
Daily precipitation distributions over the intra-Americas sea and their 

interannual variability

S. CURTIS

Department of Geography/Applied Atmospheric Science Program, East Carolina University,  

Brewster A232, Greenville, North Carolina 27858

e-mail: curtisw@ecu.edu

Received October 11, 2011; accepted May 30, 2012

RESUMEN

Se analiza la variabilidad estacional (de marzo a octubre) e interanual de la función de distribución acu-
owncvkxc"*HFC+"tgncvkxc"c"nc"rtgekrkvcek„p"gp"Oguqcofitkec."gn"Rce‡Ýeq"qtkgpvcn"{"gn"Cvnƒpvkeq"qeekfgpvcn."
swg"uwgngp"fgpqokpctug"oct"kpvtccogtkecpq0"Ug"fgucttqnnctqp"HFC"rctc"itcpfgu"ƒtgcu"fg"rtgekrkvcek„p"gp"
tierra y albercas de agua caliente mayores a 28.5 ºC y de 26.5 a 28.5 ºC. Los valores de las distribuciones 
de precipitación relativas a aguas de menor temperatura tienden a ser menores en comparación con los de 
tierra y los de la alberca de agua caliente del hemisferio occidental (WHWP, por sus siglas en inglés). Las 
distribuciones de la precipitación en tierra y en la WHWP tienen valores similares de marzo a mayo. De 
lwpkq"c"qevwdtg."gn"jkuvqitcoc"fg"rtgekrkvcek„p"gp"vkgttc"gu"oƒu"guvtgejq"*ogpqt"nnwxkc"nkigtc"g"kpvgpuc+"swg"
el de la WHWP. En ésta, la lluvia intensa a extrema tiene mayor probabilidad de presentarse en junio. De 
1997 a 2008, la Oscilación del Sur/El Niño (ENSO, por sus siglas en inglés) se vinculó con las FDA de la 
precipitación en tierra durante el verano, donde en fases de El Niño se observa una tendencia a menor lluvia 
total. No hay una relación fuerte entre ENSO y las CDF de la precipitación sobre las WHWP. Por último, 
una extensa WHWP de mayo a julio se relaciona con las FDA de precipitación sobre las WHWP en octubre, 
gu"fgekt."ug"qdugtxc"wpc"vgpfgpekc"jcekc"xcnqtgu"oƒu"cnvqu"fg"nnwxkc"vqvcn"{"c"oc{qt"rtgugpekc"fg"gxgpvqu"
extremos. El tamaño de la WHWP en julio explica el 75% de la variabilidad en la frecuencia de precipita-
ekqpgu"oc{qtgu"c"72"oo"gp"fkejc"cndgtec"ecnkgpvg"gp"qevwdtg."{"nc"tc‡¦"fgn"gttqt"ewcftƒvkeq"ogfkq"gpvtg"nqu"
puntos observados y el modelo lineal es de alrededor de 0.005. Sin embargo, esta aparente predictibilidad 
pq"ug"fgdg"¿pkecogpvg"c"wpc"cpqocn‡c"guvcekqpcn"eƒnkfc"swg"eqpfweg"c"ghgevqu"vgtoqfkpƒokequ"nqecngu0"
Nc"eqttgncek„p"ukownvƒpgc"gpvtg"nc"gzvgpuk„p"fg"nc"YJYR"gp"qevwdtg"{"nc"HFC"fg"ncu"rtgekrkvcekqpgu"gp"
ese lugar es baja, lo cual indica ausencia de una respuesta coincidente. Este trabajo muestra, mediante el 
tgcpƒnkuku"qegƒpkeq/cvoquhfitkeq."swg"nqu"gzvtgoqu"fg"rtgekrkvcek„p"gp"qevwdtg"fgrgpfgp"fgn"fgucttqnnq"fg"
nc"rqtek„p"cvnƒpvkec"fg"nc"YJYR"gpvtg"oc{q"{"lwnkq0"Ncu"YJYR"gzvgpucu"gp"guvqu"ogugu"uqp"eqpukuvgpvgu"
eqp"gn"kpkekq"vgortcpq"fg"nc"cndgtec"ecnkgpvg"fgn"Cvnƒpvkeq"{"nc"kpguvcdknkfcf"cvoquhfitkec"uqdtg"Egpvtqcofitkec"
que conduce a eventos extremos de precipitación durante el verano. 

ABSTRACT

The seasonal (March to October) and interannual variability of the cumulative distribution function (CDF) 
qh"rtgekrkvcvkqp" ku"gzcokpgf"hqt"Oguq/Cogtkec." vjg"gcuvgtp"RcekÝe"cpf"yguvgtp"Cvncpvke."eqooqpn{"tg-
ferred to as the intra-Americas sea (IAS). Large-area precipitation CDFs were constructed over land and 
temperature pools greater than 28.5º C and between 26.5º and 28.5º C. The cooler waters tend to have their 
precipitation distributions shifted to lower values as compared to land and the western hemisphere warm 
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pool (WHWP). The land and the WHWP have similar precipitation distributions from March to May. From 
June to October the land histogram of precipitation is narrower (less light and heavy rainfall) relative to the 
YJYR"jkuvqitco0"Vjg"jkijguv"rtqdcdknkv{"qh"Ýpfkpi"jgcx{"vq"gzvtgog"rtgekrkvcvkqp"qxgt"vjg"YJYR"ku"kp"
June. From 1997 to 2008, in the summer months, the El Niño/Southern Oscillation (ENSO) is related to the 
CDFs of precipitation over land, where during El Niño there is a shift toward lower daily rain totals. There 
is not a strong relationship between ENSO and the CDFs of precipitation over the ocean pools. Finally, a 
large WHWP in May-June-July is related to the CDF of precipitation over the WHWP in October, namely 
a shift towards higher daily rain totals and more extreme events. The size of the July WHWP explains 75% 
of the variability in the frequency of rainfall greater than 50 mm within the WHWP in October, and the 
root mean square error between the observed points and the linear models is about 0.005. However, the 
reason for this apparent predictability is not simply due to a warm seasonal anomaly leading to local ther-
modynamic effects. The concurrent correlation between the size of the WHWP in October and the CDF of 
precipitation therein is small, indicating a lack of a contemporaneous response. Here it is shown through 
atmospheric-oceanic reanalysis that rainfall extremes in October are dependent upon the development of 
the Atlantic portion of the WHWP in May-June-July. Large WHWPs in these months are consistent with an 
early onset of the Atlantic warm pool and atmospheric instability over Central America leading to extreme 
precipitation events in the fall.

