence of at-
mospheric EF is selected, and for non-thunderstorm weather samples, a randomly selected
sequence of equal length is taken (shown in Figure 4). The definitions are as follows.

• Thunderstorm samples: if lightning is monitored within a certain one-minute time
interval, the EF measurement data of its past one hour are taken out.

• Non-thunderstorm sample: randomly take out the EF measurement data for one hour,
if there is no lightning occurring before and after half an hour, it is classified as a
non-thunderstorm sample, which contains purely sunny days and rainstorms only
(no lightning).

Non-thunderstorm sample

0 60 90−30

Time (min)

Thunderstorm sample

0 60 70

Data selectedLightning occurrenceNo lightning

Figure 4. Schematic diagram for establishing thunderstorm weather samples and non-thunderstorm
weather samples.



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 4131 6 of 27

2.2. Feature Extraction and Dimensionality Reduction

The auto encoder (AE) is one of the most common methods used in machine learning
and deep learning to extract features [16–18], including a 3-layer structure of input layer,
hidden layer, and output layer, and its basic structure is shown in Figure 5. It adopts
unsupervised learning and takes the input information as the learning target, which can be
used to compress the dimensionality of the input information and is trained by comparing
the difference of the original data and the reconstructed data to make the input and output
as close as possible, so as to obtain the representation of data in lower dimensions without
losing much accuracy [19].

Input 
layer

Encoding

Hidden 
layer

Output 
layer

Decoding

x(1)

x(2)

x(m)

h(1)

h(n)

y(1)

y(2)

y(m)

Figure 5. Basic structure of the auto encoder.

In this paper, SAE is used to extract EF features, whose neurons have a sparse con-
straint mechanism and the activation function is a sigmoid function ranging from 0 to
1 [20], which can be expressed by the following equation.

σ(x) =
1

1 + e−x (1)

Suppose X = {x1, x2, · · · , xn−1, xn}(xi ∈ R(m)) is the data sample, where n is the
amount of data and m is the dimensionality of features. The encoding network uses the
sigmoid activation function to encode the input layer x to obtain the hidden layer h. Then
the decoding network decodes the hidden layer to obtain the output vector x̂. The encoding
function f (x) and the decoding function g(h) are shown in Equations (2) and (3).

h = f (x) = f (W1x + b1) (2)

x̂ = g(h) = g(W2h + b2) (3)

where W1 is the weight from the input layer to the hidden layer, W2 is the weight from the
hidden layer to the output layer, and b1 and b2 are the bias terms of the hidden layer and
the output layer, respectively.

The core idea of SAE is to introduce a sparse penalty term into the loss function to
limit the activation of neurons in the hidden layer. For a given neuron, if its output is close
to 1, then its activation level is high. Conversely, its activation level is low if it is close to 0.
Let the output of the j-th neuron in the hidden layer be hj(x(i)), whose average activity can
be denoted as:

ρ̂j =
1
m

m

∑
i=1

hj(x(i)) (4)

where ρ̂j is the sparsity parameter, and in order to reduce the activation of neurons, whose
values are expected to converge to zero, KL scatter is introduced as a penalty term so that ρ̂j
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converges to a constant ρ close to zero, and the difference between the two can be expressed
in terms of relative entropy as:

KL(ρ ‖ ρ̂j) = ρ log
ρ

ρ̂j
+ (1− ρ) log

1− ρ

1− ρ̂j
(5)

The loss function of the AE generally has the form of Equation (6). With the introduc-
tion of KL scatter, the loss function of SAE can be expressed by Equation (7).

L =
m

∑
i=1

1
2
‖xi − x̂i‖2 (6)

LSAE = L + β
k

∑
j=1

KL(ρ ‖ ρ̂j) (7)

where β is the weighting factor of the sparse penalty term.

2.3. Time Positioning

In order to perform spatio-temporal localization of lightning, the primary problem
to be solved is the prediction of lightning occurrence. According to the database estab-
lished in Section 2.1.3, it is necessary to classify whether lightning occurs or not in the
next 1 min based on the measurement data of 30 EF stations. In this section, we will
illustrate how to distinguish between thunderstorm and non-thunderstorm weather based
on multidimensional EF time series.

2.3.1. Visualization of Electric Field Data

Deep learning has a very wide application in computer vision. Visual image data is
two-dimensional data, and the data in the field of lightning warning, which comes from the
collection of atmospheric EF data, belongs to a typical one-dimensional time series, thus
this problem can be transformed into a time series classification (TSC) problem.

If a one-dimensional array composed of time series is transformed into an image,
so that the data from multiple stations are fused together and the characteristics of the
atmospheric EF of WR are also available. Further, a deep learning model can be applied
to do the analysis, a classification result of whether lightning will occur subsequently can
be given.

As shown in Figure 6, the visualization of EF data is completed by combining the data
of 30 EF stations into one picture, with each row representing the data extracted by SAE
from a single station and each column representing the encoded values of 30 stations at a
certain moment. Building on the above pre-processing work on the data, we will present
an image recognition algorithm next.

… …

… …

… …

… …

… … … … … …

… … … … … …

Features extracted by SAE

St
at

io
n 

nu
m

be
r

Time series data Image

1

1S 2

1S 1

1

mS 

1

mS
1

2S 2

2S 1

2

mS 

2

mS

1

1nS 

2

1nS 

1

1

m

nS 

 1

m

nS 

1

nS 2

nS 1m

nS  m

nS

Figure 6. Visualization of electric field data.
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2.3.2. ResNet50 Model Architecture

ResNet was proposed in 2015 and won first place on the classification task of the
ImageNet competition because of its simplicity and practicality, and many methods have
been built on ResNet50 or ResNet101 since then [21,22]. The recognition of weather
sample images is more challenging than the recognition of general objects because the
weather conditions are complex and variable, the EF station measurements are affected
by electromagnetic interference, and the EF images of different thunderstorms present
different features. Moreover, thunderstorms occurring out of WR sometimes affect the
station measurements to a certain extent, bringing a greater challenge to the classification
of weather samples.

