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Abstract: Increasing surface reflectivity in urban areas can decrease ambient temperature, resulting
in reducing photochemical reaction rates, reducing cooling energy demands and thus improving air
quality and human health. The weather research and forecasting model with chemistry (WRF-Chem)
is coupled with the multi-layer of the urban canopy model (ML-UCM) to investigate the effects of
surface modification on urban climate in a two-way nested approach over North America focusing
on Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago during the 2011 heat wave period. This approach decreases
the uncertainties associated with scale separation and grid resolution and equip us with an integrated
simulation setup to capture the full impacts of meteorological and photochemical reactions.
WRF-ChemV3.6.1 simulated the diurnal variation of air temperature reasonably well, overpredicted
wind speed and dew point temperature, underpredicted relative humidity, overpredicted ozone and
nitrogen dioxide concentrations, and underpredicted fine particular matters (PM2.5). The performance
of PM2.5 is a combination of overprediction of particulate sulfate and underprediction of particulate
nitrate and organic carbon. Increasing the surface albedo of roofs, walls, and pavements from 0.2 to
0.65, 0.60, and 0.45, respectively, resulted in a decrease in air temperature by 2.3 ◦C in urban areas
and 0.7 ◦C in suburban areas; a slight increase in wind speed; an increase in relative humidity (3%)
and dew point temperature (0.3 ◦C); a decrease of PM2.5 and O3 concentrations by 2.7 µg/m3 and
6.3 ppb in urban areas and 1.4 µg/m3 and 2.5 ppb in suburban areas, respectively; minimal changes
in PM2.5 subspecies; and a decrease of nitrogen dioxide (1 ppb) in urban areas.
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1. Introduction

Increasing urban albedo is a verifiable and repeatable heat island mitigation strategy to decrease
urban temperatures, photochemical reaction rates, and pollution, thus improving human health and
comfort [1,2]. Land use changes and anthropogenic heat emissions contribute to the urban heat island
effect by increasing air temperature by 0.42 ◦C and 0.22 ◦C, respectively [3]. The reflectivity of surfaces
in urban areas range from 0.1 to 0.2 and can be increased by use of high reflective materials on roofs,
walls, and pavements [1,4]. The effects of surface modifications on urban climate and atmospheric
conditions have been investigated in various regions and episodes. Salamanca and Martilli [5]
have shown that a higher albedo decreases urban temperature by 1.5–2 ◦C during hot summer
days in Madrid. Fallmann et al. [6,7] showed that increasing surface albedo lead to a decrease
in 2-m air temperature and ozone concentrations by nearly 0.5 ◦C and 5–8% in urban areas of
Stuttgart during the 2003 heat wave period. Touchaei et al. [8] showed a decrease in maximum
air temperature, ozone (O3), and fine particulate matters (PM2.5) concentrations by up to 0.7 ◦C,
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0.2 ppb, and 1.8 µg/m3, respectively by increasing surface albedo in Montreal during the 2005 heat
wave period. Jandaghian et al. [9] showed that by increasing surface reflectivity during a rainy episode
in summer 2009, the air temperature decreases by 0.2 ◦C, wind speed slightly increases, and relative
humidity and precipitation decrease by 2.8% and 0.2 mm, respectively over Montreal.

Air-quality prediction models have been developed in response to the increased concerns regarding
the effects of air quality on human health. The interaction between chemistry and meteorology is
complicated. Meteorology has its effects on chemistry through temperature (increasing the chemical
reactions, photolytic rates and biogenic emissions), cloud formation (affecting mixing, transformation,
and scavenging of chemical compounds), precipitation (increasing the removal of trace gases and
aerosols), radiation (affecting photolysis rates, isoprene emissions, and chemical reaction rates), wind
speed and direction (affecting horizontal transport and vertical mixing of chemical species and aerosol
emissions), planetary boundary layer (PBL) height (affecting pollutant concentrations). In turn,
chemistry influences meteorology through aerosol (affecting radiation transfer, cloud life time and
optical depth, boundary layer meteorology, precipitation, and scattering/absorption); ozone (affecting
radiation and temperature); NOx, CO, and VOCs (as the precursor of O3 contributions to ozone radiative
effects). Land surface properties also affect natural emission and dry deposition [10]. The online
coupled weather research and forecasting model with chemistry (WRF-Chem) is developed to simulate
meteorological quantities and air pollution concentrations simultaneously [11]. The model is a fully
compressible, non-hydrostatic mesoscale numerical weather prediction (NWP) system. WRF-Chem
has several physical and chemical parameterizations [12]. The component of air quality is consistent
with the meteorological ones within the same transport scheme, grid and physics schemes, and time
steps. The spatial and temporal aspects of WRF-Chem application have been analyzed in many studies
through one-way approaches, in local, regional or global scales [13–18]. However, a two-way nested
approach in WRF-Chem needs to be applied over a larger geographical area through regional and local
scales to equip us with an integrated simulation setup to capture the full impacts of meteorological and
photochemical reactions. This approach reduces the uncertainties associated with scale separation and
grid resolution to investigate the effects of UHI and surface modifications on urban climate and air
quality. The morphological, thermal, and micro-scale properties of the urban canopy are considered
by coupling of the multi-layer of the urban canopy model (ML-UCM) [19] within WRF-ChemV3.6.1.
Applying the multi-layer of the UCM is necessary when analyzing the urbanization impacts on regional
climate [20].