Keywords: Daily precipitation, climate variability, western hemisphere warm pool, satellites.

1. Introduction

Vjg"kpvtc/Cogtkecu"ugc"*KCU+"kpenwfgu"vjg"Ectkddgcp"Ugc."yguvgtp"Cvncpvke."gcuvgtp"RcekÝe."Iwnh"
of Mexico and surrounding countries. One important feature of the IAS is the western hemisphere 

ycto"rqqn"*YJYR+."yjkej"ycu"Ýtuv"fgÝpgf"d{"Ycpi"cpf"GpÝgnf"*4223+"cu"vjg"ctgc"eqxgtgf"
by sea surface temperatures (SST) greater than 28.5º C. The WHWP generally begins in March 

kp"vjg"gcuvgtp"RcekÝe."etquugu"Egpvtcn"Cogtkec"kp"Lwpg"cpf"tgcejgu"c"oczkowo"gzvgpv"*oquvn{"kp"
vjg"Cvncpvke+"kp"Ugrvgodgt."dghqtg"ujtkpmkpi"kp"Qevqdgt"*Ycpi"cpf"GpÝgnf."4225+0"Vjg"YJYR"
is accompanied by low sea level pressure and the prevalence of clouds, convection, and tropical 

cyclones. Just considering the Atlantic portion of the WHWP, there is a strong contemporaneous 

relationship between the size of the warm pool and rainfall over the Caribbean and Central America 

(Wang et al., 2006).

While some recent work has focused on the predictability of seasonal hurricane activity in the 

IAS given SSTs in the WHWP region and the El Niño/Southern Oscillation (ENSO) (Jury and 

GpÝgnf."4232="Mnqv¦dcej."4233+."vjgug"enkocvg"hgcvwtgu"jcxg"pqv"dggp"gzcokpgf"kp"tgncvkqp"vq"vjg"
distribution of daily rainfall. This is very important, however, as extreme events in the tropics are 

manifested in tropical cyclones, but also the more numerous convective downpours that can lead 

vq"Þcuj"Þqqfkpi"cpf"ncpfunkfgu0"Kv"ku"j{rqvjguk¦gf"vjcv"dgecwug"pqp/e{enqpg"gzvtgog"gxgpvu"ctg"
often thermodynamically forced by the underlying SSTs, they should have a stronger relationship 

with the WHWP than tropical cyclones, which frequently enter the IAS from the coast of Africa 

*Lwt{"cpf"GpÝgnf."4232+0
Daily rainfall is analyzed through the cumulative distribution function (CDF). The CDF relates 

the probability of rainfall greater than (or less than) a particular amount. The differences between 

vyq"EFHu"ecp"dg"swcpvkÝgf"cpf"tgncvgf"vq"ejcpigu"kp"tckp"jkuvqitcou"qxgt"urceg"qt"vkog0"Hqt"
example, the widening of a histogram (i.e., larger tails and smaller middle) is represented by a 

Þcvvgpkpi"qh"vjg"EFH"*Hki0"3c."d+."wr"vq"vjg"nkokv"qh"c"nkpgct"EFH."yjgtg"cnn"xcnwgu"jcxg"gswcn"
probability. A shift in a histogram (i.e., an extension of one tail and contraction of the other) leads 
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to a displacement of the CDF to higher or lower probabilities (Fig. 1c, d). In the example in 

Figure 1, the histogram weighted towards high values has a CDF that is plotted below the CDF 

qh"vjg"jkuvqitco"ygkijvgf"vqyctfu"nqy"xcnwgu0"Vjgtg"ku"c"82'"rtqdcdknkv{"qh"Ýpfkpi"xcnwgu"itgcvgt"
than 5 in the data set represented by the dashed curve, whereas there is only a 40% probability of 

Ýpfkpi"xcnwgu"itgcvgt"vjcp"7"kp"vjg"fcvc"ugv"tgrtgugpvgf"d{"vjg"uqnkf"ewtxg0"Ugcuqpcn"jkuvqitcou"qh"
daily precipitation have been examined recently in the regional climate literature (e.g., Higgins et 

al., 2007; Ropelewski and Bell, 2008; Black, 2009; Robertson et al., 2009; Munroe et al., 2013).

While the WHWP and the Atlantic warm pool (AWP) have been investigated in terms of 

their impact on the seasonal climate of the IAS region, little work has been done to relate these 

temperature pools to the daily distribution of rainfall. Thus, the primary objective of this study 

is to investigate the CDFs of daily satellite-estimated precipitation from March to October over 

the twelve year period 1997 to 2008 grouped by their underlying surface type: land, the WHWP, 

and surrounding cooler waters. A second objective is to determine whether the CDFs are related 

to the size of the temperature pools and ENSO, with the ultimate goal of predictability of the 

fkuvtkdwvkqp"qh"fckn{"tckphcnn"kp"vjg"KCU0"UrgekÝe"fcvc"cpf"ogvjqfqnqi{"ctg"ikxgp"kp"ugevkqp"4."
results in section 3, discussion in section 4, and some concluding thoughts in section 5.

