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Abstract The aerosol index (AI) from the Total Ozone
Mapping Spectrometer (TOMS) satellite and meteorological
parameters from National Center for Environmental
Prediction and the National Center for Atmospheric
Research (NCEP/NCAR) reanalysis datasets were used to ex-
amine seasonal dust cases in northern Saudi Arabia.
Considering all seasons, winter has the fewest dust cases,
whereas summer has the most dust cases. Synoptically, sur-
face high-pressure systems in the eastern and western regions
are important for the occurrence of dust cases over the north-
ern Arabian Peninsula. When the eastern high pressure pre-
vails, the effects of the Indian low-pressure system on the
Arabian Peninsula are weakened or become nonexistent.
The extension of the western high-pressure system toward
the southeast provides an opportunity for a low-pressure sys-
tem over Southeast Africa to connect with the Indian low-
pressure system, which increases the width of the low-
pressure trough and affects the Arabian Peninsula by increas-
ing the amount of dust over the region. At 850 hPa, the weath-
er systems typically rotate clockwise between winter and au-
tumn. In winter, cyclonic systems prevail in the northern re-
gion, while anticyclonic systems prevail in the south. The
systems are oriented toward the northeast in spring, the west
in summer, and the southeast in autumn. Moreover, northern
cyclones at 500 hPa shrink as they move northward and the
maximum wind speed at 250 hPa decreases from winter to
summer. Furthermore, the case study confirms that a change
in the relative strength of the pressure systems and a change in

the orientation of the isobars (contours) affect the amount of
dust over the area. When the orientation of the isobar
(contour) lines become strictly north to south or east to west,
the amount of dust decreases and vice versa.

1 Introduction

The dust load in the atmosphere plays a major role in weather
and climatic phenomena, especially via direct and semi-direct
effects on the radiation budget, precipitation (Ramanathan
et al. 2001; Kaufman et al. 2002), the tropical water cycle
(Liepert et al. 2004), Asian monsoons (Lau and Kim 2006;
Lau et al. 2006), West African monsoon (Lau et al. 2009; Sun
et al. 2009), and atmospheric stability. In turn, the wind speed
profile of the lower atmosphere is affected (Alizadeh
Choobari et al. 2012).

Given the aforementioned importance of dust, it is valuable
to examine dust cases that are characterized by an unusually
high dust load over a specific area and time. Fortunately, the
rapid progress in satellite monitoring of dust properties and the
availability of meteorological datasets have enabled scientists
to perform complete studies of specific global dust sources
(Prospero et al. 2002; Washington et al. 2003), classify the
source regions within a certain region (e.g., Arabian
Peninsula) (Mashat and Awad 2010), and study the synoptic
features that are associated with dust cases (e.g., Barnaba and
Gobbi 2004; Papadimas et al. 2008; Hatzianastassiou et al.
2009; Gaetani and Pasqui 2012; Al-Jumaily and Ibrahim
2013; Awad and Mashat 2014; Awad et al. 2015).

Furthermore, many studies have assessed the relationship
between dust loading in certain regions and associated synop-
tic and climate features. Specifically, many studies have ex-
amined the effect of the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) on
the inter-annual variability of dust loads in the Mediterranean
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basin (e.g., Moulin et al. 1997; Özsoy et al. 2001; Dayan et al.
2008). Moreover, Gkikas et al. (2012) revealed two frequent
synoptic conditions that induce dust episodes; these condi-
tions primarily occur in the Western Mediterranean and sec-
ondarily occur in the Central Mediterranean. The Western
Mediterranean region of Europe is affected by the Azores
anticyclone, while the Eastern Mediterranean is affected by a
thermal low in Southwest Asia (primarily in summer). In the
Central Mediterranean in spring and summer, anticyclonic
conditions prevail over Central Europe and the East Atlantic
Ocean, while low pressure affects the Mediterranean Basin
and the Sahara. In addition, Awad and Mashat (2013) demon-
strated the effects of the pressure gradient between the Azores
high pressure and the thermal low-pressure systems located
over the Arabian Peninsula on dust transport from deserts in
Northeast Africa to Asia. Moreover, Hamidi et al. (2013) iden-
tified two primary synoptic categories of dust storms in north-
ern Iran, i.e., the Shamal and frontal types. Furthermore, Al-
Jumaily and Ibrahim (2013) identified the relationship be-
tween dust storms over Iraq and the development of a low-
pressure system over Iran. Additionally, Awad et al. (2014)
studied the synoptic patterns of spring dust cases in southwest-
ern Saudi Arabia, which were identified using the aerosol
index from the Total Ozone Mapping Spectrometer (TOMS)
satellite. These authors found that the low-pressure system
over the southern Arabian Peninsula deepens, subsequently
forming a steep pressure gradient between the low-pressure
system and the high-pressure system over the Arabian Sea.