The intent of this research is to investigate the effects of urban heat island and increasing surface
albedo on meteorological parameters, such as 2-m air temperature, 10-m wind speed, dew point
temperature and 2-m relative humidity, and air quality parameters; namely ozone, fine particulate
matters, nitrogen dioxide (NO2), PM2.5 subspecies (particulate sulfate (SO42.5), particulate nitrate
(NO32.5), and organic carbon (OC2.5) concentrations. The simulation domain covers North America
with focus on three populated cities in the United States of America: Sacramento in California,
Houston in Texas, and Chicago in Illinois. The simulation episode is during the 2011 heat wave period.
On 17 July 2011, the heat wave event started over eastern Ontario, southern Quebec and northern New
England. The intense heat moved eastwards and peaked on 22 July with Central Park in New York City
breaking the record for the day at 40 ◦C, which was the hottest temperature the city had experienced in
over three decades. The heat wave continued to intensify, with temperatures in north Texas exceeding
38 ◦C, most days, beginning in mid-June. By 23 July, the heat had intensified and reached to 45 ◦C.
For the entire U.S., the 2011 heat wave period was the hottest in 75 years. The duration of the heat
event was at the minimum of 7 days to a maximum of 69 days [21]. The paper structure is as follows:
the methodology includes model description and simulation setup and surface modification approach,
the results and analyses include model performance evaluation and estimating the effects of increasing
surface reflectivity on urban climate and regional air quality, the discussion includes the limitations
and assumptions of the study, the conclusion includes a summary of the study and future steps.
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2. Methodology

2.1. Model Description and Simulation Setup

We used the online weather research and forecasting model with chemistry (WRF-Chem) and
coupled it with the multi-layer of the urban canopy model (ML-UCM) to investigate the effects of urban
heat island and its mitigation strategy over continental scale through urban scales during the 2011
heat wave period. The first domain covers North America (NA) including Canada, the United States,
and the Northern part of Mexico with 445 grids in west–east direction and 338 grids in south–north
direction. The horizontal resolution is 12 km. The second, third, and fourth domains cover the
Sacramento area (36 × 31 grids), Houston area (41 × 31 grids), and Chicago area (36 × 31 grids)
with the horizontal resolution of 2.4 km. The vertical resolution includes 35 vertical layers from the
surface to a fixed pressure of ~100 mb (~16 km AGL). Figure 1 shows the simulation domains and land
use/land cover. The simulation period extended over the seven consecutive hottest days in 2011, from
the 17 to 23 July. We disregarded the first 72 h of the simulation as spin-up period.
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Figure 1. Simulation domains and land use/land cover over North America (mother domain) Sacramento,
Houston, and Chicago (inner domains).

The simulation is conducted with the initial and boundary conditions obtained from the North
American Regional Reanalysis (NARR) [22,23] with a grid resolution of 32 km and a time resolution of
3-h. Land use was derived from the USGS 24-category data set. We used the Lin scheme as microphysics
parameters to evaluate six classes of hydrometeors [24]. Goddard scheme [25] and rapid radiative
transfer model (RRTMG; [26]) are respectively selected for shortwave and longwave radiations.
The planetary boundary layer is simulated by the Mellor–Yamada–Janjic scheme using Eta similarity
theory [27]. The unified Noah land surface model is applied as the land surface scheme. For cumulus
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parameterization, the Grell–Devenyi ensemble scheme [28] is used. We activated the positive-definite
advections of moisture, scalars, and turbulent kinetic energy for model stability [29,30].

Modelling of the chemical compositions in the atmosphere, requires preliminary information
concerning the emissions of chemical compounds within the modelling domain. We used the United
States National Emission Inventory for 2011 (US-NEI11). The US-NEI11 contains the anthropogenic
emissions of the U.S., southern Canada, and northern Mexico in 4-km spatial resolution, divided into
point and area sources [31]. Guenther et al. [32] incorporated the quantitative understanding of biogenic
emissions into a numerical model named Model of Emissions of Gases and Aerosols from Nature
(MEGAN). MEGAN estimates the time resolved gridded BVOC emission estimation in mole/km2/h
and is designed for regional and global emission simulations. The Modal Aerosol Dynamics Model
for Europe (MADE) [33] is coupled with the chemistry package to evaluate the radiation and clouds
interactions. Within WRF_Chem, the Regional Atmospheric Chemistry Mechanism (RACM) [34] is
used for gas-phase reactions. The secondary organic aerosols (SOA) have been incorporated into
MADE by means of the Secondary ORGanic Aerosol Model (SORGAM; [35]) Photolysis frequencies
are calculated by the Fast_J model scheme [11,36–39]. Table 1 presents the physical and chemical
parameterizations applied in WRF-ChemV3.6.1.

Table 1. Physical and chemical parameterizations in WRF_ChemV3.6.1.

Category Option Used

Microphysics Lin scheme
Shortwave radiation Goddard
Longwave radiation RRTMG
Land surface model NOAH

Planetary boundary layer scheme Mellor–Yamada–Janjic Scheme
Cumulus parameterization Grell Devenyi

Chemistry option RACM
Photolysis scheme Fast_J

Aerosol option MADE/SORGAM
Advection scheme Runge–Kutta third order

LULC data USGS 24-class
Anthropogenic emissions US-NEI11

Biogenic emissions MEGAN
Urban canopy model ML-UCM

2.2. Increasing Surface Reflectivity

We conducted two sets of simulations with different scenarios concerning urban surface
modifications: the base case condition that the albedo of roofs, walls, and pavements are assumed
to be 0.2 (hereafter referred to as CTRL); and the increasing surface albedo scenario where the reflectivity
of roofs, walls, and pavements is increased to 0.65, 0.60, and 0.45, respectively (hereafter referred
to as ALBEDO). We selected three cities: Sacramento (CA), Houston (TX), and Chicago (IL) based on
Akbari et al. [4,40–42] and Rose et al. [43] findings on the urban fabric of these cities. Using high-resolution
orthophotography, they found that roofs cover 20–25% and pavements cover 30–40% of urban surfaces.
Table 2 presents the urban fabric of Sacramento, Chicago, and Houston [43].