The residual structure of ResNet deepens the network structure to facilitate the extrac-
tion of deeper features, while effectively solving the problems of gradient disappearance
and gradient explosion. It has outstanding achievements in target recognition, image
classification and other related fields. Based on the existing weather data samples, taking
into account the speed and performance of the model, the ResNet50 network was chosen
to classify the weather samples.

As shown in Figure 7, there are 50 layers in the network, including 49 convolutional
layers and 1 fully connected layer, which is why it is named ResNet50. The input image
size is 224 × 224 and the number of channels is 3. The image data first pass through a
convolutional kernel of size 7 × 7 and a max pooling layer, and then the feature information
of the images is extracted by stacking multiple layers of residual blocks. Finally, the average
pooling layer and the fully connected layer are added, and the probability that the test set
images belong to each category is calculated using softmax (Equation (8)) to complete the
classification of weather samples.

PG(x(i); θ) =
eθT

j x(i)

k
∑

l=1
eθT

l x(i)
(8)

where θ is the weight parameter, k is the number of categories and PG(x(i); θ) represents
the probability that the input sample vector x(i) belongs to the j-th classification.

Stage1 Stage2 Stage3 Stage4 Stage5

Figure 7. Architecture of ResNet50.

2.3.3. Principle of Residual Block

For the traditional neural network design, one attempts to make the fully trained
model more effective in reducing the training error by adding new layers. However, this
approach is likely to lead to network degradation, as it is difficult to directly refit the
function H(x) = x.

To solve this problem, He et al. [23] proposed the concept of residual network in
2015, which can improve the accuracy of the model by adding shortcut branches to deepen
the network while avoiding network degradation. The core idea of ResNet is based
on the above theory, which can add deeper convolutional layers to improve the model
performance. The key role is played by the residual block structure, which effectively
prevents the gradient dispersion problem during backpropagation, as shown in Figure 8.
At this point, the target to be fitted by the model is no longer the complete output, but
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rather the difference between the target values H(x) and x to achieve identity mapping,
which can be expressed by the following equation:

yi = h(xi) + F(xi, ωi) (9)

xi+1 = f (yi) (10)

where xi and xi+1 are the input and output of the i-th residual block, respectively, F
represents the residual function, h(xi) is the identity mapping, and f represents ReLU
activation function.

The features learned from the shallow level l to the deep level L can then be found
according to Equations (9) and (10), which is calculated as follows.

xL = xl +
L−1

∑
i=1

F(xi, ωi) (11)

Then the partial derivative of the loss function ` with respect to the input can be
expressed as

∂`

∂xl
=

∂`

∂xL
· ∂xL

∂xl
=

∂`

∂xL

(
1 +

∂

∂xl

L−1

∑
i=l

F(xi, ωi)

)
(12)

During the training of the model, ∂
∂xl

L−1
∑
i=l

F(xi, ωi) will not always be −1, i.e., the

residual network will not have the problem of gradient disappearance. Meanwhile, ∂`
∂xL

indicates that the gradient of the deep layer L can be directly passed to the shallow layer l.
Before ResNet was proposed, it was difficult to train very deep neural networks.

The proposed structure of residual block ensures that the depth of the network increases
without degradation, and the identity mapping allows the network to go deeper and obtain
a stronger feature extraction capability.

Weight layer

Weight layer

x

+

Relu

F(x)+x

F(x) Relu
x

Identity

F(x)

Figure 8. Structure of the residual block.

2.3.4. Improved ResNet50 Network

The residual block structure of the standard ResNet50 is shown in Figure 9a. The
downsampling is completed by using a 1 × 1 convolutional kernel with a stride of 2 on the
shortcut branch and the trunk branch, respectively, but this cannot traverse all the features
in the figure, resulting in the loss of some important information, which in turn cannot
capture some of the fine features in the timing data and will lead to the degradation of
recognition accuracy.

To address the above problem, we shift the down-sampling process of the trunk
branch to the 3 × 3 convolution kernel, which allows the residual block to traverse all the
information of the weather samples at the beginning and can better extract the features
in the EF images. Meanwhile, considering that the EF measurements are usually a few
hundred volts per meter on sunny days, whereas in thunderstorms the measurements can
reach several thousand volts per meter or even tens of thousands of volts per meter, there is
a huge difference between the two. A 2 × 2 maximum pooling layer is added to the shortcut
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branch, and the maximum pooling operation can extract the maximum value within the
pooling window, so as to better distinguish the thunderstorm weather samples from the
non-thunderstorm weather samples.

Conv(1×1,s=2)

Conv(3×3)

+

Conv(1×1)

Conv(1×1,s=2)

Conv(1×1)

Conv(3×3,s=2)

+

Conv(1×1)

Conv(1×1)

Max pool(2×2,s=2)

(a) (b)

Figure 9. (a) Residual block structure of the standard ResNet50; (b) Improved residual block structure.

In addition, the ResNet50 network needs to be fine-tuned, i.e., the pooling and fully
connected layers in the tail are replaced to make it more suitable for the binary classification
task of weather samples in this paper. The fine-tuned network is shown in Figure 10, where
the previous image data is flattened into one-dimensional data and then compressed in
a series of operations to obtain the probability distribution of the two types of weather
samples via the softamx equation. The BatchNorm operation [24] helps to improve the
speed of model training and can effectively avoid gradient disappearance and explosion,
and the Dropout operation can improve the generalization ability of the model.

Avg Pool

Flatten

FC

Output

...
Flatten

BN

...