Dust storms over Saudi Arabia are a very frequent phenom-
enon, and a better understanding of their spatial and temporal
distributions is important. Therefore, the goal of this work is to
study the seasonal distribution of dust cases over northern
Saudi Arabia and to investigate the corresponding synoptic
features using National Center for Environmental Prediction
and the National Center for Atmospheric Research
(NCEP/NCAR) meteorological data. The dust cases specified
based on the number of grid points have aerosol index (AI)
values measured from the TOMS satellite which satisfy a spe-
cific threshold value. This threshold value is described in the
methodology sub-section.

The paper is organized as follows. In “Data and methodol-
ogy” section, the data and methodology are described.
“Results” section examines the statistical results and synoptic
features of the seasonal composition of dust cases and the case
study. The final section contains a discussion and conclusions.

2 Data and methodology

2.1 Data

Dust over land and water is detected using the AI measured
with the TOMS satellite. The AI is defined as the difference

between backscattered radiation measured at two ultraviolet
channels (i.e., 340 and 380 nm) (Herman et al. 1997; Torres
et al. 1998). However, dust near the surface has a relatively
weak TOMSAI response (Mahowald et al. 2003). To avoid this
deficiency in the aerosol index, many researchers have used a
threshold value. For example, Prospero et al. (2002) used vary-
ing thresholds with values of 1.0 over North Africa, the Middle
East, and South and Central Asia and 0.7 over all other areas.
Additionally, Gao and Washington (2009) used a threshold of
1.0 to identify dust activity in the TOMS AI values. In this
study, an AI threshold is implemented as a condition for
selecting cases; the magnitude of this threshold and its identifi-
cation is discussed in the methodology sub-section.

Twenty-five-year data were collected using four different
TOMS instruments from November 1978 to 2006; a data gap
exists fromMay 1993 to July 1996. It is worth noting that this
dataset is consistent and adequate for the characterization of
dust loading on a climatological basis (Kiss et al. 2007;
Kalivitis et al. 2007; Li et al. 2009).

The meteorological data at 12 GMT (which corresponds to
the closest TOMS observation time, i.e., approximately 12:00
local time) consist of monthly sea-level pressure (SLP),
geopotential height, temperature, wind components from
1000 to 500 hPa, and wind components at 250 hPa from
1979 to 2006; these data are used for the synoptic assessment.
The meteorological data are derived from the NCEP/NCAR
reanalyses (Kalnay et al. 1996; Kistler et al. 2001) and have a
spatial resolution of 2.5°×2.5° in the latitudinal and longitu-
dinal directions. The study domain is defined by 30°–62° E
longitude and 10°–45° N latitude. Additionally, the static sta-
bility is calculated and used for the diagnostic analysis and for
describing the horizontal distribution of the stability for the
seasonal and case study dust cases.

2.2 Methodology

In this study, dust cases were selected based on the magnitude
(exceeding 1.7969, which is referred to as the threshold value)
and extent (at least one grid point exceeding the predefined
threshold) of the TOMSAIwithin the checking zone, which is
delineated by 26° N to 32° N and 35° E to 48° E (Fig. 1). The
threshold value represents the average aerosol index plus half
of the standard deviation for all cases that had an aerosol index
greater than zero for at least one grid point within the checking
zone in spring. In this study, spring was selected as the mid-
year season. Note that Barkan et al. (2005) used the average
plus 1 standard deviation as a threshold value to determine
dust days that affected Italy and Central Europe. Moreover,
according to Prospero et al. (2002) and the OMTO3 readme
file (2008) (available from the NASAGoddard Earth Sciences
(GES) Data and Information Services Center (DISC), http://
disc.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov/), the calculated threshold can be used
for aerosol studies. Furthermore, the calculated threshold is

1100 A.M. Awad et al.

http://disc.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov/
http://disc.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov/


comparable to other values used in the literature, e.g., those
used by Awad and Mashat (2013) and Awad et al. (2014) to
identify dust cases that move from Africa to Asia and dust
cases over the southwestern Arabian Peninsula, respectively;
those used by Prospero et al. (2002) to identify global dust
sources; and those used by Barkan et al. (2004) to study dust
intrusions over the Atlantic Ocean.

However, the checking zone has been classified as a sec-
ondary dust area of the Arabian Peninsula (Mashat and Awad
2010) and is considered a passage area for both spring Saharan
cyclones (Hannachi et al. 2011) andMediterranean wet season
cyclones (Almazroui et al. 2014).

3 Results

The results focus on the general statistics and synoptic features
of the seasonal dust cases and the seasonal synoptic features of
an unusual year (2001–2002), which was selected as a case
study.