Here, we applied these fractions to characterize the fabric of the selected cities. Hence, the changes
of surface albedo modification from the CTRL case as 0.2 to full adoption of roofs and pavements can
be calculated as: 0.20 × 0.65 + 0.45 × 0.45 = 0.33 (as an example for Sacramento; an increase of 0.13 of
roof albedo and 0.20 of pavement albedo on the urban scale). The change to gridded ALBEDO can be
calculated as: (Surface albedo enhancement (roofs, walls, and pavements) × Fraction of urban areas
per grid cell) [44].
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Table 2. Urban fabric of three cities in NA [43].

Metropolitan Areas Roofs (%) Pavements (%)

Sacramento 20 45
Chicago 25 37
Houston 22 30

3. Results and Analyses

3.1. Model Performance Evaluation

The local meteorological patterns affect the transport, transmission, advection, and diffusion
of pollutants over the regional scale and further continental scales, which cannot be fully captured
by the model to some extent [18]. We evaluated the model performance of WRF_ChemV3.6.1 by
comparing the simulation results with observations obtained from weather and air-quality stations
in Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago. The weather and air quality monitoring stations were chosen
based on their locations close to the downtown of the selected cities (hereafter referred to as urban)
and their surroundings (hereafter referred to as suburb). The hourly 2-m air temperature (T2), 10-m
wind speed (WS10), 2-m relative humidity (RH2), and dew point temperature (Td) simulation results
are compared with the measurements obtained from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Clean Air Status and Trend Network (CASTNET). The daily averaged modelled fine particular matters
(PM2.5), ozone (O3), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), PM2.5 subspecies (particulate sulfate (SO42.5), particulate
nitrate (NO32.5), and organic carbon (OC2.5)) concentrations are compared with the EPA Air Quality
System (AQS) observations using 24-h average data. [45–49]

Here, the time series of simulation results changed to the local time for each specific location:
Sacramento: LST = UTC− 7 h; Houston and Chicago: LST = UTC− 5 h. The performance and accuracy
of the simulation results are quantitatively based on a series of metrics estimations [50]. Here, we
followed the Zhang et al. [51] calculations for the mean bias error (MBE), mean absolute error (MAE),
and the root mean square error (RMSE) estimations of the meteorological and chemical parameters.

In terms of meteorological components of the model, the WRF-ChemV3.6.1 effectively captures
the diurnal variations of 2-m air temperature, overpredicts 10-m wind speed, overpredicts dew point
temperature, and underpredicts 2-m relative humidity. The MBA of T2 (−0.07 ◦C) shows that the
model is capable in predicting air temperature. A small underprediction can be seen in urban areas
(~−0.3 ◦C) that indicates the model deficiency in calculating the heat emission from anthropogenic
sources in urban areas accurately. The MAE and RMSE of T2 are approximately 1 ◦C. Wind speed plays
an important role in calculation of air temperature from skin temperature in the land surface model.
The 10-m wind speed comparisons show small to large overpredictions (0.3 to 3.15 m/s). The MBA
is 1.65 m/s, that shows the model is unable to capture the effects of micro scales and wind patterns.
The MAE and RMSE of WS10 are almost 2 m/s. Relative humidity is a function of moisture content,
air temperature, and surface pressure. The spatial distribution of RH2 represents an underestimation
with the MBE of −1.42%. This underestimation shows that the microphysics scheme miscalculated the
processes of transforming water (rain, vapor, cloud, etc.) and moisture fluxes. It also shows the model
limitation in capturing the sea surface temperature, wind speed, and their impacts on water mixing
ratio and water content of the air properly. The MAE and RMSE of RH2 are nearly 10% and 13%,
respectively. Figure 2 shows the time series (hourly) of the observed vs. simulated T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s),
and RH2 (%) in the urban areas of Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago. We also calculated the dew
point temperature to avoid the dependency on air temperature for the moisture variable. The MBA,
MAE, and RMSE of dew point temperature (0.39, 0.53, and 0.65 ◦C, respectively) show that the model
overpredicts the moisture content in the atmosphere especially in urban areas (~0.5 ◦C).

In terms of the chemical component of the model, the WRF_ChemV3.6.1, as configured here, tends
to underpredict 24-h fine particular matters (PM2.5) and over-predict the 24-h O3 concentrations during
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the 2011 heat wave period. The MBE of the 24-h avg. PM2.5 is −1.42 µg/m3. The MAE and RMSE of
PM2.5 are approximately 4 µg/m3. This is because the accuracy in fine particular matters concentrations
is to some extent a function of its subspecies estimations as particulate sulfate, particulate nitrate, and
organic carbons. Thus, we also compared the simulation results of SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5 (µg/m3),
and OC2.5 (µg/m3) with observations at urban areas of aforementioned cities. We observed that
the performance of PM2.5 subspecies is a combination of overprediction of particulate sulfate (MBE
~5 µg/m3) and underprediction of particulate nitrate (MBE ~−4 µg/m3) and organic carbon (MBE
~−3 µg/m3). The MAE and RMSE of SO42.5, NO32.5, and OC2.5 are approximately 5, 4, and 3 µg/m3,
respectively. The comparison between simulated ozone and measurements indicated an overestimation
of O3 across the domains (MBE ~5 ppb). The O3 concentrations is overestimated due to the NOx and
VOCs overestimation in emission inventories and their calculations in chemistry packages (US-NEI11
and MEGAN). The average MAE and RMSE of O3 are around 7 ppb and 8 ppb, respectively. We also
calculated the NO2 concentrations as one of the precursor in ozone formation. The MBE of NO2 in
urban areas (~2.5 ppb) show that the model tends to overpredict the nitrogen dioxide. The MAE and
RMSE of NO2 is around 4 ppb.

