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The immense reduction in aerosol levels during the COVID-19
pandemic provides an opportunity to reveal how atmospheric
chemistry is regulating our climate, among which the effect of aero-
sols on climate is a phenomenon of great interest but still in hot
debate. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has
continually identified the effect of aerosols on climate to have the
largest uncertainty among the factors contributing to global climate
change. Several studies indicate an inverse relationship between
aerosol presence in the atmosphere and the diurnal surface air
temperature range (DTR). Herein, we test this relationship by analyzing
the DTR values from in situ weather station records for periods before
and during the COVID-19 epidemic in China where aerosol levels have
substantially reduced, compared with the climatological mean levels
for a 19 year period. Our analyses find that DTRs from February to June
during the COVID-19 pandemic are greater than 3 standard deviations
above the climatological mean DTR. This anomaly has never occurred
before in the 21 century and is at least in part associated with the
observed reduction in aerosols.

In 2020, many countries went into lockdown during the COVID-
19 pandemic. Among them, China was the first one beginning
with the lockdown in Wuhan, Hubei from January 23. To curb
the spread of the virus, the Chinese government imposed heavy
restrictions on various economic activities including motor
vehicle traffic throughout the nation. Restrictions peaked in
February and continued till June, but with some restrictions
lifted gradually. Those restrictions have led to a remarkable
reduction in the emission of primary air pollutants, which has
recently been widely reported.®™® For example, nitrogen dioxide
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Aerosol presence reduces the diurnal temperature
range: an interval when the COVID-19 pandemic
reduced aerosols revealing the effect on climatey

a

*a

Environmental significance

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the concomitant lockdown,
which leads to a reduction in aerosols, enable us to test the relationship
between aerosol presence in the atmosphere and the diurnal temperature
range (DTR). Our analyses find that DTRs from February to June during
the COVID-19 pandemic are greater than 3 standard deviations above the
climatological mean. This anomaly that has never occurred before in the
21% century is, at least in part, associated with the observed reduction in
aerosols. We believe this is a pilot study to examine the inverse relation-
ship between aerosol presence and the DTR. The work will offer important
findings to address the decades-long debates over the role of aerosols in
contributing to climate variations and change.

(NO,) concentrations have decreased exceptionally in China as
a result of the lockdown.*” Concentrations of particulate matter
2.5 um in diameter (PM2.5) have also declined, particularly in
northern China.” Furthermore, aerosol optical depth (AOD) has
reduced remarkably across the country during the lockdown
period (February to June in 2020); a drastic drop in AOD
occurred in Eastern China and the Sichuan Basin (Fig. 1). The
national mean AOD change during the lockdown is —0.0682
(95% confidence interval [—0.0749 -0.0616]; p <0.01) compared
with the 19 year period climatology pattern during February to
June of 2001-2019, nearly double the change from July 2019 to
January 2020 before the lockdown period (—0.0345; 95%
confidence interval [—0.0389 -0.0300]; p <0.01).

To test the general hypothesis that the reduction of aerosol
increases the diurnal temperature range, we compared DTR
values for every month before and during the lockdown period,
July 2019 to June 2020, with those for the 19 year period
extending from July 2000 to June 2019. We collected maximum
and minimum temperature data of all weather stations over
China from the Global Summary of the Day (GSOD) dataset."* A
month is treated as missing for a station if it missed five or more
days in that month. Stations with more than two missing
months were excluded from the analysis. There are 361 stations
with valid observation throughout the period 2000-2020 after
strict data quality controls. Almost all stations show higher
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Fig.1 Spatial pattern of mean AOD changes during the period from July 2019 to January 2020 (a), and the period from February to June 2020 (b)
compared with the climatology pattern of the preceding 19 years in China (shades); standard deviation departures of average DTRs during the
two periods from the climatological values at weather stations (dots). Regional analyses were conducted in the 4° x 4° regions around Beijing,
Chengdu, Wuhan, Shanghai, and Guangzhou. AOD data were derived from the MODIS-Terra MODO8 M3 v6.1 dataset.??

DTRs during the lockdown period compared with the climato-
logical mean levels during the preceding 19 years (Fig. 1b). The
proportion of stations with DTR departures larger than 3 stan-
dard deviations and between 2 and 3 standard deviations is
44.1% and 32.1%, respectively. Moreover, stations with more
than 3 standard deviations are more likely to be found in areas

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

with decreased aerosol concentrations. In contrast before the
lockdown period, 74.0% stations show DTR departures between
—1 to 2 standard deviations (Fig. 1a).

At the national scale, monthly mean DTRs in February,
March, April, May, and June of 2020 are all significantly higher
than the values for business-as-usual years 2001-2019
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Fig.2 Comparison of diurnal temperature ranges (DTRs) from 2000-2019 climatology data and those for every month from July 2019 to June
2020 before and during the COVID-19 pandemic in China (a) and the five regions (b—f). The mean, 1 standard deviation range, and minimum-—
maximum range of the climatology data extending from July 2000 to June 2019 are represented as red line, dark shadow, and light shadow,
respectively. The mean DTRs from July 2019 to June 2020 are represented as black lines.