3.1 Seasonal statistical study

Applying the aforementioned method to the 1979–2006 data,
with the exception of the data from November 1978 and from
the period June 1993 to July 1996, 5654 dust cases (days)
were identified. Excluding the incomplete years of 1978,

1993, and 1996, the average number of dust days per year
was approximately 228.7 days. Thus, approximately 62.7 %
of the year is dusty (Fig. 2a). Moreover, the monthly distribu-
tion of these cases (Fig. 2b) indicates that most of the dust
cases occur in the warmmonths, i.e., fromApril to September.
The cold months, especially from November to February,
have the fewest cases; this result is similar to the findings of
Li et al. (2009) for dust cases over the Arabian Peninsula.

In addition, the seasonal distribution of the selected cases
(Table 1) shows that most cases occur in the summer and
spring (approximately 72.2 % of cases), whereas few cases
occur in winter (approximately 7.8 % of all cases) and a mod-
erate number of cases occur in autumn (approximately 20 %
of the cases). Additionally, Table 1 reveals that December and
November have the fewest dust cases among all months,
whereas July and August have the most dust cases. These
results are consistent with those of Meloni et al. (2008) for
the Central Mediterranean region, but inconsistent with the
results of Dayan et al. (2008) and Gaetani and Pasqui
(2012), who found that most dust events occur in spring in
the Eastern Mediterranean region.

The seasonal distribution of dust cases (Fig. 3) shows that a
high variability occurs among the winter seasons; however,
this variability is relatively small among autumn seasons. In
contrast, less variability exists among summer seasons, but the
variability is still relatively high among the spring seasons.
Additionally, it is noted that approximately 94.1 % of each

Fig. 1 A map representing the
study domain (the inside
rectangle represents the location
of the checking zone and its
location relative to the study
domain)

Synoptic study of the seasonal variability of dust cases observed 1101



summer season is dusty, whereas approximately 83.4 % of
each spring season is dusty. In contrast, only 19.8 and
49.7 % of each winter and autumn, respectively, are dusty.

Furthermore, the horizontal distribution of AI in dif-
ferent seasons (Fig. 4) reveals that the AI increases
from winter to summer before decreasing in autumn.
Additionally, the distribution indicates several important
concepts:

1. The eastern Arabian Peninsula has a high occurrence of
dust cases, throughout the year. This area has been

previously identified as a global dust source (Prospero
et al. 2002).

2. Both the northern shift and the relationship between dust
over the Arabian Peninsula and Africa increase from
winter to summer and begin to decrease in autumn,
which is similar to the results of Prospero et al. (2002)
and Washington et al. (2003).

3. Dust cases occur more often in spring than in autumn, even
though both are transition seasons. This finding is consis-
tent with the results of Meloni et al. (2008), especially
because these dust cases satisfy their threshold values.

Fig. 2 a Annual and b monthly
distributions of the selected dusty
days for the period 1979 to 2006

Table 1 Numbers and
percentages of the selected dust
events for different seasons and
months

Season Total, n (%) Month 1, n (%) Month 2, n (%) Month 3, n (%)

Winter 444 (7.8) 79 (17.8) 131 (29.5) 234 (52.7)

Spring 1917 (33.9) 500 (26.1) 699 (36.5) 718 (37.4)

Summer 2164 (38.3) 703 (32.5) 740 (34.2) 721 (33.3)

Autumn 1129 (20.0) 648 (57.4) 384 (34.0) 97 (8.6)

The percentage of each distribution is shownwithin parentheses. The percentage of each season is calculated with
respect to the total number of selected dust cases, and the percentage of each month is calculated according to the
number of dust cases in the respective season. The total number of selected cases is 5654. The months of each
season follow the traditional distribution of the seasons. For example, the winter months are December, January,
and February
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3.2 Seasonal synoptic features

The synoptic features that correspond to the seasonal dust
cases reveal the main features that differ among the seasons.
Additionally, in our discussion, the synoptic description be-
gins with a comparison of the synoptic features that are pres-
ent in winter and summer, which are the seasons with the
largest differences.

3.2.1 SLP and maximum wind at 250 hPa

The mean sea-level pressure for winter (Fig. 5(a)) reveals two
high-pressure systems. The first system is centered over the
western region, while the second system is centered over the
northeastern region. Two low-pressure systems exist in the
southern region. The first system is centered over Africa,
while the second system is centered over India.

These systems affect the Arabian Peninsula via two high-
pressure ridges and a low-pressure trough. The low-pressure
trough extends northward from the African low pressure,
while the two high-pressure ridges extend from the western
high pressure, which affects the western Red Sea, and from
the eastern high pressure, which affects the eastern Arabian
Peninsula. In addition, the Indian low-pressure system affects
the eastern Arabian Gulf via an extended low-pressure trough.