512

256

... 128

Dropout=0.3

ReLU

BN

Dropout=0.3

Softmax

Figure 10. Fine-tuning of the ResNet50 network.

2.4. Spatial Positioning

After finishing the classification of the EF time series data according to the above
algorithm, we can clearly know whether lightning will occur in the next minute. It is
followed by another algorithm that we propose, which helps to judge the possible location
of lightning by the EF measurement data.

2.4.1. Spatial Correlation of Lightning

Several samples of thunderstorms are listed in Figure 11, where the colored dots
represent lightning that occurred during the corresponding time period and the pink
rectangular area represents the lightning’s gathering area. In the exploration of the lightning
location data, the following rules were found:

• A single thunderstorm is often accompanied by multiple lightning episodes.
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• As shown in the pink rectangle in Figure 11, lightning flashes that occur within a few
minutes have obvious spatial correlation characteristics.

When a thunderstorm cloud forms at a certain location, it creates a massive discharge
phenomenon in the area. The above patterns suggest that there is indeed some spatial
connection in the location of lightning occurrence.

Given a finite set of points x1, x2, . . . , xk ∈ Rn, their geometric center C is defined as:

C=
x1 + x2 + · · ·+ xk

k
(13)

According to Equation (13), combined with the weather sample database in
Section 2.1.3, we intend to construct the correlation between the EF data and the lightning
occurrence location by equating the latitude and longitude coordinates of lightning occur-
ring every minute into a point. Therefore, the task of this section is to infer the equivalent
centers of all flashes occurring in one minute from EF measurements of 30 stations. A light-
ning strike on an electrical facility could cause a regional power outage, while a lightning
strike on a critical communication line could bring about a communication disruption.
Once we know the possible areas of lightning and take measures in advance, the damage
caused by lightning can be reduced to a large extent.

Nowadays, scholars of thunderstorm electricity usually attribute thunderstorms to
multiple charge structures [25]. Coulomb’s law describes the quantitative relationship
between electric charge and electric field. Nevertheless, in real life the situation can be more
complicated, which motivates us to propose a method to construct a reasonable inference
of the lightning occurrence location given by the measured values of 30 stations.
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Figure 11. Several thunderstorm samples (the colored dots represent lightning that occurred during
the corresponding time period and pink rectangular area represents the lightning’s gathering area).

2.4.2. Multilayer Perceptron

Multilayer perceptron (MLP) was a popular machine learning method in the 1980s
with a wide range of applications, such as speech recognition, image recognition, machine
translation, etc. [26–28]. However, since the 1990s, MLP has encountered strong competition
from support vector machines (SVM). In recent years, MLP has gained renewed attention
due to breakthroughs in deep learning. Figure 12 illustrates an MLP network structure
containing an input layer, a hidden layer, and an output layer. As shown in the figure, the
compression encoding of the dataset is obtained by nonlinearly mapping the input dataset
to the hidden layer, i.e., the feature information of the original data in another dimensional
space is obtained, which is sufficient to characterize the information of the input layer. Thus,
the purpose of reducing the data dimension and improving the computational efficiency can
be achieved. Theoretically, it is possible to approximate the nonlinear mapping relationship
with arbitrary accuracy by including enough hidden layers and neuron nodes.
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x
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Hidden layer

Y(x)

Figure 12. Fundamental structure of multilayer perceptron.

In order to explore the correlation between the lightning location and EF data, an
MLP model is designed in this paper, as shown in Figure 13. MLP is suitable for solving
problems such as classification and prediction as it is capable of fitting complex non-linear
functional relationships with high adaptability, self-learning, and fault tolerance. The
number of nodes in the input layer is related to the dimensionality of the input data, and
the same applies to the output layer. The hidden layer can have multiple layers, each of
which can be configured with any number of nodes. The number of nodes and type of
each layer affect the performance of the entire network and can be changed according to
practical needs. On the one hand, if the model is too simple, the relationship between input
and output cannot be well constructed, which will lead to large training errors. On the
other hand, overly complex models can cause training and prediction to consume a lot
of time, which can neither validate the idea and improve the model quickly, nor achieve
fast prediction, and will easily lead to overfitting. In Section 3.3, we will test and further
analyze the performance of the space positioning module.

... ......
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Data
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Improved Resnet50
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Dense Dropout

Rate:0.2
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Figure 13. Architecture of the lightning warning algorithm (the blue rounded rectangle is the time
positioning module and the blue rounded rectangle is the space positioning module).

2.5. Overview of the Proposed Algorithm

The structure of lightning warning system can be divided into two parts. First, the
features extracted by a SAE are transformed into an image to conclude whether it is a
thunderstorm weather or not based on the improved ResNet50. Finally, if the above weather
sample is determined to be a thunderstorm weather, the lightning spatial localization is
initiated and the latitude and longitude of lightning occurrence is predicted based on the
MLP neural network proposed in this paper. The overall structure of the algorithm is
shown in Figure 13, which is mainly summarized as the following steps:
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1. Data collected from 30 EF stations and lightning locators are pre-processed.
2. The EF measurement data and lightning location data are matched one by one to

construct the database of weather samples.
3. The characterization of the EF time series is extracted by a SAE.
4. EF features extracted in the previous step are transformed into images and determined

whether they are thunderstorm weather samples based on the improved ResNet50 net-
work. If yes, the process proceeds to the next step; otherwise, the process is finished.

5. Lightning spatial localization is initiated and the latitude and longitude of the light-
ning occurrence is predicted based on a MLP neural network.

3. Results

The experimental environment includes: Memory: 32 G; CPU: Intel Core i9-10900K;
GPU: RTX3080; System: Windows 10 Professional 64-bit. The pytorch deep learning
framework was used, and the experiments were conducted in Python 3.8.8.