2. Data and methods

Rtgekrkvcvkqp"fcvc"ycu"qdvckpgf" htqo" vjg"Inqdcn"Rtgekrkvcvkqp"Enkocvqnqi{"Rtqlgev" *IRER+"Qpg"
Degree Daily (1DD) version 1.1 (Huffman et al., 2001, 2009) product. In the area of interest, 1DD is 

dcugf"qp"Igq/KT"ucvgnnkvg"dtkijvpguu"vgorgtcvwtgu"ykvj"vjg"Ýpcn"tckp"tcvgu"hqtegf"vq"uwo"vq"vjg"IRER"
version 2.1 monthly satellite-gauge combination, thus limiting land biases. Besides the advantages 

of high time and space resolution, estimates of precipitation are computed over the ocean. The 

primary limitation is the length of the 1DD product, which is currently 12 years (1997 to 2008). 

Monthly SST at the same one-degree resolution (Reynolds et al.."4224+"ycu"wugf"vq"fgÝpg"vjg"
temperature pools. 
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Fig. 1. Examples of histograms (a) and (c) and their accompanying 

cumulative distribution functions (b) and (d). Compared to the solid 

curves, the dashed curves represent a narrowing of the distribution in 

(a) and (b) and a shifting to larger values in (c) and (d).
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To extend the analysis in time and provide a dynamical explanation to the statistical results, an 

kpfgz"qh"vjg"uk¦g"qh"vjg"YJYR"*Ycpi"cpf"GpÝgnf."4223+"ycu"gzvtcevgf"htqo"vjg"Gctvj"U{uvgo"
Research Laboratory, NOAA for the period 1950 to 2011. This index was then related to measures 

of atmospheric stability that would favor convection and extreme precipitation, namely 500 hPa 

pressure vertical velocity and 200 hPa divergence and velocity potential. The gradient of velocity 

potential (ぬ+"ku"fgÝpgf"cu"vjg"fkxgtigpv"ykpf"xgevqt"*u):

u = ぬ

So u is normal to and directed from negative to positive isolines of velocity potential. Finally, 

NCEP-SST was used to examine the areal extent of the WHWP in relation to the atmospheric dynamics.

Vjtgg"igqitcrjke"¦qpgu"ygtg"fgÝpgf"qp"c"qpg/fgitgg"itkf"qxgt"cp"kfgpvkecn"fqockp"*342/62³"
Y"cpf"2/52³"P+"cu"vjg"Ycpi"cpf"GpÝgnf"*4225+"uvwf{"hqt"cnn"oqpvju"cpf"{gctu"*ugg"gzcorng"kp"
Hki0"4+0"Vjg"Ýtuv"¦qpg"ku"ncpf."yjkej"ku"gswkxcngpv"vq"806"'"326 km2 and includes Mexico, Central 

America, northern South America, Florida, and the largest Caribbean islands. The second zone 

comprises the western hemisphere warm pool (WHWP), which are all grid boxes with values 

itgcvgt"vjcp"4:07³"E"kp"vjg"oqpvjn{"UUV"fcvc"ugv0"Vjg"YJYR"ycu"hwtvjgt"uwdfkxkfgf"kpvq"c"RcekÝe"
warm pool (PWP) and AWP, as these pools have different dynamics despite being interconnected 

*Ocic‚c"cpf"Ecgvcpq."4227+0"Vjg"vjktf"¦qpg"ku"fgÝpgf"d{"UUVu"dgvyggp"4807"cpf"4:07"³E"cpf"
hereafter referred to as the “cool pool”. The cool pool essentially acts as a reference from which 

to compare the WHWP and was not subdivided.

Next precipitation CDFs were computed for each month (8), year (12), and zone (5) for days with 

measurable rainfall (> 0.01 mm), yielding a total of 480 CDFs. Characteristics of the CDFs were 

related to the size of the warm pools, size of the cool pool, and the state of ENSO as determined by 

the Niño3.4 SST index. Pearson and Spearman correlations, differences in means, and two-tailed 

v/vguv"ygtg"wugf"vq"swcpvkh{"tgncvkqpujkru"cpf"vjgkt"ukipkÝecpegu0"

3. Results

3.1 Seasonal evolution of the WHWP

Figure 3 shows the interannual variability of the area of the WHWP, PWP, and AWP for the months 

March to October 1997-2008. The size of the WHWP reaches a maximum in August and September 

eqpukuvgpv"ykvj"Ycpi"cpf"GpÝgnf"*4223."4225+"ykvj"vjg"nctiguv"xctkcdknkv{"kp"Lwpg"cpf"Lwn{0"Vjg"
extent of the variability can be seen in the maps of June 1998 and 2000 (Fig. 2), representing the 

largest and smallest WHWP respectively (Fig. 3a). In March and April the WHWP is small and 

tgngicvgf"vq"vjg"RcekÝe0"Kp"uwdugswgpv"oqpvju."ykvj"vjg"gzegrvkqp"qh"3;;9"fwtkpi"vjg"uvtqpi"Gn"
Pk‚q."vjg"RcekÝe"rqtvkqp"qh"vjg"YJYR"ujtkpmu"cpf"vjg"CYR"itqyu0"Vjg"ctgc"qh"UUVu"itgcvgt"
vjcp"4:07"³E"ku"crrtqzkocvgn{"gxgp"dgvyggp"vjg"Cvncpvke"cpf"RcekÝe"kp"Lwpg"*Hki0"5+0"Jqygxgt."vjg"
RcekÝe"ceeqwpvgf"hqt"c"nctig"oclqtkv{"qh"vjg"ctgc"qh"vjg"YJYR"fwtkpi"vjku"oqpvj"*Hki0"4+"yjgp"
it was at its largest extent in 1997 (83%) and smallest extent in 2000 (78%). The WHWP reaches 

its maximum size in August-September mostly due to the AWP. Interestingly, the Spearman rank 

correlation shows that the size of the PWP is more related to the overall size of the WHWP in all 

months except June and July when the AWP has a stronger relationship.
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For all months there is a strong inverse relationship between the size of the WHWP and cool 

pool. However, this is mostly a function of the domain size. An anomalously warm intra-Americas 

sea (IAS) would be consistent with cooler waters (< 28.5 ºC) being found outside the study region 

and not included in the area computation (e.g., Fig. 2a). However, an expansion of the analysis 

domain was rejected because (1) the present focus is precipitation that could ultimately impact 

the countries of the IAS, and (2) the WHWP is well captured by the current domain (Wang and 