In summer (Fig. 5(b)), the northeastern wintertime
high-pressure system becomes a component of the
low-pressure system that is centered over India.
Additionally, the Indian low-pressure system extends
westward to form a low-pressure cell over the southeast-
ern Arabian Peninsula and connects with the low-
pressure system over Africa. Additionally, the Arabian
Peninsula is affected by a broad low-pressure trough
that extends from the newly formed low-pressure sys-
tem, which has been previously shown to affect dust
over the Eastern Mediterranean (Ganor et al. 2010).

In spring (Fig. 5(c)), the Indian summertime low-pressure
system weakens and retreats eastward from Africa. Moreover,
the low-pressure trough that affects the Arabian Peninsula in
summer bifurcates into two branches that are separated by a
high-pressure ridge that is an extension of the western high-
pressure system. These two low-pressure troughs appear as
though they extend from the low-pressure cell over the south-
eastern Arabian Peninsula and the low-pressure region over
southeastern Africa. Additionally, it appears that the eastern
wintertime high-pressure system remains; however, its
strength is reduced.

In autumn (Fig. 5(d)), the pressure systems resemble those
of summer; however, the systems tend to be weaker.
Additionally, the low-pressure trough over the Arabian
Peninsula begins to separate into two branches, which also

Fig. 3 The distributions of the selected dusty days in a winter, b summer, c spring, and d autumn from 1979 to 2006
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occurs in spring. Furthermore, the eastern high-pressure sys-
tem begins to form in autumn.

It is clear that the relative positions of the high- and low-
pressure systems and their strengths are important for deter-
mining the intensity of the dust cases. Similar results were
found by Barkan and Alpert (2010), Awad and Mashat
(2014), and Awad et al. (2014).

The seasonal distribution of the maximum wind at 250 hPa
(Fig. 5) indicates that the strongest winds occur in winter
(Fig. 5(a)), which is followed by spring (Fig. 5(c)), autumn
(Fig. 5(d)), and a minimum in summer (Fig. 5(b)).

3.2.2 An 850-hPa pressure level and stability between 1000
and 850 hPa

In winter, the atmospheric conditions at 850 hPa (Fig. 6(a))
reveal that the northern area is affected by a cyclone, while the
southern area is affected by an anticyclone. The cyclone im-
pacts the western Arabian Peninsula via a cyclonic trough,
while the eastern Arabian Peninsula is impacted by an anticy-
clonic ridge.

In summer (Fig. 6(b)), an anticyclonic system prevails over
the western region and is centered over North Africa.

Fig. 4 Horizontal distribution of the aerosol index (dust) corresponding to a winter, b summer, c spring, and d autumn for the selected dusty days from
1979 to 2006
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Meanwhile, the eastern region is affected by a cyclonic system
that is centered over India. The Arabian Peninsula is affected
by a geopotential gradient between the anticyclonic and cy-
clonic systems. Additionally, the northern wintertime cyclone
diminishes during the summer.

In spring, the atmospheric conditions at 850 hPa (Fig. 6(c))
reveal that the wintertime anticyclone over Africa shifts north-
eastward, while the anticyclonic cell over the Arabian
Peninsula becomes smaller. Moreover, the northern winter-
time cyclone weakens; its trough becomes smaller and moves
northward.

In autumn (Fig. 6(d)), the African summertime anticyclone
shifts eastward and produces an anticyclonic cell over the
northeastern Arabian Peninsula. Moreover, the eastern sum-
mertime cyclone becomes weaker and shifts eastward to pro-
duce a weak geopotential gradient with the African anticy-
clone. Additionally, the northern cyclone, which forms in win-
ter and dissipates in summer, begins to form again in autumn.

Based on the previous description, the cyclonic and anticy-
clonic systems are oriented west to east in winter, and their
orientations begin to shift to north to south in spring. The
systems reach their maximum strength while oriented north

Fig. 5 Distribution of the mean sea-level pressure (SLP) (contours) and maximum 250-hPa wind speed (shaded) for awinter, b summer, c spring, and d
autumn
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to south in summer. Thereafter, the systems return to a west-
to-east orientation in autumn. This seasonal distribution of the
pressure systems is different from those found by Barkan and
Alpert (2008) for dusty years over the Mediterranean, espe-
cially those in winter and summer.

Fur thermore , winter has the weakes t winds
(Fig. 6(a)), whereas autumn has the strongest winds
(Fig. 6(d)). However, the winds in spring (Fig. 6(c))
are relatively weak compared to the winds in summer
(Fig. 6(d)).

The seasonal horizontal distribution of the variability in the
static stability between 1000 and 850 hPa (Fig. 6) suggests that
the unstable area over North Africa and over the eastern and
northern portions of theArabian Peninsula is surrounded by three
regions of high stability: the Indian Ocean, the Mediterranean
region, and the region east of the Arabian Gulf, which continues
north to the Caspian Sea and the Black Sea.