3.1. Feature Extraction

For a single EF station, since its sampling frequency is 1Hz, 3600 samples of data
can be collected in one hour. The dimensionality of a single weather sample can reach
3600 × 30, which is not conducive to the model for fast computation. The dimensionality of
data from one station is compressed from 3600 to 60 using a SAE, and the dimensionality
of the weather samples is thus reduced to 60 × 30. Mean square error (MSE) is used as the
evaluation index for model training, and the formula is defined as follows.

MSE=
1
m

m

∑
i=1

(yi − ŷi)
2 (14)

where m is the sample size, yi is the original data, and ŷi is the reconstructed data.
According to the formula in Section 2.2, ρ is set to 0.05, β is set to 3, the batchsize is set

to 16 to speed up the operation, 80% of the weather samples are used as the training set
and the remaining 20% as the validation set. The SAE network was continuously trained
through 100 epochs, and the result is shown in Figure 14.

0 20 40 60 80 100
Epochs

0.60

0.62

0.64

0.66

0.68

0.70

Lo
ss

loss
val_loss

Figure 14. MSE loss function training curve.

As can be seen from the figure, with the increasing number of iterations, the gap
between the original data and the compressed data keeps decreasing. The MSE of the
validation set finally stabilized below 0.62, indicating that the data processed by the SAE
can effectively express the features of the original data.

3.2. Time Positioning

By mapping one to one with the RGB color table, the transformation from multiple
sets of one-dimensional EF data to images can be realized, thus making it possible to fuse
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data from multiple stations with the ability to express EF information within the WR. First,
the data needs to be normalized according to Equation (15). Then, the normalized values
Es are mapped to the (0–255) interval according to Equation (16), and a grayscale map with
a specification of 60 × 30 is obtained. The padding operation fills in the gaps at the top and
bottom of the image so that the core information is in the middle, thus changing the image
size to 60 × 60.

Es =
E− Emin

Emax − Emin
(15)

C = Es × 255 (16)

where E represents the original EF data before conversion, and Emin and Emax represent
the minimum and maximum values of the measured data, respectively.

3.2.1. Classification Result

According to the database created in Section 2.1.3, with a total of 10,093 weather
samples, of which 4665 are thunderstorms and 5428 are non-thunderstorms. The training
and validation sets are divided according to the ratio of 9:1. The thunderstorm samples
and non-thunderstorm samples are classified using the model proposed in Section 2.3. The
negative log likelihood (NLL) loss is used, which is useful to train a classification problem
with C classes. Its specific expression is as follows.

loss = − 1
m

m

∑
i=1

y log
(

PG(x(i); θ)
)

(17)

where m is the sample size, y represents the target value, which is the true category
of weather samples, PG(x(i); θ) is the softmax function, which can be calculated using
Equation (8).

The learning rate was set to 0.005 and the parameters were updated iteratively using
stochastic gradient descent (SGD). Figure 15 shows the changes of accuracy and loss
function during the training process for the training and validation sets, respectively.
Obviously, after 150 epochs of training, the accuracy of the training set and the validation
set are stable at about 92% and 87%, and the difference between them is small, which
indicates that the model has not overfitted and achieves a good recognition of thunderstorm
samples and non-thunderstorm samples. The loss of validation set was held constant
starting at around 120 epochs, and the model reached stability. In summary, the model
shows excellent performance for the dichotomous task of thunderstorm weather and
non-thunderstorm weather.
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Figure 15. Loss function and accuracy evolution of the training and validation sets during the
training process.
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3.2.2. Evaluation for Different Length of Time Series

The length of the EF time series input to the model also has a significant impact on the
accuracy of the model. If the selected sequence is too long, it will contain a large number of
non-thunderstorm sequences while increasing the computation time. If it is too short, the
accuracy of the model will be affected. In the previous section, we conducted experiments
on a 60 min EF time series. Therefore, in this section, the EF time series of 30, 35, 40, 45,
50, and 55 min before the occurrence of lightning are selected as the input of the model to
investigate the effect of the length of EF time series on the accuracy of the model.

In the field of machine learning, for binary classification problems, the results can be
classified into four cases: true positive examples, false positive examples, true negative
examples, and false negative examples, according to the combination of the true category
and the prediction results. The joint table of the predicted and true results is shown in
Table 1.

Table 1. Joint table of early warning results and observation results.

Observations Positive Negative

Prediction Positive TP FP
Negative FN TN

On the basis of the results in Table 1, the following four metrics are defined in order to
evaluate the performance of the model.

Accuracy =
TP + TN

TP + TN + FN + FP
(18)

Precision =
TP

TP + FP
(19)

Recall =
TP

TP + FN
(20)

F1 =
2PR

P + R
(21)

In Equations (18)–(21), P stands for Precision and R stands for Recall; Accuracy
represents the proportion of correctly predicted samples to all samples; Precision represents
the proportion of samples currently predicted to be positive that are correctly classified
(i.e., the proportion of true positive samples); Recall represents the proportion of true
positive samples among those positive samples; F1 score is the weighted summed average
of Precision and Recall, which is set to measure Precision and Recall together.

Table 2 shows the results obtained for time series of different lengths in the validation
set (908 weather samples), from which it can be seen that the scores of the four indicators
show an increasing trend as the length of the time series increases. The best results can be
achieved with the 60 min time series. The reason may be that, for samples of thunderstorms,
which often last for more than several hours [29,30], the longer the time series is, the richer
the amount of information it contains, which is conducive to the model to make the
judgment of whether a thunderstorm will occur. Considering the need to make short-time
proximity forecasts and the limited computational performance, time-series data of up to
1 h are selected for the experiments in this paper.
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Table 2. Comparison of experimental results on the prediction of lightning occurrence time by
different lengths of electric field time series.