Figure 3 shows the observed vs. simulated PM2.5 (µg/m3) and O3 (ppb) concentrations in the
urban areas of Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago. Tables 3–5 respectively represent the mean bias error
(MBE), mean absolute error (MAE), and the root mean square error (RMSE) of T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s),
RH2 (%), PM2.5 (µg/m3), and O3 (ppb) for aforementioned cities. There are several limitations and
assumptions in these comparisons. The simulation results are extracted hourly for all variables,
whereas the observation in terms of PM2.5 and O3 are reported as a 24-h average. Figure 4 shows the
overall comparison between observed vs. simulated aforementioned parameters in terms of MBA,
MAE, and RMSE. Despite the model biases in simulating meteorological and chemical variables, the
performance of WRF-ChemV3.6.1 is generally consistent with most air quality models. For comparison
of thermal components, the fifth-generation NCAR/Penn State Mesoscale Model (MM5) presented
the MBE of T2 as 0.4 ◦C to −3.8 ◦C during a year [52–55]. For comparison of chemical components,
the CMAQ model was run during a year and indicated an under estimation of PM2.5 as the MBE of
−0.6 µg/m3 and an overprediction of seasonal O3 as the MBE of 4.4 ppb [56]. However, given the
various differences in physical and chemical parameterizations and input data (different simulation
year and observations), the online coupled WRF-Chem is mostly suited for application of simulating
and investigating the effects of urban heat island and its mitigation strategies.

Table 3. Mean bias error (MBE) of T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), Td (◦C), RH2 (%), O3 (ppb), PM2.5 (µg/m3),
SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5 (µg/m3), OC2.5 (µg/m3), and NO2 (ppb) at selected monitoring stations across
Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago.

Variables

Mean Bias Error (MBE)

AverageSacramento Houston Chicago

Suburb Urban Suburb Urban Suburb Urban

T2 (◦C) 0.15 −0.34 0.22 −0.34 −0.30 0.19 −0.07
WS10 (m/s) 1.90 3.15 0.87 0.34 1.28 1.05 1.43

Td (◦C) 0.21 0.61 0.24 0.47 0.33 0.47 0.39
RH2 (%) −5.43 −5.63 −1.03 8.16 1.88 −6.45 −1.42

24-h avg. O3 (ppb) 9.72 4.68 3.17 3.85 2.31 4.38 4.68
24-h avg. PM2.5 (µg/m3) −5.94 2.30 −3.26 2.07 −3.86 −2.33 −1.84
24-h avg. SO42.5 (µg/m3) - 4.20 - 5.30 - 3.89 4.46
24-h avg. NO32.5 (µg/m3) - −3.75 - −4.40 - −3.52 −3.91
24-h avg. OC2.5 (µg/m3) - −1.80 - −2.33 - −3.68 −2.60

24-h avg. NO2 (ppb) - 2.61 - 3.40 - 1.25 2.42

Note: The definitions of statistical measurements are as follows Zhang et al. (2006) [51]: MBE = 1
N ∑N

1 (CM − CO), CM
and CO are modeled and observed concentrations, respectively and N is the total number of model and
observation pairs.
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Table 4. Mean absolute error (MAE) of T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), Td (◦C), RH2 (%), O3 (ppb), PM2.5

(µg/m3), SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5 (µg/m3), OC2.5 (µg/m3), and NO2 (ppb) at selected monitoring
stations across Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago.

Variables

Mean Absolute Error (MAE)

AverageSacramento Houston Chicago

Suburb Urban Suburb Urban Suburb Urban

T2 (◦C) 1.05 0.88 1.20 0.88 0.77 1.12 0.99
WS10 (m/s) 1.96 3.33 1.26 1.20 2.31 1.79 1.97

Td (◦C) 0.56 0.30 0.49 0.63 0.56 0.66 0.53
RH2 (%) 15.32 9.45 5.38 9.54 8.98 10.11 9.80

24-h avg. O3 (ppb) 9.72 9.90 6.92 6.01 2.56 5.88 6.83
24-h avg. PM2.5 (µg/m3) 6.24 3.05 3.26 3.70 3.86 2.33 3.74
24-h avg. SO42.5 (µg/m3) - 4.20 - 5.30 - 3.89 4.46
24-h avg. NO32.5 (µg/m3) - 3.75 - 4.45 - 3.52 3.91
24-h avg. OC2.5 (µg/m3) - 1.80 - 2.33 - 3.68 2.60

24-h avg. NO2 (ppb) - 4.71 - 3.40 - 2.54 3.55

Note: The definitions of statistical measurements are as follows Zhang et al. (2006) [51]: MAE = 1
N ∑N

1 |CM − CO|, CM
and CO are modeled and observed concentrations, respectively and N is the total number of model and
observation pairs.

Table 5. Root mean square error (RMSE) of T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), Td (◦C), RH2 (%), O3 (ppb), PM2.5

(µg/m3), SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5 (µg/m3), OC2.5 (µg/m3), and NO2 (ppb) at selected monitoring
stations across Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago.