GpÝgnf."4225+0

3.2 Cumulative distribution functions of precipitation in the WHWP

Both intrazonal and interzonal analyses of the CDFs were conducted and the vast majority of CDFs 

ygtg"hqwpf"vq"dg"ukipkÝecpvn{"fkhhgtgpv"htqo"qpg"cpqvjgt"ceeqtfkpi"vq"c"Mqnoqitqx/Uoktpqx"vguv0"
Vjg"rtgekrkvcvkqp"EFHu"qh"vjg"YJYR."eqqn"rqqn."cpf"ncpf"ygtg"rnqvvgf"d{"oqpvj0"Ikxgp"vjg"hcev"vjcv"
20 to 40% of daily rainfall was less than 1 mm, the x-axis is given on a logarithmic scale (Fig. 4). 

To further characterize the CDFs of each zone the mean and standard deviation of the percentiles 

were also computed at two rain amounts: 0.1 and 10 mm (Fig. 5). There is a large spread of WHWP 

CDFs in March (Fig. 4a), with a few distributions being substantially shifted to the high end as 

compared to cool pool and land CDFs. Recall from the introduction that a CDF with relatively 

lower percentiles is one where there is an increased (decreased) probability of high (low) rainfall 

totals (see Fig. 1). In general over the cool pool low (high) rainfall amounts are more (less) likely 

to occur. In April and May the land and WHWP CDFs are fairly consistent and separate from the 

cool pool CDFs (Fig. 4b, c). In June WHWP percentiles are lower than land percentiles at the high 

rain totals and higher than the land percentiles at the low rain totals (Fig. 4d). This suggests in a 

relative sense that the histogram of rainfall over land is narrower than over the WHWP, or in other 

words the WHWP has a greater frequency of low and high rain totals and less in the mid-range as 

compared to land (see Fig. 1). From July to September there is little difference in the frequency 

of > 10 mm rain amounts among the three zones (Fig. 5b), but in October the most extreme events 

preferentially occur over the WHWP (Fig. 4h). In the transition to fall land continues to have a 

narrower distribution of rainfall with much fewer precipitation totals < 0.1 mm (Fig. 5a). This is likely 

due to the climatological change in terrestrial precipitation in this domain. Light rain is generally more 

prevalent in the spring rather than summer and fall. Percentiles decrease at both tails of the CDF 

(0.1 and 10 mm) from March to October in the cool pool average (Fig. 5a, b), indicating an overall 

shift to greater rain amounts, although it is not until August that the mean CDF becomes comparable 

to the WHWP and land zones. The WHWP mean CDF favors higher rain totals in May-June. In 

particular, in June about 40% of daily accumulations are greater than 10 mm (Figs. 4d, 5b). The 

spread of WHWP CDFs in March is denoted by large standard deviation values, which decrease 

into the summer season (Fig. 5c, d). Conversely, standard deviations for the cool pool CDFs are 

largest in August-September.

3.3 Surface forcings of the CDFs of precipitation

Next it is determined if features of the CDFs can be related to the interannual variability of ENSO 

cpf"vjg"uk¦gu"qh"vjg"YJYR"cpf"eqqn"rqqn0"Ikxgp"vjg"nqy"ucorng"uk¦g"qh"34"EFHu"hqt"gcej"oqpvj."
c"uvtkpigpv"ukipkÝecpeg"vjtgujqnf"qh";;'"*r">"2023+"ku"korqugf0"Cnuq."ukpeg"vjgtg"ku"cp"kpvgtguv"kp"
predictability and our forcing mechanism is the ocean, a time lag is included to account for “memory” 
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Fig. 4. Cumulative distribution functions of daily precipitation (mm) over the WHWP (red 

curves), cool pool (blue curves), and land (green curves). Vertical dashed lines in (b) represent 

selected rain amounts that are investigated further in the text. (a) March, (b) April, (c) May, 

(d) June, (e) July, (f) August, (g) September, (h) October.
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across months. The dependent variable is the relative order of the CDFs based on the D-statistic, 

or the largest difference in percentiles between two CDFs. In Figure 1 the solid line CDF would 

be ranked 1 and the dashed line CDF would be ranked 2. Spearman’s ranked correction is applied. 

Table I shows that most of the non-parametric correlations between the Niño3.4 SST anomalies 

cpf"vjg"tcpmkpi"qh"vjg"EFHu"qxgt"vjg"YJYR"ctg"pgicvkxg."dwv"pqpg"tgcej"uvcvkuvkecn"ukipkÝecpeg0"
Table II repeats Table I, except now the cool pool CDFs are examined. Here the relationships are 
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Fig. 5. Means and standard deviations from March to October of percentiles at two rain 

totals in the CDFs in Figure 4. Red curve represents the WHWP, blue curve the cool pool, 

and green curve land. (a) Mean at 0.1 mm, (b) mean at 10 mm, (c) standard deviation at 0.1 

mm, and (d) standard deviation at 10 mm.