Length
Evaluation Metrics

Precision Recall F1 Accuracy

30 0.8563 0.6945 0.7659 0.8068
35 0.9007 0.7454 0.8156 0.8447
40 0.8769 0.7607 0.8146 0.8416
45 0.8871 0.7575 0.8162 0.8440
50 0.9084 0.7640 0.8292 0.8561
55 0.8986 0.7868 0.8386 0.8616
60 0.9217 0.8147 0.8641 0.8817

3.2.3. Evaluation Under Data Augmentation

In practical applications, training neural networks often encounters the problem of
insufficient data. Consequently, in order to get more data, some small changes need to
be made to the existing image dataset, such as rotating, panning, and stretching, and
the network will consider it a different image. Nevertheless, it is important to note that
the strategy of data enhancement is not chosen arbitrarily. In this paper, it involves the
identification of EF data from multiple stations, so if operations such as rotating and
cropping are performed on them, the correspondence between EF and lightning will be
destroyed. In order to expand the amount of data and enrich the amount of information
expressed in the images, shown in Figure 16 is a visualization of a weather sample. For
the training set images, the position of each row of EF data is randomly swapped. For the
validation set images, no changes are made.

0 10 20 30 40 50
Features extracted by SAE

0

5

10

15

20

25

St
at

io
n 

nu
m

be
r

Figure 16. An example of atmospheric electric field data visualization.

Table 3 shows the changes of the four evaluation metrics before and after data aug-
mentation (Aug stands for augmentation), and the performance comparison with other
methods. Despite the fact that the “Precision” does not change much, the “Recall”, “F1”,
and “Accuracy” of the model are improved to a large extent. In addition, it is clear that
the results of the improved network show an enhancement in the performance of the four
metrics compared with the original ResNet50 (where the residual block was not improved).
Compared to the convolutional neural network (CNN), and a common temporal data
processing algorithm long short-term memory (LSTM) and metrics in other literature,
the improved ResNet50 proposed in this article has shown superior performance. The
advantage of transfer learning is that it can quickly produce a desired result based on a
pre-trained model and provide excellent capabilities when the data set is small. According
to the above experimental results and analysis, it is obvious that data augmentation can
further improve the accuracy and enhance the generalization ability of the model.



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 4131 17 of 27

Table 3. Results after data augmentation and comparison with the performance of other models (“-”
denotes that data is missing).

Methods
Evaluation Metrics (%)

Precision Recall F1 Acc

Without Aug 92.2 81.5 86.4 88.2
After Aug 90.8 89.8 90.3 90.4

Original Resnet50 86.3 88.4 87.4 87.3
CNN 85.9 87.8 86.8 86.8
LSTM 84.3 86.2 85.3 85.2

Ref. [31] 85.4 82.7 84.0 -
Ref. [32] 88.0 87.2 86.7 86.8

3.2.4. Effect of Noise Interference

Robustness is an important evaluation index of deep learning models, and it is mainly
used to check whether the model can maintain the accuracy of judgment in the face of
small changes in the input data, i.e., whether the model performs stably in case of certain
changes. The level of robustness directly determines the generalization ability of deep
learning models. Generally speaking, the more accurate the model is, the less robust it is
in general.

In real-world application scenarios, the data to be processed contains more hetero-
geneous variations. In this paper, the measurement of atmospheric EF is affected by the
surrounding electromagnetic environment, even though we have taken this into account
when installing the equipment and pre-processed the EF data. It is still not possible to
completely eliminate the effects of electromagnetic interference, so robustness testing is
necessary. Signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) is a common metric used in science and engineering
to compare the strength of the desired signal with the strength of the background noise,
with the basic meaning of the ratio of useful signal power Ps to noise power Pn.

SNR= 10 lg
Ps

Pn
(22)

Robustness tests are conducted based on several other common classification algo-
rithms and the improved ResNet50. No noise is added to training set and white noise with
standard normal distribution is added to validation set. The results are shown in Figure 17.
It is worth mentioning that, with the increase of SNR, the accuracy of all five models has
been improved to some extent, but the improved model based on ResNet50 proposed in
this paper still performs best, and the accuracy of the model can be kept at a high level with
a strong robustness under the interference of a certain degree of noise. However, the other
three common algorithms are less resistant to noise. In particular, the LSTM algorithm
shows large fluctuations in accuracy after adding noise to the original electric field time
series. In summary, the improved ResNet50 model has superior robustness.

3.3. Spatial Positioning

Determining the spatial location of lightning occurrence is the second step of lightning
spatio-temporal localization. In Section 3.2, we were able to determine whether a thun-
derstorm weather will occur. Next, another method is needed to determine the specific
location of lightning occurrence. Once we know the possible areas of lightning, and when
a thunderstorm is approaching, lightning warning instructions can be issued in advance,
so that active lightning protection measures (such as blocking the lightning surge intrusion
channel and artificial triggered lightning) can be taken in relevant areas, thereby reducing
or avoiding the safety hazards caused by lightning [33,34].
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Figure 17. Test accuracies of four methods under noisy conditions.

3.3.1. Performance of Lightning Localization

In Section 2.4.2, we constructed a MLP model, which now needs to be trained and
experimented on. The MSE (Equation (14)) is used as the loss function to train the network.
The MAE is used as the evaluation metric and is defined as follows.

MAE=
n

∑
i=1
|yi − ŷi| (23)

The ReLU nonlinear activation function of the neurons in the middle hidden layer is
chosen, which can avoid the gradient disappearance and gradient explosion caused during
network training. Using the error back propagation (BP) algorithm to update the weight
and bias of each neuron, the training process can be expressed as Equations (24)–(28).