Variables

Root Mean Square Error (RMSE)

AverageSacramento Houston Chicago

Suburb Urban Suburb Urban Suburb Urban

T2 (◦C) 1.35 1.13 1.44 1.13 1.01 1.32 1.23
WS10 (m/s) 2.29 3.68 1.58 1.47 2.86 2.22 2.35

Td (◦C) 0.68 0.37 0.58 0.77 0.67 0.80 0.65
RH2 (%) 18.94 12.32 7.52 12.26 11.36 13.48 12.65

24-h avg. O3 (ppb) 10.51 14.21 7.89 6.71 3.09 8.21 8.44
24-h avg. PM2.5 (µg/m3) 7.74 3.25 4.04 4.30 4.82 2.81 4.49
24-h avg. SO42.5 (µg/m3) - 4.44 - 6.24 - 3.93 4.87
24-h avg. NO32.5 (µg/m3) - 3.96 - 4.87 - 4.28 4.37
24-h avg. OC2.5 (µg/m3) - 1.93 - 2.39 - 3.76 2.69

24-h avg. NO2 (ppb) - 5.74 - 4.10 - 2.89 4.24

Note: The definitions of statistical measurements are as follows Zhang et al. (2006) [51]: RMSE =[
1
N ∑N

1 (CM − CO)
2
]1/2

, CM and CO are modeled and observed concentrations, respectively and N is the total
number of model and observation pairs.
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Figure 2. The time series (hourly) of the simulated (solid line) vs. measurements (dashed line) T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), and RH2 (%) at urban monitoring stations across
Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago.
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Figure 3. The time series (averaged 24-h) of simulated (black bar chart) vs. measurements (patterned
downward diagonal bar chart) of PM2.5 (µg/m3) and O3 (ppb) concentrations at urban monitoring
stations across Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago.
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Figure 4. The overall mean bias error (MBE), mean absolute error (MAE), and root mean square error
(RMSA) of T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), Td (◦C), RH2 (%), O3 (ppb), PM2.5 (µg/m3), SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5

(µg/m3), OC2.5 (µg/m3), and NO2 (ppb) during the 2011 heat wave period.

3.2. Effects of Increasing Urban Albedo

Results discussed here are based on the comparison between the ALBEDO and CTRL scenarios
for each city. Table 6 and Figure 5 represent the average differences in T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), Td (◦C),
RH2 (%), PM2.5 (µg/m3), O3 (ppb), SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5 (µg/m3), OC2.5 (µg/m3), and NO2 (ppb)
during the 2011 heat wave period across the second, third, and fourth domains: Sacramento (CA),
Houston (TX), and Chicago (IL). Figure 6 shows the averaged differences of T2 (◦C) and O3 (ppb)
concentrations in suburb and urban areas of the aforementioned cities.

Sacramento, California is located in the central valley near the Sierra foothills. It is at the
confluence of the Sacramento River and the American River and is known as the Sacramento Valley.
The city has a population of approximately 500,000 people and covers over 253 km2 [57,58]. Its climate
is characterized by mild year-round temperature. It has a hot-dry-summer Mediterranean climate
with little humidity and an abundance of sunshine. Based on the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA) Online Weather Data [22], Sacramento has the summer temperature exceeding
32 ◦C on 73 days and 38 ◦C on 15 days. The State of the Air 2017 report, by American Lung
Association [59], ranks the metropolitan areas based on ozone and particular pollutions during 2013,
2014, and 2015 period. They used the official data from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA). Sacramento ranks eighth because of its high ozone concentration.
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Table 6. The differences between CTRL and ALBEDO scenarios of T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), RH2 (%),
O3 (ppb), PM2.5 (µg/m3), SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5 (µg/m3), OC2.5 (µg/m3), and NO2 (ppb) during the
2011 heat wave period across Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago.

∆ ALBEDO

CTRL-ALBEDO
Sacramento Houston Chicago

Average
Suburb Urban Suburb Urban Suburb Urban

∆ T2 (◦C) 0.72 2.37 0.81 2.68 0.75 1.76 1.52
∆ WS10 (m/s) 0.03 0.02 0.33 0.02 −0.08 0.00 0.05

∆ Td (◦C) −0.26 −0.39 −0.27 −0.46 −0.21 −0.34 −0.32
∆ RH2 (%) −2.99 −6.88 −2.44 −6.89 −0.81 0.21 −3.30

24-h avg. O3 (ppb) 2.98 7.52 2.85 7.23 1.77 4.23 4.43
24-h avg. PM2.5 (µg/m3) 0.98 2.36 2.59 3.49 0.61 2.48 2.08
24-h avg. SO42.5 (µg/m3) - 0.02 - 0.01 - 0.06 0.03
24-h avg. NO32.5 (µg/m3) - 0.01 - 0.05 - 0.23 0.09
24-h avg. OC2.5 (µg/m3) - 0.00 - 0.00 - 0.00 0.00

24-h avg. NO2 (ppb) - 0.82 - 1.21 - 0.91 0.98
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Figure 5. The average differences between CTRL and ALBEDO scenarios in T2 (◦C), WS10 (m/s), RH2
(%), O3 (ppb), PM2.5 (µg/m3), SO42.5 (µg/m3), NO32.5 (µg/m3), OC2.5 (µg/m3), and NO2 (ppb) during
the 2011 heat wave period.
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Figure 6. The average differences between CTRL and ALBEDO scenarios of T2 (◦C) and O3 (ppb)
during the 2011 heat wave period in suburb and urban areas of Sacramento, Chicago, and Houston.