Table I. Correlation between Niño3.4 SST anomaly from March to October and the subsequent rank order 

of daily precipitation CDFs in the WHWP (e.g., in Fig. 1 the solid line CDF would be ranked 1 and the 

dashed line CDF would be ranked 2).

Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

Niño3.4 Mar –0.434 –0.469 0.182 0.301 –0.336 0.035 –0.021 –0.280
Niño3.4 Apr –0.273 0.364 0.084 –0.503 –0.147 –0.063 –0.392
Niño3.4 May 0.364 0.077 –0.594 –0.350 –0.119 –0.476
Niño3.4 Jun 0.294 –0.434 0.077 –0.133 –0.182
Niño3.4 Jul –0.350 0.231 –0.322 0.077
Niño3.4 Aug 0.130 –0.245 0.140
Niño3.4 Sep –0.280 0.203
Niño3.4 Oct 0.224
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oquvn{"rqukvkxg."dwv"cickp"uvcvkuvkecn"ukipkÝecpeg"ku"pqv"cejkgxgf0"Ukpeg"nqygt"rgtegpvkngu"kpfkecvg"
a shift of the histogram of rainfall to higher values, the sign of the correlations suggest that El 

Niño events would be accompanied by higher daily totals than La Niña over the WHWP and the 

opposite would hold for the cool pool. One reason the relationships may be weak is that the size 

of the pools are not taken into account, and large WHWPs do not always follow El Niño events, 

gurgekcnn{"kp"vjg"Cvncpvke"*GpÝgnf"et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2006). However, additional years of data 

oc{"kpetgcug"qwt"eqpÝfgpeg"kp"vjgug"GPUQ"tgncvkqpujkru0"Kpvgtguvkpin{."ukipkÝecpv"tgncvkqpujkru"
dgvyggp"GPUQ"cpf"vjg"EFHu"ctg"qdugtxgf"qxgt"vjg"ncpf"ctgcu"*Vcdng"KKK+0"Jgtg"uwoogt"RcekÝe"
vgorgtcvwtg"cpqocnkgu"ctg"ukipkÝecpvn{"tgncvgf"vq"vjg"rtgekrkvcvkqp"fkuvtkdwvkqpu"qxgt"ncpf"kp"Cwiwuv"
in the sense that El Niño would be associated with a decrease in the frequency of heavy rain events. 

This is not too surprising as several authors have noted a decrease in precipitation over Mexico 

and Central America during El Niño summers (e.g., Magaña, 2000; Curtis, 2002; Poveda et al., 

2006; Bravo Cabrera et al., 2010). Also, the predictive power is rather weak (0-2 month lead) as 

summer precipitation anomalies in the IAS actually lead the boreal winter El Niño maximum.

Tables IV and V show the relationships between the sizes of the WHWPs and cool pools, 

tgurgevkxgn{."cpf"vjg"tcpm"qtfgt"qh"EFHu0"Vjg"Qevqdgt"EFH"ku"ukipkÝecpvn{"eqttgncvgf"*pgicvkxgn{+"
with the size of the WHWP in May-June-July, suggesting a large WHWP in early summer is 

accompanied by a greater frequency of heavy daily rainfall 3-5 months later. This is borne out in 

Table II. Correlation between Niño3.4 SST anomaly from March to October and the subsequent rank order 

of daily precipitation CDFs in the cool pool (e.g., in Fig. 1 the solid line CDF would be ranked 1 and the 

dashed line CDF would be ranked 2).

Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

Niño3.4 Mar –0.252 0.573 0.497 0.413 –0.056 0.182 0.035 –0.154
Niño3.4 Apr 0.517 0.469 0.385 0.119 0.287 0.084 –0.007
Niño3.4 May 0.434 0.399 0.196 0.483 0.091 –0.007
Niño3.4 Jun –0.014 0.231 0.441 0.455 0.371
Niño3.4 Jul 0.126 0.364 0.441 0.224
Niño3.4 Aug 0.497 0.350 0.238
Niño3.4 Sep 0.448 0.161
Niño3.4 Oct 0.035

Table III. Correlation between Niño3.4 SST anomaly from March to October and the subsequent rank order 

of daily precipitation CDFs over land (e.g., in Fig. 1 the solid line CDF would be ranked 1 and the dashed 

nkpg"EFH"yqwnf"dg"tcpmgf"4+0"Dqnfgf"xcnwgu"kpfkecvg"ukipkÝecpeg"cv"vjg"3'"ngxgn0

Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

Niño3.4 Mar –0.028 –0.441 0.189 –0.042 0.028 0.133 0.196 –0.105
Niño3.4 Apr –0.315 0.210 0.133 0.224 0.371 0.462 0.133
Niño3.4 May 0.245 0.294 0.329 0.524 0.657 0.315
Niño3.4 Jun 0.517 0.566 0.678 0.769 0.510
Niño3.4 Jul 0.385 0.741 0.503 0.524
Niño3.4 Aug 0.837 0.564 0.676
Niño3.4 Sep 0.490 0.615
Niño3.4 Oct 0.636
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Hkiwtg"5c."yjgtg"vjg"Ýxg"{gctu"ykvj"vjg"oquv"gzvtgog"Qevqdgt"rtgekrkvcvkqp"*3;;9."3;;:."4227."
2006, and 2007) all have anomalously large WHWPs in May, June, and July. Further, scatter plots 

of the WHWP sizes and CDF percentiles at 10 and 50 mm are shown in Figure 6. At 10 mm, for 

vjg"ugxgp"{gctu"yjgp"vjg"Lwn{"YJYR"ycu"nguu"vjcp"8"'"326 km2, between 22-29% of rain days 

gzeggfgf"32"oo"*Hki0"8c+0"Jqygxgt."hqt"vjg"Ýxg"{gctu"yjgp"vjg"YJYR"ycu"nctigt"vjcp"8"'"326 km2 

(Fig. 3a), between 32-34% of the days exceeded 10 mm. May and June WHWP sizes yield a similar 

cndgkv"unkijvn{"ygcmgt"tgncvkqpujkr0"Vjg"ucog"Ýxg"{gctu"qh"nctiguv"YJYRu"cpf"nqyguv"rgtegpvkngu"
are evident (Fig. 6a), but the thresholds have changed due to the climatological expansion of the 

YJYR"htqo"urtkpi"vq"uwoogt"*Hki0"5c+0"Hqt"Oc{"kv"ku"6057"'"326 km2 cpf"hqt"Lwpg"kv"ku"705"'"326 km2. 