However, each season has distinct characteristics. In
winter (Fig. 6(a)), the instability in the atmospheric lay-
er immediately above the Arabian Peninsula and North

Fig. 6 Distribution of the geopotential (contours), the 850-hPa wind vectors (barbs), and the static stability between 1000 and 850 hPa (shaded) for a
winter, b summer, c spring, and d autumn
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Africa becomes weak. Moreover, the stable layers above
the Mediterranean and East Arabian Gulf merge into
one stable layer that encompasses the northern study
region. Furthermore, the stable layer above the Indian
Ocean weakens.

In contrast, although the distribution of stable and unstable
areas in summer, spring, and autumn (Fig. 6(b–d), respective-
ly) is similar, the unstable areas and the magnitude of the
stability are largest in summer, which is followed by spring
and autumn.

3.2.3 A 500-hPa pressure level and stability between 850
and 500 hPa

The atmospheric systems at 500 hPa are similar in all seasons
(Fig. 7); i.e., a cyclonic system prevails over the north region,
and an anticyclonic system prevails over the south region.
However, specific characteristics for each season can be dis-
tinguished as a result of the interactions between the two sys-
tems. Specifically, the southern anticyclone shifts northward
from winter (Fig. 7(a)) to summer (Fig. 7(b)) before shifting

Fig. 7 Distribution of the geopotential (contours), 500-hPa wind vectors (barbs), and static stability between 850 and 500 hPa (shaded) for a winter, b
summer, c spring, and d autumn
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southward again in autumn (Fig. 7(d)). Additionally, the wind
speeds decrease from winter to summer before increasing
again in autumn. The cyclonic trough that affects Eastern
Africa and the western Arabian Peninsula becomes deeper
and more pronounced from winter to summer, reaching its
greatest strength in summer (Fig. 7(b)). The cyclone begins
to weaken in autumn. Additionally, the anticyclonic ridges
that affect Africa and the Arabian Peninsula deepen from win-
ter to summer; however, the ridges weaken again in autumn.

The wintertime horizontal distribution of the static stability
variations between 850 and 500 hPa (Fig. 7(a)) indicates that
the relatively less stable layers above the Arabian Peninsula
and eastern Arabian Gulf are surrounded by layers of high
stability over the northern study region, Africa, and the
Arabian Sea. Similar stability distributions are found in the
other seasons (Fig. 7(b–d)); however, the stability above the
Arabian Peninsula, the eastern Arabian Gulf, and Africa is
lower and reaches a minimum in summer (Fig. 7(b)).
Furthermore, a new layer of lower stability appears during
the summer over Western Africa and connects with the layer
over the Arabian Peninsula. Lavaysse et al. (2009) and
Calastrini et al. (2012) suggested that the stability of a dust-
filled atmosphere could be interpreted by warming of the dust
layer and cooling aloft; therefore, the previous results indicate
that the dust layer is deeper in the warm months.

3.3 Synoptic features of the case study

A case study year was selected that satisfied the following
conditions: it has a seasonal distribution that is different from
the previous seasonal distribution, and it provides new infor-
mation. The 2001–2002 time period best satisfied the condi-
tions. This period has the most winter dust cases among the
studied years; however, this period does not have the most
summer dust cases among the warm seasons (Figs. 3 and 8).

3.3.1 Case study statistics

The number of dust events for each season in the case study
year and the average over the entire period are shown in
Table 2. These values indicate that the number of cases in-
creased in winter and autumn, whereas they decreased in sum-
mer and spring. Additionally, the monthly distribution (Fig. 8)
indicates that most cases occur in March and November,
whereas the fewest cases occur in September and February.
This result suggests that most dust cases occur during the
transitional seasons rather than in summer.

A comparison of the horizontal seasonal distribution of
dust for the case study year and the average values for the
seasonal dust cases (Fig. 4) shows that more dust is present
and that the dust extends northward in winter (Fig. 9(a)).
However, in summer (Fig. 9(b)), the amount of dust is reduced
and covers a smaller area. Additionally, in spring (Fig. 9(c)),
the amount of dust is small; however, the area covered by dust
is similar to the area covered in summer. In autumn (Fig. 9(d)),
the northern extension and the connection between African
and Arabian Peninsula dust are pronounced only in the north.

3.3.2 SLP and maximum wind at 250 hPa

In this section, the description of the synoptic features focuses
on the seasonal difference between the case study year and the
previous average seasonal synoptic features. In winter
(Fig. 10(a)), the pressure increases within the eastern and
northwestern high-pressure systems. The former high-
pressure system extends southeastward, whereas the second
system becomes smaller and retreats westward. In addition,
the eastern low-pressure system deepens and shifts northwest-
ward. This change causes an increase in the pressure gradient
along the western side of Asia and around the Arabian Gulf.
Moreover, the location of the maximum 250-hPa wind speed
does not change; however, the actual value decreases.