Ek =
1
2

n

∑
j
(ŷk

j − yk
j )

2
(24)

∆whj = −α
∂Ek
∂whj

(25)

∆bh = −α
∂Ek
∂bh

(26)

whj = whj + ∆whj (27)

bh = bh + ∆bh (28)

For a given k-th training sample (xk, yk), we use Equation (24) where ŷk
j represents the

output value of the j-th neuron and yk
j is the corresponding label value. Ek represents the

MSE of the k-th training sample and α is the learning rate. After calculating the gradient of
the neuron parameters by Equations (25) and (26), the weights and bias of the layer can be
updated by Equations (27) and (28) to make the network parameters move in the direction
of a smaller MSE. In order to avoid overfitting and falling into local optima during network
training, a Dropout layer can be introduced to discard the values of partial neurons. The
initial learning rate was set to 0.001 and Adam was used as the optimizer for the training
of the above neural network model.

Figure 18 displays the results of training and validation sets, from which it can be seen
that with the continuous iterative training of the network, the MAE and MSE continue to
decrease. As the EF data has been initially extracted by the SAE, the shortage of manual
feature extraction is avoided. After obtaining a representation of the raw data in a low
dimension, the MLP network is used to construct its correlation with the latitude and
longitude of the lightning occurrence, with the aim of constructing a non-linear relationship.
In this case, it is possible to achieve satisfactory results without designing an overly complex
network model. The MAE and loss for validation set finally stabilized at 0.82 and 0.89.
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Figure 18. MAE and Loss training curves.

Figure 19 is a scatter plot with histograms of the real latitude and longitude and
predicted latitude and longitude of thunderstorm weather samples in validation set. Each
point represents the difference between the predicted and actual values of latitude and
longitude for a given sample, and the closer to the origin (0, 0), the smaller the error is and
the more accurate the lightning is located. The latitude and longitude sent to the network
for training are normalized beforehand to eliminate the influence of the magnitude between
the data, and the straight line in the graph represents the regression line of the difference in
longitude and the difference in latitude (with slope close to 1). Through two histograms, it
can be clearly seen that for most of the thunderstorm samples, the model performs well
for lightning center localization, with longitude error controlled within ±0.25 and latitude
error controlled within ±0.2.
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Figure 19. Plot of lightning spatial localization results for space positioning module (the dots in
the graph represent the difference between the predicted and observed latitude and longitude of
the lightning).

3.3.2. Evaluation for Different Length of Time Series

In this section, we will explore the effect of different lengths of EF time series on the
spatial localization of lightning. The performance of space positioning module will be
further investigated. For different lengths of time series, the variations in the MAE and loss
of the validation set need to be observed, and the results after the model has been trained
and reached stability are shown in Figure 20a. All experiments were repeated five times
for averaging to avoid the factor of chance. By varying the length of the time series used
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for model training and exploring the changes in loss and MAE of the validation set, no
significant effect of the length of time series on the accuracy of lightning spatial localization
was found. It is worth noting that as the length of the time series increases, the values of
MAE and loss also show an upward trend, but the changes are not significant. Combined
with the relationship between the EF and the thundercloud charge, it can be reasonably
inferred that it is strictly feasible to locate lightning using EF measurements at a specific
time, and an increase in the length of the time series does not imply an increase in accuracy,
on the contrary, is likely to lead to an increase in error.

3.3.3. Effect of Noise Interference

As described in Section 3.2.4, the robustness of the model must also be considered.
Similarly, a 60 min time series was used and a percentage of the noise signal was added to
the original EF data of the validation set.

Figure 20b displays the variation of MAE and loss of the space positioning module
under noise disturbance. In general, compared to the results in Section 3.3.2, both MAE
and loss increased to varying degrees with the addition of noise, proportional to the noise
intensity, implying that noise can indeed interfere with lightning spatial localization to
some extent. As the dropout layer is introduced, it can discard some values in the hidden
layer with a certain probability, thus significantly reducing the overfitting phenomenon and
making it exhibit better robustness in the face of noise interference. Overall, the variation
in positioning results is within acceptable limits.

To summarize, the length of the sequence fed into the MLP model shows no obvious
pattern and has little effect on the accuracy. Meanwhile, it presents strong robustness against
noise interference. Following immediately, we will list three real-world cases during the
operation of the lightning warning system whose performance will be further analyzed.
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Figure 20. Performance of lightning localization. (a) Comparison of experimental results on the
prediction of spatial localization by different lengths of electric field time series (the red and blue
dashed lines represent the top values of the bar chart, respectively); (b) MAE and loss of space
positioning module under noisy conditions.

4. Discussion

The construction of lightning warning system is basically completed after the above
methods passed the accuracy and robustness tests. The following are a few case studies of
the actual operation of the model. These three cases are three presentations of the complete
life cycle of thunderstorms. Since the lightning flashes are too intensive to be easily read if
they are all put in one figure, a complete life cycle of a thunderstorm is divided into three
figures for display, which can better reveal the prediction performance and the pattern of
thunderstorm evolution.
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As shown in Figure 21a, Case 1 is a thunderstorm that occurred on 2 May 2021 from
13:37 to 14:07. The model can first give a judgment whether there will be flashes based on
the electric field measurements in the past hour, and then the location of the lightning center.
Table 4 shows the calculated results given by the system per minute and the comparison
with the real values. According to Equation (13), the points of all lightning flashes are
equated to a point called the geometric center (blue numbers in Figure 21), and the location
that the system predicts lightning to occur is called the prediction point (red numbers in
Figure 21). It is worth noting that that lightning may not occur every minute, nor does the
system make the determination that there will be lightning each minute. As described in
Table 1, there will be four cases (TP, FP, FN, TN) based on the predicted values and the
actual observations. In this example, 13:37 is taken as the first minute of the start and the
number of lightning flashes that occurred during each minute is given. The geometric
center, the predicted point and the distance between the two are also listed. For example,
in the first minute (13:37) there were two lightning flashes detected, the geometric center is
(113.37, 23.51), and the predicted point is (113.32, 23.41), and the distance between them
can be calculated by the following equation.