However, the strongest correlations and most linear relationships occur at the extreme daily rain 

total (Fig. 6b). The size of the July WHWP explains 75% of the variability in the frequency of 

rainfall greater than 50 mm within the WHWP in October (using the adjusted r2). The root mean 

square error between the observed points and the linear models is about 0.005 for all months (Fig. 6b). 

Oc{Óu"nkpgct"tgitguukqp"ku"oquv"uvggr."cpf"yqwnf"uwiiguv"vjcv"hqt"gxgt{"4"'"326 km2 increase in the 

size of the warm pool there is over a 1% increase in the probability of daily rainfall greater than 

50 mm in October. Since the average percent probability of obtaining a daily precipitation total 

greater than 50 mm is about 2%, a 1% increase is substantial. There is not a strong consistent 

relationship between the size of the cool pool and the shape of the CDFs of rainfall within this 

zone (Table V).

Table V. Correlation between the cool pool area from March to October and the subsequent rank order of 

daily precipitation CDFs in the cool pool (e.g., in Fig. 1 the solid line CDF would be ranked 1 and the dashed 

line CDF would be ranked 2).

Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

CPa Mar 0.049 –0.007 –0.196 –0.510 –0.105 –0.259 0.231 0.259
CPa Apr 0.105 0.084 –0.692 0.035 –0.070 0.238 0.378
CPa May –0.196 –0.392 –0.273 0.077 0.322 –0.154
CPa Jun –0.098 0.014 –0.014 –0.147 0.161
CPa Jul –0.070 –0.168 –0.259 –0.182
CPa Aug 0.210 0.559 0.294
CPa Sep –0.084 –0.091
CPa Oct 0.084

Table IV. Correlation between the WHWP area from March to October and the subsequent rank order of 

daily precipitation CDFs in the WHWP (e.g., in Fig. 1 the solid line CDF would be ranked 1 and the dashed 

nkpg"EFH"yqwnf"dg"tcpmgf"4+0"Dqnfgf"xcnwgu"kpfkecvg"ukipkÝecpeg"cv"vjg"3'"ngxgn0

Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct

WHWPa Mar –0.266 –0.699 0.294 0.168 –0.378 –0.035 0.014 –0.441
WHWPa Apr –0.531 0.238 0.259 –0.420 –0.140 0.140 –0.497
WHWPa May 0.636 –0.049 –0.657 –0.231 0.049 –0.762

WHWPa Jun 0.273 –0.483 –0.287 0.147 –0.741

WHWPa Jul –0.531 –0.357 0.126 –0.706

WHWPa Aug –0.538 0.070 –0.615
WHWPa Sep 0.175 –0.580
WHWPa Oct –0.210
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To differentiate between the warm pool’s impact on overall rainfall and extreme events, the 

monthly sizes of the WHWP were related to the percentile of 50 mm rainfall and the monthly 

average of measurable rainfall in October from 1997 to 2008. Figure 7 shows that the relationship 

with the extremes is stronger than with the mean from March to July and then weaker from August 

to October.

3.4 Atmospheric forcings of the CDFs of precipitation

It is clear that the size of the WHWP in May-June-July is related to extreme precipitation events 

over the WHWP in October. Since this relationship is lagged by several months, it is less likely 

forced directly by thermodynamics and is more likely communicated through an atmospheric 

dtkfig"ogejcpkuo" *GpÝgnf"et al., 2006). In this section a longer time period was examined 

between atmospheric variables that indicate instability and extreme precipitation and the size of 
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Fig. 6. Scatter plots of WHWP areas (x 106 km2) in May, June, 

July 1997-2008 and percentiles at selected rain amounts in 

October. Circles represent May, crosses June, and x-marks 

July. (a) Dependent variable is percentiles at 10 mm, (b) 

dependent variable is percentiles at 50 mm. Linear regression 

lines and their equations, correlations, and root mean square 

errors are also displayed.
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the WHWP. The 500 hPa pressure vertical velocity (omega), 200 hPa divergence, and 200 hPa 

velocity potential in October were averaged for the eight years with the largest WHWPs (1958, 

1969, 1983, 1987, 1997, 1998, 2005, and 2010) and the eight years with the smallest WHWPs 

(1950, 1955, 1956, 1967, 1968, 1971, 1984, and 1986) in June. Second, the same methodology was 

repeated for the eight largest (1987, 1997, 1998, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2006, and 2009) and smallest 

(1954, 1971, 1974, 1975, 1982, 1984, 1985, and 1988) WHWPs in October to help determine why 

there is not a contemporaneous relationship between WHWP size and extreme events. It should be 

noted that only two of the eight years with smallest WHWPs in June also appeared in the October 

composite (1971 and 1984), and three of the eight years with largest WHWPs in June were also 

largest in October (1987, 1997, and 1998).