Fig. 8 The monthly distribution
of the case study for the period
2001–2002
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Furthermore, the 250-hPa winds become oriented toward the
northeast.

In summer (Fig. 10(b)), although the pressure within the
eastern low-pressure system does not change, the area of low
pressure increases over the Arabian Peninsula and shifts the
contour lines to the south. In contrast, the pressure contours
exhibit a north-south orientation. Simultaneously, the expansion
of the western high pressure to the Mediterranean produces a
relatively deep ridge over the northwestern Arabian Peninsula.
Moreover, the emergence of a high-pressure cell northeast of the
study region nudges the ridge that is located to the east of the
eastern low-pressure trough toward the south. The relative po-
sitions of the ridge and trough redirect the low-pressure trough
toward a straighter north-south orientation. In addition, themax-
imum 250-hPawind speed is relatively weak and easterly. All of
these changes combine to move the pressure gradient area to the
east of the Arabian Peninsula and create a barrier between north-
eastern Africa and the northern Arabian Peninsula.

In spring (Fig. 10(c)), the eastern low-pressure system and its
extension over the Arabian Peninsula deepen, the pressure within
the western high-pressure system increases, and strength of the
northeastern high-pressure system decreases. As a result, the
ridge of western high pressure becomes oriented to the south-
west, which causes the isobars over northeastern Africa to be-
come more northerly, while the associated secondary ridge (ob-
served in winter) over the northwestern Arabian Peninsula be-
comes smaller and moves northward. In addition, the northern
ridge that affects the Arabian Gulf becomes smaller and moves
northward. Meanwhile, the maximum 250-hPa wind speed be-
comes smaller, especially over the North Arabian Peninsula.

In autumn (Fig. 10(d)), the pressure increases within the
weather systems. Over the Arabian Peninsula, the pressure
contours appear as short waves that contain small high-
pressure cells. Moreover, the northeastern high-pressure sys-
tem strengthens, which forces the eastern low-pressure system
and the low-pressure cell over the southern Arabian Peninsula
to shift southward. Additionally, the ridge associated with the
western high-pressure system moves eastward and forces the
low-pressure system over southeastern Africa to form a steep
trough over the Red Sea. The pressure isobars over the

northwestern Arabian Peninsula also become reoriented in a
northeasterly direction. Furthermore, the maximum 250-hPa
wind speed decreases and its location shifts southward.

3.3.3 An 850-hPa pressure level and stability between 1000
and 850 hPa

The main differences in winter (Fig. 11(a)) are an increase in
the geopotential height of the anticyclonic systems in the east-
ern and western regions and a decrease in the geopotential
height of the northern cyclone. The trough associated with
the northern cyclone forms to the west, while the ridge asso-
ciated with the southeastern anticyclone forms to the east.

These changes position the contours over the Arabian
Peninsula to the south and increase the geopotential gradient
over the Mediterranean. Furthermore, the wind speeds at this
level decrease in all seasons.

In summer (Fig. 11(b)), the geopotential of the western an-
ticyclone increases, while a new anticyclonic cell forms in the
northeast region. Therefore, the eastern cyclone contours are
pushed southward to form a deep ridge that subsequently
reorients the contours over the eastern Arabian Peninsula to a
more northerly direction. Simultaneously, the effect of the ridge
associated with the western anticyclone over the Arabian
Peninsula produces wavy contours over the peninsula.

In spring (Fig. 11(c)), the geopotential decreases for the
eastern and northern cyclones, increases for the western anti-
cyclone, and decreases for the anticyclonic cell over the
Arabian Peninsula. Moreover, the ridge of the western anticy-
clone migrates eastward, while the anticyclonic cell over the
Arabian Peninsula extends northward, which shifts the north-
ern trough northward and increases the geopotential gradient
over the Arabian Gulf.

In autumn (Fig. 11(d)), the western anticyclone invades the
Arabian Peninsula, which connects with the anticyclonic cell,
while the eastern cyclone diminishes. The northern cyclone
deepens, while its southern trough affects the northwestern
Arabian Peninsula.

Furthermore, in winter (Fig. 11(a)), there is not a large
difference (such as that between the dust cases and the sea-
sonal distribution) in the distributions of stability and instabil-
ity within the layer between 1000 and 850 hPa, except for an
increase in the stability over the northeastern Arabian Gulf and
a decrease in the instability over the Mediterranean and north-
ern Arabian Peninsula. In the other seasons (Fig. 11(b–d)), the
unstable areas become smaller, while the stable areas expand.