In a study performed at the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory (LBNL), Taha et al. [60]
applied the Colorado State Urban Meteorological Model (CSUMM) and the Urban Airshed Model
(UAM-IV) to estimate the impacts of heat island mitigation strategies in Sacramento on the area’s
local meteorology and ozone air quality in 2000. The albedo level and vegetative cover increased by
approximately 0.11 and 0.14, respectively. Using 11–13 July 1990 as the modeling period, the ozone and
temperature decreased by up to 10 ppb and 1.6 ◦C, respectively. In a more recent study, Taha et al. [61]
applied WRF with CMAQ in Sacramento Valley with the inner domain of 1 km resolution. The albedo
of roofs, walls, and pavements increased by 0.4, 0.1, and 0.2, respectively. The surface temperature and
air temperature were reduced by up to 7 ◦C and 2–3 ◦C, respectively. The ozone concentrations also
decreased by up to 5–11 ppb during the daytime.

Our simulation results for Sacramento show that albedo enhancement leads to a net decrease in
2-m air temperature by up to 2.5 ◦C and 0.7 ◦C in urban and suburban areas, respectively. Most of
the decreases occur between 1200 and 1600 LST as shown in Figure 7-S. Figure 8-Sa (CTRL) shows
the maximum air temperature across the simulation domain in the heat wave period. By increasing
surface reflectivity, the maximum temperature reduction is around 3 ◦C almost in all parts of the city
(Figure 8-Sb-ALBEDO) and this reduction is more obvious in the western part of the domain. The wind
speed slightly decreased over the entire domain. The relative humidity increased by 7% and 3% in
urban and suburban areas, respectively. Increasing surface reflectivity affords a decrease of nearly
2.4 µg/m3 in PM2.5 concentrations in urban area (Figure 7-S) and 1 µg/m3 in suburb. Figure 8-Sc
shows the maximum PM2.5 concentrations across the domain. The maximum is around 12 µg/m3 in
urban area that decreases by 2–3 µg/m3 as the results of albedo enhancement (Figure 8-Sd). The heat
island mitigation strategy causes a decline in O3 by almost 8 ppb in urban (Figure 7-S) and 3 ppb in
suburb of the Sacramento area. Figure 8-Se shows the maximum O3 concentrations as nearly 80 ppb
across the simulation domain that decreases to nearly 70 ppb by UHI mitigation strategy (Figure 8-Sf).
Our results resemble those of previous studies [60–63]. We have also compared the CTRL and ALBEDO
simulations results of particulate sulfate, particulate nitrate, organic carbon, and nitrogen dioxide.
Albedo enhancement causes no changes (OC) to minimal changes to particular matters subspecies
(~0.01 reduction) but decreases the NO2 concentration by 0.82 ppb.

Houston is the fourth most populous city in the U.S. with a population of 2.3 million within a land
area of 1700 km2 [57,58]. It is located in the Southeast Texas near the Gulf of Mexico. Houston’s climate
is classified as humid subtropical. During the summer, the temperature commonly reaches 34 ◦C, and
some days it reaches to even 40 ◦C. The wind comes from the south and southeast and brings heat
and moisture from the Gulf of Mexico. The highest temperature recorded in Houston is 43 ◦C, which
occurred during the 2011 heat wave period [57,58]. Houston also suffers from excessive ozone levels
and the American Lung Association [59] named the city as the 12th most polluted city in the U.S.,
based on EPA 2013, 2014, and 2015 data base.



Climate 2018, 6, 19 13 of 21

Climate 2018, 6, x FOR PEER REVIEW  15 of 22 

 

 T2 (°C) PM2.5 (µg/m3) O3 (ppb) 

S
ac

ra
m

en
to

-S
 

 

  

H
o

u
st

o
n

-H
 

   

C
h

ic
ag

o
-C

 

 

  

20

25

30

35

40

0 12 0 12 0 12 0 12

0

5

10

15

2011-07-20.2011-07-21.2011-07-22.2011-07-23.

0

20

40

60

80

2011-07-20. 2011-07-21. 2011-07-22. 2011-07-23.

20

25

30

35

40

0 12 0 12 0 12 0 12

0

10

20

2011-07-20.2011-07-21.2011-07-22.2011-07-23.

0

20

40

60

80

2011-07-20. 2011-07-21. 2011-07-22. 2011-07-23.

20

25

30

35

40

0 12 0 12 0 12 0 12

0

5

10

15

2011-07-20.2011-07-21.2011-07-22.2011-07-23.

0

20

40

60

80

2011-07-20. 2011-07-21. 2011-07-22. 2011-07-23.

Figure 7. The differences between CTRL (solid line and black bar chart) and ALBEDO (red dashed line and patterned downward diagonal bar chart) scenarios in
hourly T2 (◦C) and 24-h avg. PM2.5 (µg/m3) and O3 (ppb) concentrations during the 2011 heat wave period across the urban areas of Sacramento-S, Houston-H,
and Chicago-C.
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Taha [64] used MM5 to evaluate the model’s episode performance and its response to increasing
surface albedo and vegetation in Houston during several days in August 2000. In ALBEDO scenario,
the roof albedo was increased from an average of 0.1 to an average of 0.3; wall albedo was increased
from an average of 0.25 to an average of 0.3; pavement albedo was increased from an average of 0.08
to 0.2. The results indicated a reduction in temperature by up to 3.5 ◦C, and also caused warming
in some areas by up to 1.5 ◦C. Results indicated that cooling usually occurs during daytime, while
heating occurs at night. The other simulations show the same results [64–66].