S= 2R arcsin

√
sin2 a

2
+ cos(la1)× cos(la2)× sin2 b

2
(29)

where a and b are the difference in longitude and latitude of the two points, respectively;
la1 and la2 represent the latitudes of the two points; R is the radius of the Earth, which is
about 6378 km.

According to Equation (29), the distance between the prediction point and geometric
center at 13:37 is about 12.65 km, indicating that the system does indicate the approximate
location of lightning flashes. At the same time, from the whole thunderstorm process, the
accuracy of the prediction declined for the small number of flashes with more scattered dis-
tribution (“1”, “3” in Figure 21a), which may be due to the low charge of the thunderstorm
clouds and the relatively weak discharge phenomenon, resulting in the electric field meter
not detecting the intense fluctuation changes. However, normally, the horizontal range
of a single thunderstorm is about a few kilometers to 20 km [35], and the average motion
speed of a thunderstorm is 13.22 m/s [36]. The model proposed in this paper is able to
give predictions at every minute, which means that the location and motion of discharge
areas can be inferred from the predictions made a few minutes before and after. As can be
seen from Table 4, the distance between the predicted points and the geometric centers are
mostly in the range of 5–15 km. Combined with Figure 21a, even if the model’s prediction
deviates widely at a certain moment, it is still possible to know the area where lightning
will occur by subsequent predictions.

Case 2 occurred on 10 June 2021 from 15:29 to 15:59. As shown in Figure 21b, it can
be clearly seen that the flashes were more concentrated. From 15:29 to 15:41, the number
“1” represents the lightning occurred in the first minute. From Table 5, we know that only
two flashes occurred, and the distance between the predicted point and the geometric
center is 16.9 km. However, during the periods of 15:42–15:51 and 15:52–15:59, most of the
subsequent flashes were found to be concentrated in the square area of longitude (113.2,
113.3) and latitude (23.3, 23.5). From the spatio-temporal localization results, it is obvious
that the model is able to locate lightning flashes, and a relatively large locational error at a
given moment does not affect the overall determination of the massive discharge area.
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Figure 21. Three cases in the operation of lightning warning system (The green mark “x” represents
the distribution of the atmospheric electric field meters, the blue numbers represent the actual center
of flashes, the red numbers represent the predicted positions, and the numbers themselves represent
the time elapsed compared to the start). (a) A thunderstorm that occurred on 2 May 2021 from 13:37
to 14:07; (b) A thunderstorm that occurred on 10 June 2021 from 15:29 to 15:59; (c) A thunderstorm
that occurred on 17 August 2021 from 18:32 to 19:02.
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Table 4. Real lightning events and the predicted results given by the system per minute in Case 1 (to
facilitate the display, the latitude and longitude data in the table are kept to two decimal places, and
the original data to six decimal places were used to calculate “Distance” and draw Figure 21. (The “-”
mark in the table represents missing data, and the same applies to the following tables).

Case 1
Time (min) Number of Flashes Geometric Center Prediction Point Distance (km)

1 2 (113.37, 23.51) (113.32, 23.41) 12.65
2 - - - -
3 1 (113.45, 23.69) (113.45, 23.55) 16.04
4 - - - -
5 - - (113.31, 23.22) -
6 1 (113.30, 23.18) - -
7 - - (113.35, 23.25) -
8 - - - -
9 - - - -

10 1 (113.12, 23.36) (113.21, 23.41) 10.76
11 1 (113, 23.42) (113.05, 23.38) 7.34
12 1 (113.17, 23.34) (113.11, 23.38) 7.64
13 1 (113.05, 23.41) (113.05, 23.31) 10.59
14 1 (113, 23.42) (113.12, 23.42) 12.23
15 1 (113.02, 23.39) - -
16 - - (113.05, 23.35) -
17 2 (113.07, 23.4) (113.12, 23.34) 7.98
18 - - - -
19 2 (113.03, 23.4) (113.11, 23.44) 9.08
20 - - - -
21 1 (113.03, 23.4) (113.12, 23.39) 9.07
22 2 (113.3, 23.33) - -
23 4 (113.09, 23.37) (113.06, 23.33) 5.77
24 - - - -
25 3 (113.06, 23.39) (113.08, 23.35) 5
26 1 (113.06, 23.38) (113.09, 23.32) 7.88
27 3 (113.02, 23.41) (113.11, 23.42) 9.19
28 5 (113.08, 23.34) (113.13, 23.36) 4.95
29 4 (113.03, 23.41) (113.06, 23.43) 3.52
30 2 (113.06, 23.39) (113.09, 23.46) 8.14
31 10 (113.14, 23.29) (113.04, 23.35) 11.78

Presented in Figure 21c, Case 3 was recorded on 17 August 2021 from 18:32 to 19:02.
At 18:32–18:43, the distribution of lightning was more scattered, but was mainly found in
the northeastern part of the Conghua district. However, the subsequent lightning events
were more concentrated (18:44–18:53), when there may have been a merger of multiple
thunderstorm clouds [37–39]. In addition, as can be seen from Table 6, at this time the
thunderstorm weather was particularly intense, with up to 45 lightning flashes per minute.
Finally, at 18:54–19:02, the distribution of lightning was more dispersed, implying that
the thunderstorm clouds started to develop toward the dissipation process. Thus, the
algorithm proposed in this paper can not only locate lightning in time and space, but can
also judge the process of lightning formation, development and dissipation based on the
results of multiple warnings, which is of great significance for grasping the mechanism of
thunderstorms and lightning protection.
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Table 5. Real lightning events and the predicted results given by the system per minute in Case 2.