3.3.4 A 500-hPa pressure level and stability between 850
and 500 hPa

The differences above the 500-hPa pressure level are as fol-
lows: in winter (Fig. 12(a)), only a slight difference is ob-
served, and the cyclonic trough over the western Arabian

Table 2 The seasonal average numbers and percentages of the selected
dust events

Season Average for the entire period, n (%) Case study year, n (%)

Winter 17.8 (19.8) 40 (54.4)

Spring 76.7 (83.4) 75 (81.5)

Summer 86.6 (94.1) 72 (78.3)

Autumn 45.2 (49.7) 65 (71.4)

Each average is calculated from the total number of cases with respect to
the total number of days during the study period. The percentage of each
distribution is shown within parentheses. The percentage of each season
is calculated with respect to the total number days in each season
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Peninsula is deeper. In summer (Fig. 12(b)), the geopotential
height of the western anticyclone increases and forms a deep
ridge over Western Europe, which shifts the northern cyclonic
trough to the west. In spring (Fig. 12(c)), no pronounced
changes occur except for the deepening of the ridge over the
eastern Arabian Peninsula and of the trough over the western
Red Sea. In autumn (Fig. 12(d)), the southern anticyclone
becomes smaller and moves westward, while the trough over
the western Arabian Peninsula becomes less pronounced. In
general, the wind speed decreases in all seasons.

Furthermore, the stability within the layer between 850 and
500 hPa in winter over the southern Arabian Peninsula and
Mediterranean Sea increases, while the stability decreases
over the eastern Arabian Gulf (Fig. 12(a)). In summer
(Fig. 12(b)), the stability decreases over the eastern Arabian
Gulf, while the relatively unstable layer over the southwestern
Arabian Peninsula becomes smaller; the stable area over the
Mediterranean expands. In spring (Fig. 12(c)), the stability of
the layer above the eastern Arabian Gulf and South Sahara
decreases, while the relatively less stable layer around the Red

Fig. 9 Horizontal distribution of the aerosol index (dust) corresponding to awinter, b summer, c spring, and d autumn for 2001–2002 (i.e., the case study
year)
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Sea expands; the stable layer over the Mediterranean Sea be-
comes smaller. In autumn (Fig. 12(d)), the stability increases
over the entire area.

3.4 Anomaly study

The anomalies of geopotential height, relative to the seasonal
climatology, at 850 hPa are shown in Fig. 13, for seasons, and
Fig. 14, for cases studied. The statistical significance of com-
positions was calculated using t test (Wilks 1995), and the

regions where the seasonal compositions are statistically differ-
ent from seasonal mean at the 99 % confidence level area are
shaded. Also, for cases studied, the regions where the compo-
sitions are statistically different from seasonal mean at the 95%
confidence level area are shaded, except for the winter case
study in which the shaded area is at the 90 % confidence level.

To better understand the details of the system, the seasonal
anomalies of the geopotential height at 850 hPa have been
studied. The winter anomaly, Fig. 13a, referred that the deepen
and the south extend on northern cyclone are associated with

Fig. 10 Distribution of the mean sea-level pressure (SLP) (contours) and maximum 250-hPa wind speed (shaded) for awinter, b summer, c spring, and
d autumn during the case study year
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dust cases. However, the deepest anomaly is found in the
northeast Mediterranean region. In the summer, the western
anticyclone shifts eastward and the eastern cyclone
weakens (Fig. 13b). These changes are meridional
(oriented north-south) over the Arabian Peninsula.
Likewise, the spring anomaly (Fig. 13c) exhibits relative
deepening of the eastern cyclone and weakening of the
northern cyclone. Additionally, an increase in strength
and an eastward shift in the western anticyclone are
associated with dust cases. In contrast, the increase in
strength of the western anticyclone and the deepening of

the eastern cyclone represent the autumn anomaly
changes of dust cases (Fig. 13d).

For the case study, the winter anomaly (Fig. 14a) involves a
deeper northern cyclone over the Eastern Mediterranean and
Red Sea, in addition to strengthening of the western and east-
ern anticyclones. Additionally, a strengthened western anticy-
clone and a relatively deep eastern cyclone, especially over the
Arabian Peninsula and Eastern Mediterranean, are the main
anomaly changes associated with the summer dust cases
(Fig. 14b). Likewise, deeper anomalies for the northern and
eastern cyclones and a stronger western anticyclone are

Fig. 11 Distribution of the geopotential (contours), 850-hPawind vectors (barbs), and static stability between 1000 and 850 hPa (shaded) for awinter, b
summer, c spring, and d autumn for the case study year
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associated with the spring dust cases (Fig. 14c), whereas a
strengthened southern anticyclonic area and deeper northern
cyclone are the anomaly changes accompanying the autumn
dust cases (Fig. 14d).

4 Discussion and conclusions

In this study, we examined the statistical and synoptic features
that are associated with seasonal dust cases over northern

Saudi Arabia. The dust cases were classified based on the
TOMS AI distribution and values. The TOMS AI data within
the checking zone (delineated by 26° N to 32° N and 35° E to
48° E) were used to determine a threshold value of 1.7969.