(Student's t-test, p <0.05; Fig. 2a). DTRs in all these five months
during the COVID-19 pandemic are greater than 3 standard
deviations above the climatological mean DTR—an anomaly
that has never occurred before in the 21% century. In April 2020
for example, the DTR of 13.74 °C is 2.01 °C higher than the
climatological mean value for the month (11.73 °C) and 1.28 °C
higher than the historical maximum value (12.46 °C). In
contrast, monthly mean DTRs in the seven months before the
COVID-19 pandemic generally fall in the climatological range
except for December 2019 (Fig. 2a).

DTRs from February to June of 2020 are larger than the
climatological mean values over all the five regions, but the
magnitude of departures varies distinctly (Fig. 2b-f). In Beijing
and Chengdu regions, DTRs in all five months during the
lockdown period are 2 to 4 standard deviations greater than the
climatological mean with just a few exceptions (Fig. 2b and c).
By contrast, DTRs in Wuhan and Shanghai regions exhibit an
obvious increment by 2 to 3 standard deviations from February
to May of 2020, before a sharp drop to the previous level in June
(Fig. 2d and e). The reason could be attributed to the removal of
restrictions when the pandemic gradually came under control.
In addition, DTRs from July 2019 to January 2020 in the above
four regions generally show no obvious departure compared
with the climatological range (Fig. 2b-e). Different from the
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other four regions, the Guangzhou region partially resumed
economic activities in late February, and only a relatively weak
decrease of AOD was observed during the lockdown period. As
aresult, the DTRs from March to June of 2020 in the Guangzhou
region fall in the historical range of the preceding 19 years
(Fig. 2f).

The possible relationship between the monthly DTR
anomaly and the AOD anomaly is investigated before and
during the lockdown period (Fig. 3). The inverse relationship
between AOD reduction and the DTR increment generally held
true in almost all months, though their sensitivity varies among
regions. Moreover, the anomalies of DTR and AOD are larger
during the COVID-19 pandemic than those before the lockdown
period with a few exceptions. Besides, the DTR anomaly could
arise from a number of factors such as the inter-annual vari-
ability of climatological conditions and atmospheric circula-
tion, which may also impact other meteorological fields. Three
other variables, namely, precipitation, wind speed and dew
point temperature are examined by using the GSOD dataset.
However, the national mean values of the three variables from
February to June of 2020 fall in the historical range of the
preceding 19 years (Fig. 4), implying that the changes of
climatological variation may not be the main drivers of the
substantially increased DTR during the COVID-19 pandemic.

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig.3 Scatterplot for the monthly mean DTR anomaly with the corresponding AOD anomaly during July 2019 to January 2020 (blue) and during
February to June 2020 (red) from the 2000-2019 climatological values in China (a) and the five regions (b—f).

We further examine the role of aerosol reduction in the
changes of radiation and DTR by employing the WRF-GC
model.”»** The simulation is performed during February 2020
forced by the anthropogenic emissions during the COVID-19
pandemic compared with a control run at the emission level of
2019"*** (for details refer to the ESIt). The differences of radi-
ation fluxes between the two experiments are investigated over
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China and the five regions, and then the temperature pertur-
bations due to the change of radiation are estimated.'® The
results show that the pandemic-related reduction of AOD has
a significant influence on the radiation fluxes, resulting in an
increase of the DTR by 0.37-0.70 °C in the five regions. The
experiments confirm the important role of the pandemic-
related AOD reductions in the DTR, suggesting that the AOD
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Fig. 4 Comparison of precipitation (a), wind speed (b) and dew point temperature (c) from 2001-2019 climatology data and those for every
month from February to June during the COVID-19 pandemic in China. The mean, 1 standard deviation range, and minimum-maximum range of
the 2000-2019 climatology data are represented as black lines, dark shadows, and light shadows, respectively. The mean values of 2020 are

represented as blue lines.
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changes are partially responsible for the observed DTR
anomaly, though the magnitude of the model estimated
temperature change is lower than the observed DTR departures.
This discrepancy could originate in the complex mechanisms in
aerosol-cloud interactions, the uncertainties in model param-
eterizations, and the effect of weather variability."”*®* Nonethe-
less, both the observed large departures of the DTR and the
model simulated radiation perturbations indicate a significant
change in the climatic forcing effect of aerosols, whose
concentration levels were reduced during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Aerosols scatter sunlight during daytime and therefore exert
a cooling effect on the land surface,">' implying that the
observed decrease of the aerosol concentration level plays
a disproportionate role in weakening the day-time cooling
effect. Aerosols also reduce the DTR by increasing low-level
cloudiness,?*** which enhances the reflection of short-wave
radiation in the daytime® and re-emits long-wave radiation
back to the Earth's surface at night, preserving the nighttime
surface temperature.”* Thus, theoretically, a reduction in aero-
sol levels should warm the daytime temperature and cool the
nighttime temperature, an effect that is validated by the
observed increasing DTR during the COVID-19 pandemic (Fig. 2
and 3).

Our findings suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic has
resulted in a substantial increase in the diurnal temperature
range in China that has extended from February to June of 2020.
We argue that the increase is, at least in part, associated with
the observed reduction in aerosols (indicated by NO,, PM2.5,
and AOD data). This result is important for debates over the role
of aerosols in contributing to climate variations and change.*”
Additional in-depth analyses combining observations and
climate models for this period of lockdown are needed to
reduce the uncertainty in understanding relevant aerosol-
climate interactions."?
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