The Octobers that follow large WHWPs in June exhibit ascending air in the mid-troposphere 

qxgt" vjg"RcekÝe." cetquu"Egpvtcn"Cogtkec." cpf" kpvq" vjg"Ectkddgcp."ykvj" egtvckp" ctgcu" tgcejkpi"
uvcvkuvkecn"ukipkÝecpeg"*Hki0":g+0"Fguegpfkpi"ckt"ku"pqvgf"qxgt"vjg"vtqrkecn"Pqtvj"Cvncpvke"*VPC+0"
Tkukpi"ckt"hggfu"fkxgtigpv"Þqy"ykvj"ukipkÝecpv"fkxgtigpeg"cetquu"Jqpfwtcu."qxgt Colombia, and 

off the northwest coast of Mexico (Fig. 8c) and a center of negative velocity potential over Costa 

Tkec"*Hki0":c+0"Vjg"Qevqdgtu"ykvj"nctig"YJYRu"ujqy"xgt{"fkhhgtgpv"f{pcokeu0"Qxgt"vjg"RcekÝe"
vjgtg"ku"ukipkÝecpv"okf/vtqrqurjgtke"tkukpi"ckt"cpf"wrrgt/vtqrqurjgtke"fkxgtigpeg0"Jqygxgt."qp"vjg"
Cvncpvke"ukfg"htqo"vjg"VPC"vq"vjg"Dcjcocu"vjgtg"ku"ukipkÝecpv"fguegpv"*Hki0":h+"cpf"eqpxgtigpeg"
(Fig. 8d). The difference map of 200 hPa velocity potential would indicate strong anomalous 

yguvgtn{"fkxgtigpv"Þqy"etquukpi"Egpvtcn"Cogtkec"cpf" vjg"yguvgtp"Ectkddgcp" *Hki0":d+." nkmgn{"
shearing off any developing convection in the IAS. 

Returning to the oceanic forcing, there is little difference in the size of the mean October WHWP 

for the eight years of the largest June WHWPs and the eight years of the largest October WHWPs 

(Fig. 9c, d). However, June WHWPs prior to large October WHWPs do not have the same extension 

over the Atlantic as do the large June WHWPs (Fig. 9a, b). Large June WHWPs cover much of the 

eastern Caribbean and TNA.

4. Discussion

The recent seasonal and interannual variability of the size of the western hemisphere warm pool 

(WHWP) was examined, and found to agree with previous climatological studies. An additional 

Ðeqqn"rqqnÑ"*UUVu"dgvyggp"4807"cpf"4:07"³E+"ycu"cnuq"fgÝpgf"jgtg"cu"c"tghgtgpeg"qh"eqorctkuqp"
with the WHWP. The cumulative distribution functions (CDFs) of daily rainfall were then examined 
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(c and d) composites. Years selected contain largest WHWPs in June (a and c) and October (b and d).
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qxgt"vjg"YJYR"*ykvj"eqpvtkdwvkqpu"htqo"vjg"Cvncpvke"cpf"RcekÝe+."eqqn"rqqn."cpf"ncpf"ugcuqpcnn{0"
The spread of the CDFs (denoted by standard deviations of percentiles at two rain values) appears 

to be inversely related to the size of the temperature pools. The WHWP is small at the beginning 

of the season leading to low numbers of raining days and more uncertainty in the CDFs. From 

March to May the CDFs over land and the WHWP are similar and shifting to higher rain totals, with 

lower rainfall amounts found over the cool pool. The frequency of precipitation > 10 mm peaks 

in June over the WHWP, and then the CDFs of precipitation in the WHWP quickly shift to lower 

rain amounts in July, consistent with the onset of the midsummer drought (Magaña et al., 1999). 

Also, on average, the size of the PWP decreases to a relative minimum in July (Fig. 3c), which 

agrees with the Magaña et al. (1999) hypothesis that an increase in cloudiness in the Northeast 

RcekÝe"kp"Lwpg"ngcfu"vq"c"tcfkcvkqpcn"dnqemkpi"ghhgev."tgfwekpi"UUVu"cpf"tckphcnn"kp"Lwn{0"Lwpg"cnuq"
marks the establishment of the WHWP into the Atlantic, however, the size of the AWP in June can 

xct{"eqpukfgtcdn{0"Ycpi"cpf"GpÝgnf"*4223+"uwiiguv"vjcv"vjg"gzrcpukqp"qh"vjg"ycto"rqqn"ngcfu"vq"
pervasive rainfall and clouds which trap longwave radiation, and in turn increase SST and further 

grow the warm pool. From the analysis it appears that these “WHWP sustaining” rain events from 

July onward are weaker than the initial ones in June.

Igpgtcnn{."GPUQ"jcu"c"ygcm"tgncvkqpujkr"ykvj"vjg"EFHu"qh"rtgekrkvcvkqp"kp"vjg"YJYR"cpf"eqqn"
pool, but the tendency is for a shift to higher rain amounts during El Niño in the warm pool and 

Nc"Pk‚c"kp"vjg"eqqn"rqqn0"Vjg"hqtogt"ku"nkmgn{"tgurqpfkpi"vq"nctig"YJYRu"kp"vjg"gcuvgtp"RcekÝe"
during El Niño, which coincide with heavy convection near the equator. The state of ENSO in 

August is strongly related to the land CDFs in August. Consistent with previous studies, precipitation 

decreases over Mexico and Central America in the summer of an El Niño (0) year.

It was discovered that the distribution of daily rainfall over the WHWP was related to the size 

qh"vjg"YJYR"htqo"3;;9"vq"422:0"Vjku"tgncvkqpujkr"ycu"oquv"ukipkÝecpv"hqt"tckphcnn"kp"Qevqdgt."
but surprisingly it was not contemporaneous. The shift to higher rain totals occurred 3-5 months 

after the presence of large warm pools in May, June, and July. This lagged relationship is not 

communicated through the size of the warm pool. In fact, very large WHWPs in October are weakly 

related to the CDFs of precipitation (–0.21). 