Our simulation results for Houston show that albedo enhancement leads to a net decrease in
2-m air temperature by up to 3 ◦C and 0.8 ◦C in urban (Figure 7-H) and suburban areas, respectively.
We witness no heating effect in our simulation. The reason is due to the sea breeze consideration in the
solver of WRF-Chem. Figure 8-Ha illustrates the maximum air temperature across the Houston in the
heat wave period. The maximum temperature reduction is above 3 ◦C almost in all parts of the city
(Figure 8-Hb). Our model tends to perform relatively better in urban rather than in suburb areas. With
albedo enhancement, the wind speed slightly decreased, and the relative humidity increased by up to
7% in urban and 3% in suburb. Increasing surface reflectivity affords a decrease of PM2.5 concentrations
by up to 3.5 µg/m3 and 2.6 µg/m3 in urban and suburban areas, respectively. Figure 8-Hc shows the
maximum PM2.5 concentrations across Houston. The maximum is above 20 µg/m3 in urban area that
decreases to 16 µg/m3 as the results of albedo enhancement (Figure 8-Hd). The O3 concentrations also
decrease by up to 7.2 ppb and 3 ppb in urban and suburban areas, respectively. Figure 8-He shows the
maximum O3 concentrations as above 80 ppb across the simulation domain that decreases to nearly
70 ppb all over the domain (Figure 8-Hf). Our results resemble to previous studies [64–66]. Increasing
surface albedo in the urban area of Houston causes no changes in particular matters subspecies and
a decrease of 1.2 ppb in NO2 concentration.

Chicago is the third most populous city in the U.S. with over 2.7 million residents. The city area is
606 km2 [57,58]. The city lies on the southwestern shores of Lake Michigan and has two rivers: the
Chicago River and the Calumet River. Chicago has a humid continental climate. Summer temperatures
can reach up to 32 ◦C. Taha et al. [67] used a three-dimensional, Eulerian, mesoscale meteorological
model (CSUMM) to simulate the effects of large scale surface modifications on meteorological
conditions in 10 cities across the U.S. Surface modifications included increasing albedo by 0.03 ± 0.05
and increasing vegetative fraction by 0.03 ± 0.04. The results indicated that the air temperature was
reduced by up to 1 ◦C in the Chicago area.

Our simulation results for Chicago show that albedo enhancement leads to a net decrease in
2-m air temperature by up to nearly 2 ◦C and 0.8 ◦C in urban (Figure 7-C) and suburban areas,
respectively. Figure 8-Ca shows the maximum air temperature across the simulation domain. With
albedo enhancement, the air temperature reduced over the domain (Figure 8-Cb). The wind speed
slightly reduces in suburbs, with no changes in urban areas. The results show a slight decrease in
relative humidity by up to 0.2% in Chicago’s urban areas. The reason is due to the wind speed direction
that is north to west (passing the bodies of water) and the city’s location that is along one of the Great
Lakes, Lake Michigan, and has the Mississippi River Watershed and the Chicago River. The other
reason is due to the increasing surface reflectivity that reduces the skin temperature and thus air
temperature that might also decrease the chance of evaporation and thus decreases moisture content
above the ground. This strategy also affords a decrease of PM2.5 concentrations by up to 2.5 µg/m3

and 0.6 µg/m3 in urban and suburban areas, respectively. The maximum PM2.5 concentrations across
Chicago is nearly 12 µg/m3, that decreases to nearly 9 µg/m3 as the results of albedo enhancement
(Figure 8-Cc and Cd). The O3 concentrations decrease by up to 4.2 ppb in urban area and 1.7 ppb in
suburb. Figure 8-Ce shows the maximum O3 concentrations as nearly 70 ppb across the simulation
domain that decreases to almost 65 ppb all over the domain (Figure 8-Cf). Increasing urban albedo in
Chicago leads to an increase of particulate nitrate by 3 ppb and a decrease of NO2 concentration by
0.9 ppb.
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and ALBEDO scenarios across Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago during the 2011 heat wave period.

Overall, the results indicate that with albedo enhancement, the air temperature drops (~1.5 ◦C)
and thus causes a decrease in ozone concentrations (~5 ppb) and nitrogen dioxide (~1 ppb). Increasing
surface solar reflectance lead to a minimal decrease in particular matters (~2 µg/m3) and no significant
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changes in its subspecies. The SO42.5 and NO32.5 concentrations reduced slightly in urban areas
(~0.1 µg/m3) due to the decrease in air temperature and thus photochemical reaction rates, but there is
no change in OC2.5 (µg/m3). The UHI mitigation strategy increased the relative humidity and dew
point temperature. Our results show that there are no significant changes in the wind speed over the
domain and the differences between two scenarios is 0.05 m/s. This minimal change can be due to
the WRF-Chem configurations and it does not reflect any changes in momentum transport from the
shallow boundary layer.

4. Discussion

By comparing the simulation results with the observations, we acknowledge that WRF-Chem
generally reproduces well the hourly variations of meteorological variables, but overpredicts or
underpredicts the air pollutant concentrations during the 2011 heat wave period. One of the reasons
is due to the method of comparison; the simulation outputs are extracted at the start of each hour,
whereas the measurements are reported as hourly or daily averages. Another reason is because of the
anthropogenic and the biogenic estimations by US-NEI11 (spatial resolution of 1 km) and MEGAN
(spatial resolution of 4 km). The other issue is concerning the simulation episode which is seven
consecutive days during the heat wave period, whereas the pollutants dispersion and formation may
occur during a longer time period. We suggest a study to assess the effects of increasing surface albedo
for a whole year to see its effects during the winter season and during a year as well. The WRF-Chem
meteorological and chemical settings configured here are reasonable, but different settings may also be
reasonable. We suggest alternative parameterizations to see the effects of surface albedo in a two-way
nested approach such as ours for further studies. We also suggest assessing the effects of other
UHI mitigation strategies (as increasing vegetative fraction) on urban climate and air quality within
a two-way nested approach.

