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Zhu & Newell (1998) concluded in a 3-year ECMWF model diagnostic study:
1) 95% of meridional water vapor flux occurs in narrow plumes in <10% of zonal circumference.
2) There are typically 3-5 of these narrow plumes within a hemisphere at any one moment.
3) They coined the term “atmospheric river” (AR) to reflect the narrow character of plumes.
4) ARs constitute the moisture component of an extratropical cyclone’s warm conveyor belt.
5) ARs are very important from a global water cycle perspective.
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Low-level jet (LLJ) airborne P-3
observing strategy used in CALJET (1998)

and PACJET (2001)

Offshore Structure Diagnosed with Aircraft and Satellite
Observations



Observational studies by Ralph et al. (2004, 2005, 2006) extend model results:
1) Long, narrow plumes of IWV >2 cm measured by SSM/I satellites considered proxies for ARs.
2) These plumes (darker green) are typically situated near the leading edge of polar cold fronts.
3) P-3 aircraft documented strong water vapor flux in a narrow (400 km-wide) AR; See section AA’.
4) Airborne data also showed 75% of the vapor flux was below 2.5 km MSL in vicinity of LLJ.
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Why do landfalling ARs create heavy rain?

Atmospheric River

low-level jet

moist neutral

75%
of
flux

� CALJET and PACJET field
experiments used the NOAA
P-3 aircraft to profile ARs

� Composite sounding located
500 km off CA coast in atmos.
river & pre-cold-frontal LLJ

� LLJ directed toward coast and
situated at 1 km MSL

� Most (75%) of pre-cold-frontal
along-river moisture flux is
below 2.5 km MSL

� Moist neutral stratification
below 2.8 km MSL, hence no
resistance to orographic lifting

� Overlapping set of conditions
conducive to orographic rain
enhancement in coastal mtns

Ralph et al. (2005), MWR
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ARs crossing the Baja Peninsula

• Motivation
– Provide a follow-up to the work of Dettinger et

al. (2011), which assessed the influence of ARs on
western U.S. precipitation, but did not consider
ARs crossing the Baja Peninsula

• Method
– If an AR is present for ~24 h along the North

American west coast from 24–52.5°N,
precipitation on that day and the next are
attributed to the AR.

– The “AR fraction” is the fraction of total
cool-season (Nov – Apr) precipitation
attributed to ARs

– Includes Baja Peninsula

Neiman et al.
(2008)

Dettinger et al.
(2011)

addition by Rutz
and Steenburgh (2012)

52.5°N

24.0°N

32.5°N

Rutz, J. J. and Steenburgh, W. J. (2012), Quantifying the role of atmospheric rivers in the
interior western United States. Atmos. Sci. Lett., 13: 257–261. doi: 10.1002/asl.392



Cool-season “AR fraction” (a) without and (b) with ARs crossing the Baja Peninsula in the CPC gridded
precipitation analysis during water years 1998–2008. (c) (b) - (a).

ARs crossing the Baja Peninsula

a) b) c)
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