Interestingly, it appears that extremes, rather than normal rain amounts, in October are more 

sensitive to the size of the early-summer WHWPs. Once WHWP sizes reach a seasonally varying 

threshold (e.g.."8"'"326 km2 in July), the chances of obtaining rain amounts greater than 10 mm in 

October do not change (Fig. 7a), but the probability of obtaining rain amounts greater than 50 mm 

continues to increase with increasing size (Fig. 6b). Further, extreme events in October respond 

oqtg"ukipkÝecpvn{"vq"vjg"uk¦g"qh"vjg"YJYR"gctnkgt"kp"vjg"ugcuqp"vjcp"cxgtcig"tckphcnn"kp"Qevqdgt"
does (Fig. 7).

The WHWP is composed of the AWP and PWP, which are generated by different forcing 

mechanisms. However, the surface warming combines in terms of destabilizing the atmosphere. This 

may explain the reason, for example, that the area of the WHWP in May has a stronger relationship 

with the October CDF of precipitation over the WHWP (–0.762, see Table IV) as compared to the 

relationship between the area of the AWP in May and the October CDF of precipitation over 

the AWP (–0.587) or the area of the PWP in May and the October CDF of precipitation over the 

PWP (–0.147). 

To explore this concept further, measures of atmospheric stability for Octobers having large 

WHWPs and following large June WHWPs were examined over a longer time period (1950-2011). 
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The correlation between an index of the size of the June WHWP and the October WHWP from 1950 

to 2011 is 0.60. However, the large scale dynamics are quite different. Fields of 500 hPa pressure 

vertical velocity, 200 hPa divergence, and 200 hPa velocity potential show patterns consistent 

ykvj"cp"wpuvcdng"cvoqurjgtg"qxgt"rqtvkqpu"qh"dqvj"vjg"RcekÝe"cpf"Cvncpvke"dcukpu."hqewugf"qxgt"
Central America, in the June case. As discussed previously, large June WHWPs are prominent in 

the Atlantic, and it is the size of the AWP in May-June-July (Fig. 3c), rather than the size of the 

RYR"*Hki0"5d+."vjcv"jcu"vjg"itgcvgt"kpÞwgpeg"qp"yjgvjgt"vjgtg"yknn"dg"oqtg"qt"nguu"rtgekrkvcvkqp"
gzvtgogu"eqog"Qevqdgt0"Vgorgtcvwtgu"cdqxg"4:07"³E"ecp"ngcf"vq"qticpk¦gf"eqpxgevkqp"*Itcjco"
and Barnett, 1987), destabilizing the atmosphere over time. In the October case the instability is 

eqpÝpgf"vq"vjg"RcekÝe"cpf"vjg"Cvncpvke"ku"uvcdng0"Lwpg"YJYRu"rtkqt"vq"nctig"Qevqdgt"YJYRu"
fq"pqv"ujqy"vjg"ucog"gzrcpukqp"kpvq"vjg"Cvncpvke."dwv"ctg"nctigt"kp"vjg"RcekÝe."vjwu"vjg"egpvgt"qh"
instability is shifted westward come October. Therefore, in both cases the atmosphere is conducive 

to extreme events over the PWP in October, whereas only in the June-leading case is the atmosphere 

eqpfwekxg"vq"gzvtgog"gxgpvu"qxgt"vjg"Ectkddgcp"Ugc"dqwpfgf"d{"Ewdc."Lcockec."cpf"vjg"[wecvƒp"
peninsula—a region where a large proportion of daily rainfall totals greater than 50 mm occur 

(not shown).

5. Conclusions 

Vjku"ku"vjg"Ýtuv"uvwf{"vq"tgncvg"vjg"uk¦g"qh"vjg"YJYR"vq"vjg"fkuvtkdwvkqp"qh"fckn{"rtgekrkvcvkqp"qxgt"
both land and ocean and has demonstrated the utility of satellite-based precipitation estimates. 

Vjg"jkijguv"rtqdcdknkv{"qh"Ýpfkpi"jgcx{" vq"gzvtgog"rtgekrkvcvkqp"qxgt" vjg"YJYR" ku" kp" Lwpg0"
Vjku"ku"cnuq"vjg"ugcuqp"yjgp"vjg"YJYR"Ýtuv"etquugu"Egpvtcn"Cogtkec0"Hwtvjgt."vjg"rtgekrkvcvkqp"
distribution, and particularly extreme events, over the WHWP at the end of the season are sensitive 

to the size of the WHWP at the beginning of the season. The early season warm pool is primarily 

kp"vjg"RcekÝe."yjkng"vjg"ncvg"ugcuqp"ycto"rqqn"ku"c"hgcvwtg"qh"vjg"Cvncpvke0"Kv"crrgctu"vjcv"cp"gctn{"
vtcpukvkqp"qh"ycto"ycvgtu"htqo"vjg"RcekÝe"vq"vjg"Cvncpvke."qt"qpugv"qh"vjg"CYR."ku"korqtvcpv"hqt"
generating heavy to extreme events in the Atlantic at the end of the season, while the size of the 

WHWP has little impact on the simultaneous development of extreme events. Thus, what matters 

is the destabilization of the atmosphere over 3-5 months. The relationship between the size of the 

WHWP in early-summer and extreme precipitation events over the warm pool in fall is highly 

ukipkÝecpv."cpf"oc{"dg"wughwn"hqt"enkocvg"rtgfkevkqp0"Hqt"gzcorng."kh"vjg"Oc{."Lwpg."qt"Lwn{"YJYR"
is large then the forecast would be for a greater probability of extreme precipitation events over the 

IAS in October. It was found that a simple linear model explains up to 75% of the variance, and 

vjg"oqfgn"yqwnf"uwiiguv"vjcv"c"YJYR"kp"Oc{"vjcv"ku"4"'"326 km2 larger than normal equates to 

a doubling of the probability of precipitation greater than 50 mm over the warm pool in October, 

with the preferred location being over the western Caribbean Sea.
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