Case 2
Time (min) Number of Flashes

Geometric Center Prediction Point Distance (km)

1 2 (113.52, 23.6) (113.38, 23.52) 16.9
2 2 (113.27, 23.43) (113.32, 23.43) 5.14
3 2 (113.27, 23.42) (113.26, 23.39) 3.09
4 7 (113.24, 23.45) (113.29, 23.45) 5
5 - - (113.35, 23.41) -
6 - - - -
7 5 (113.39, 23.36) (113.36, 23.34) 3.78
8 4 (113.23, 23.34) (113.33, 23.33) 10.27
9 - - - -

10 4 (113.26, 23.31) (113.30, 23.32) 4.23
11 6 (113.24, 23.35) - -
12 6 (113.3, 23.36) (113.32, 23.36) 1.9
13 2 (113.27, 23.35) (113.19, 23.38) 9.15
14 9 (113.25, 23.33) - -
15 - - - -
16 8 (113.22, 23.34) - -
17 5 (113.25, 23.35) (113.21, 23.36) 3.96
18 3 (113.26, 23.36) (113.31, 23.36) 5.52
19 4 (113.26, 23.36) (113.22, 23.32) 5.75
20 2 (113.25, 23.34) (113.3, 23.34) 5.12
21 7 (113.24, 23.34) (113.21, 23.4) 7.38
22 - - (113.21, 23.5) -
23 6 (113.21, 23.38) (113.18, 23.35) 4.39
24 1 (113.22, 23.35) (113.12, 23.38) 10.58
25 1 (113.26, 23.27) - -
26 4 (113.28, 23.38) (113.22, 23.46) 10.6
27 9 (113.2, 23.34) (113.26, 23.33) 6.04
28 17 (113.22, 23.37) (113.27, 23.32) 7.32
29 7 (113.21, 23.33) (113.22, 23.29) 4.33
30 9 (113.22, 23.35) - -
31 6 (113.22, 23.37) (113.24, 23.42) 5.83

Sometimes, during the development of a thunderstorm, ice crystals, shrapnel, and
other particles in the clouds are constantly charged by friction, resulting in a strong electric
field between the atmosphere and the ground. Although the electric field meter detects a
strong electric field at this time and predicts that lightning will occur next, no lightning
actually occurs at this time. However, this is usually reflected in the actual observations
over the next few minutes. Similarly, when lightning occurs, the charge in the clouds is
released, so the electric field measured on the ground drops accordingly, which may cause
the model to give a result of no lightning occurring. However, in general, as shown in
Table 3, the model is able to maintain an accuracy of more than 80%.
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Table 6. Real lightning events and the predicted results given by the system per minute in Case 3.

Case 3
Time (min) Number of Flashes Geometric Center Prediction Point Distance (km)

1 1 (113.23, 23.08) (113.38, 23.26) 25.03
2 3 (113.54, 23.48) (113.62, 23.59) 14.53
3 8 (113.56, 23.6) (113.61, 23.62) 5.24
4 11 (113.36, 23.25) (113.55, 23.52) 35.69
5 4 (113.57, 23.63) (113.61, 23.65) 4.51
6 14 (113.65, 23.68) (113.63, 23.62) 6.94
7 14 (113.67, 23.69) - -
8 15 (113.69, 23.76) (113.68, 23.64) 13.5
9 8 (113.63, 23.68) (113.58, 23.72) 6.47

10 5 (113.64, 23.68) - -
11 17 (113.64, 23.65) (113.68, 23.72) 8.72
12 2 (113.74, 23.75) (113.72, 23.64) 12.46
13 16 (113.66, 23.69) (113.66, 23.64) 5.04
14 30 (113.61, 23.67) (113.65, 23.62) 7.4
15 18 (113.64, 23.68) - -
16 9 (113.68, 23.71) - -
17 14 (113.64, 23.68) (113.58, 23.62) 8.83
18 7 (113.62, 23.56) (113.62, 23.6) 4.24
19 45 (113.62, 23.64) - -
20 15 (113.64, 23.66) (113.52, 23.58) 15.65
21 10 (113.62, 23.61) - -
22 5 (113.65, 23.68) (113.63, 23.62) 6.94
23 11 (113.6, 23.61) (113.64, 23.6) 4.66
24 15 (113.63, 23.64) (113.68, 23.58) 8.3
25 9 (113.59, 23.63) (113.52, 23.56) 10.4
26 9 (113.65, 23.65) (113.61, 23.56) 10.89
27 16 (113.66, 23.68) (113.59, 23.68) 6.66
28 11 (113.57, 23.6) (113.6, 23.59) 3.57
29 10 (113.58, 23.62) - -
30 16 (113.67, 23.56) (113.55, 23.66) 15.99
31 6 (113.57, 23.57) (113.61, 23.51) 7.63

5. Conclusions

In this paper, a deep learning framework for lightning prediction is proposed. First,
the features of the original EF time series data are extracted using a SAE. Then, the above
extracted features are used to construct a visual picture of EF measurement data of multiple
stations. Next, the weather samples are classified based on the improved ResNet50 model
to conclude whether a thunderstorm will occur in the next one minute. Finally, if it is
judged that lightning will occur in the future, the center of lightning flashes is predicted
based on the MLP model. In practice, the model can determine the trend of lightning with
multiple predictions made in a few minutes, while also improving fault tolerance.

The composition of lightning prediction model is divided into two parts, i.e., making
predictions about the time and location of lightning occurrence, which were tested for
accuracy and robustness respectively. Due to the chaotic nature of lightning, it is challenging
to forecast it. Taking into account the computational cost and prediction accuracy, more
reliable lightning spatio-temporal localization results are given and analyzed with practical
cases. The experimental results show that the proposed model has statistically quite
high prediction capability for short-time proximity warning, which helps to improve the
lightning protection level in the region, and active lightning protection measures can be
taken to further reduce the property and safety losses caused by lightning according to the
relevant results.
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