At the inception of our study, the WRF-Chem version 3.6.1 was the most recent release. Since
our objectives are concerning the effects of urban heat island and its mitigation strategies on urban
climate and there were no modifications in the multilayer of the urban canopy model, we decided to
continue using this version. We run the model on 48 cores, 96 Gb for 14 days. Each actual day took
48 h to run on a supercomputer. The data assimilation in WRF can be used to update WRF model’s
initial conditions. The WRF-DA is based on an incremental vibrational data assimilation technique
and has both 3D-Var and 4D-Var capabilities. It also includes the capability of hybrid data assimilation
(vibrational + ensemble). The conjugate gradient method is utilized to minimize the cost function in
the analysis control variable space. Analysis increments are also interpolated to staggered grids and it
gets added to the background (first guess) to get the final analysis of the WRF-model grid. The WRF
has the capability to maintain data assimilation in its solver [29,30]. That is why our results show
a good agreement with the observations. We believe our results and analyses are trustable and can be
used for further investigations.

The 2011 heat wave period is selected for our simulations to investigate the effects of increasing
albedo on the worst-case scenarios in each city. However, in order to specify the effects of increasing
albedo, another simulation should be carried out in a normal condition during summer. Then the
results need to be compared with the heat wave period to see the typical effects of albedo enhancement
in each location. Simulation of the entire year can reveal more information on the annual effects of the
mitigation strategy. To gain better results of the effectiveness of high-albedo strategy in improving the
regional ozone air quality, other episodes and locations with more reliable emission inventories should
be further investigated, modeled, and analyzed in a more detailed modeling approach. The information
on an area’s local climate can help to focus on heat island mitigation strategies that best suit their
region. For example, cities with dry climates may achieve greater benefits from increasing vegetative
fraction of urban areas (more evapotranspiration) than would cities in humid climates. However,
dry-climate cities also need to consider the availability of water to maintain vegetation. We suggest
a more detailed analysis of simulation results to investigate the effects of surface modifications on
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decreasing the temperature-dependent photochemical reaction rates, as well as decreasing evaporation
losses of organic compounds from industrial sectors, and mobile and stationary sources.

5. Summary and Conclusions

We applied a two-way nested approach in WRF-ChemV3.6.1 coupled with the ML-UCM to evaluate
the surface modification consequences on air temperature, wind speed, relative humidity, dew point
temperature, ozone, nitrogen dioxide, fine particulate matters, PM2.5 subspecies (particulate sulfate
(SO42.5), particulate nitrate (NO32.5) and organic carbon (OC2.5)) concentrations in a unified continental
scale through regional scales (North America through Sacramento, Houston, and Chicago) during
the 2011 heat wave period. The two-way nested approach with fine-resolution modelling framework
can equip us with an integrated simulation setup to capture the full impacts of meteorological and
photochemical reactions. The applied method would serve as a basis for future model improvements
and parameterization development, fine-resolution dispersion, and photochemical modelling for other
geographical locations.

The model performance is evaluated by comparing the simulation results with the observations.
Despite the model biases in simulating meteorological and chemical variables, the performance of
WRF-ChemV3.6.1 is generally consistent with the most air quality models. [52–55,60–67], thus is
mostly suited for application of simulating and investigating the effects of urban heat island and
its mitigation strategies. The MBA, MAE, and RMSE estimations confirmed the model capabilities.
For meteorological components, the WRF-ChemV3.6.1, as configured here, captures well the diurnal
variations of 2-m air temperature (MBA ~−0.07 ◦C), overpredicts 10-m wind speed (MBA ~1.65 m/s),
overpredicts dew point temperature (MBA ~0.4 ◦C), underpredicts 2-m relative humidity (MBA
~−1.4%). For chemical component, the model underpredicts the daily fine particular matters (PM2.5)
(MBA ~−1.5 µg/m3) and overpredicts the O3 concentrations (MBA ~5 ppb). The model underpredicts
the NO2 (~2.5 ppb) and overpredicts particulate sulfate (MBE ~5 µg/m3) and underpredicts particulate
nitrate (MBE ~−4 µg/m3) and organic carbon (MBE ~−3 µg/m3) in urban areas of aforementioned
cities during the 2011 heat wave period. The model tends to perform relatively better in urban, rather
than in suburban areas.

Two sets of simulations are conducted with regard to surface modifications: CTRL scenario and
ALBEDO scenario. With albedo enhancement we observed: a decrease in air temperature by 2.3 ◦C
in urban areas and 0.7 ◦C in suburban areas; a slight increase in wind speed; an increase in relative
humidity (3%) and dew point temperature (0.3 ◦C); a decrease of PM2.5 and O3 concentrations by
2.7 µg/m3 and 6.3 ppb in urban areas and 1.4 µg/m3 and 2.5 ppb in suburban areas, respectively;
minimal changes in PM2.5 subspecies and a decrease of nitrogen dioxide (1 ppb) in urban areas.
The results presented here are episode- and region-specific and thus may not provide a suitable basis
for generalization to other circumstances. Overall, the results confirm that for Sacramento in California,
Houston in Texas, and Chicago in Illinois, the albedo enhancement is an effective mitigation strategy
to reduce the air temperature and improve air quality. The results show that Sacramento and Houston
benefit more from increasing surface solar reflectance. These findings are an asset for policy makers
and urban planning designers. However, we suggest that the effects of other UHI mitigation strategies
on urban climate and air quality should also be investigated before making decisions on applying
any surface modifications. We also suggest running the simulations with more accurate emission
inventories. We recommend a simulation for the entire year that can reveal more information of the
mitigation strategy impacts.
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