By applying the threshold value to all years and seasons, it
was found that northern Saudi Arabia is dusty for most of the
year; however, most cases occur in the warm months, while
only a few cases occur in the cold months. Specifically, July
and August have the most dust cases, whereas November and
December have the fewest dust cases.

Fig. 12 Distribution of the geopotentials (contours), 500-hPa wind vectors (barbs), and static stability between 850 and 500 hPa (shaded) for awinter, b
summer, c spring, and d autumn for the case study year
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From a synoptic perspective of the seasonal features, an
important factor for dust over the northern Arabian
Peninsula is the high-pressure systems over the eastern and
western regions. The appearance of an eastern high-pressure
system prevents the Indian low-pressure system from affect-
ing the Arabian Peninsula (or at least weakens the effects).
Ganor et al. (2010) also indicated the importance of high-
pressure systems to dust over the Eastern Mediterranean.
The northward and westward shift of the western high-
pressure system increases the potential for the low-pressure
system over southern Africa to develop and connect with the

Indian low-pressure system, which increases the width of the
low-pressure trough that affects the Arabian Peninsula and
increases the amount of dust over the region. Barkan et al.
(2005) found that the strength and the relative position of the
high- and low-pressure systems are the governing factors for
generating dust events over the Central Mediterranean region.

An interesting synoptic feature at 850 hPa is the orientation
of the atmospheric systems that spin clockwise from winter to
autumn. The cyclonic and anticyclonic systems are oriented
west to east in winter and partially west to east in spring,
whereas they are oriented from south to north in summer

Fig. 13 Distribution of the geopotential anomaly at 850 hPa for a winter, b summer, c spring, and d autumn seasons. Anomalies within the shaded
regions are statistically significant at the 99 % confidence level
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and partially south to north in autumn. Additionally, the anom-
aly study demonstrated that the changes are mainly cyclonic in
winter, anticyclonic in summer, and both cyclonic and anticy-
clonic in transition seasons.

The 850-hPa wind indicates that the wind speed increases
from winter to autumn, reaching its minimum value in winter
and its maximum value in autumn. In contrast, the 250-hPa
winds attain their maximum in winter and minimum in
autumn.

The static stability of the layer between 1000 and 850 hPa
indicates that the unstable areas over North Africa and east

and north of the Arabian Peninsula are surrounded by three
regions of high stability, i.e., over the southern Arabian
Peninsula and Indian Ocean, over the Mediterranean Basin,
and east of the Arabian Gulf to the Caspian Sea and the Black
Sea. Additionally, the results suggest that the instability and
stability of the atmospheric layers are higher in warm seasons;
this result is similar to that found for desert depression
(Thorncroft and Flocas 1997; Dayan et al. 2008) and dust
cases over the eastern Arabian Peninsula (Awad et al. 2014).

The atmospheric systems at 500 hPa consist of a cyclonic
system in the north and an anticyclonic system in the south.

Fig. 14 Distribution of the geopotential anomaly at 850 hPa for awinter, b summer, c spring, and d autumn for the case study year. Anomalies within the
shaded regions are statistically significant at the 95% confidence level, except in winter in which it is statistically significant at the 90% confidence level
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However, the southern anticyclone shifts northward in warmer
seasons, extended far to the north in summer; the anticyclone
moves southward again in autumn. In addition, the cyclonic
trough that affects Eastern Africa and the western Arabian
Peninsula becomes deeper and more pronounced from winter
to summer, reaching its maximum strength in summer.
Furthermore, the 500-hPa wind speeds decrease from winter
to summer and increase again in autumn.

Although the layer between 850 and 500 hPa is generally
stable, the stability over the Arabian Peninsula and eastern
Arabian Gulf is the lowest. Moreover, a new layer of lower
stability forms over Western Africa in the warm season and
reaches its minimum stability in summer. The unstable layer
between 1000 and 850 hPa over the Arabian Peninsula and its
effects on the stability between 850 and 500 hPa can be ex-
plained by the presence of low-level warm air and cold air
aloft, which are associated with dust events (Lavaysse et al.
2009; Calastrini et al. 2012).

The pressure system distribution in the case study year
demonstrates that when the high-pressure systems weakens,
becomes smaller, and moves away from the Arabian
Peninsula and when the low-pressure system over the eastern
Arabian Peninsula does not deepen extensively, the amount of
dust decreases. Additionally, the case study year confirms that
the change in the orientation of the pressure (geopotential)
contours causes a change in the amount of dust over the area.
For example, when the contours are oriented north-south or
west-east, the relationship between dust over Africa and the
Arabian Peninsula weakens and vice versa. In addition, the
increase in dust over the area is accompanied by weaker
upper-level winds.
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