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Abstract
The spatial distribution of different clouds has a significant effect on the supply of water resources, especially in countries with
water shortages. Eight-years CloudSat 2B-CLDCLASS data for extended winters (October to March) from 2010 to 2017 has
been used here to analyze the characteristics of the cloud cover over Iran. The results show that cirrus-type clouds are the most
abundant, with a presence of 28%, followed by altostratus, with a presence of 22.5%. High variability in spatial distribution has
also been observed. The most frequent type of cloudiness associated with each region of the country is detailed in this article. The
average height of each type of cloudiness observed is also analyzed, being, in the case of the two most frequent types, 10.47 km
for cirrus and 7.36 for altostratus. The greatest contribution to rainfall was, however, made by the nimbostratus, with a rate close
to 45%. Behind them, stratocumulus, altocumulus, and clouds associated with deep convection show rates of 23.8%, 9.8%, and
8.33%.
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Introduction

The placing of the satellites in orbit has enabled precise and
regular monitoring of cloud coverage over a region of interest
(e.g., Saunders and Kriebel 1988; Rossow and Schiffer 1991,
1999; Ackerman et al. 1998; Wang and Sassen 2007). Since
cloudiness plays a very relevant role in the radiation balance
(e.g., Delgado-Bonal et al. 2020; Collow and Miller 2016), it
is also fundamental for the detailed description of the hydro-
logical cycle and the water balance.

The cloudiness distribution is known to show, in general
terms, a high variability in its distribution both in time and
space and along the different vertical levels (e.g., Benas et al.
2020; Ghasemifar et al. 2018a; King et al. 2013;
Subrahmanyam and Kumar 2013; Kahn et al. 2008;
Meerkötter et al. 2004; Rossow et al. 1989). Possible changes

in these characteristics would lead to changes in the energy
balance (e.g., L’ecuyer et al. 2019) and therefore in the fields
of precipitation (e.g., Ghasemifar et al. 2018b; Manea et al.
2016). The countries surrounding the Arabian Peninsula are
well-known for their scarce water resources. In these kind of
regions, it is therefore essential to maintain an updated and
detailed study of the characteristics of local cloudiness, since it
will play a critical role for agriculture and water supply for the
population.

The literature has numerous studies that analyze the charac-
teristics of cloud cover over almost the entire planet, making
use mostly of surface observations and passive/optic data (e.g.,
Gao et al. 2019 in East China, Eastman et al. 2011 over the
oceans, or Li et al. 2006 over Tibetan Plateau). However, the
use of satellite-mounted active radar tools has now proved
much more convenient, as they provide, among other things,
a detailed analysis of vertical profiles (Hong and Gourley
2015). In particular, the analyses carried out with CloudSat
on different regions of the planet have yielded very positive
results in recent years (e.g., Kukulies et al. 2019; Jiang et al.
2018; Li et al. 2014; Behrangi et al. 2012; Subrahmanyam and
Kumar 2013; Sassen and Wang 2008). With the comprehen-
sive cloud profile information provided by CloudSat data, it is
found that (i) the maximum (minimum) cloud fraction
corresponded to deep convective clouds (the transition from
shallow to deep convective regimes), occurring at sea surface
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temperatures (SST) of 303 K (299 K) (Behrangi et al. 2012).
(ii) The maximum (minimum) horizontal length is recorded for
nimbostratus (cumulus), while the maximum (minimum) cloud
thickness is found in coincidence with the presence of deep
convective (stratocumulus) cloudiness (Guillaume et al.
2018). (iii) High clouds are more likely to coexist with other
cloud types, while Stratocumulus, nimbostratus, and convec-
tive tend to be individual features (Li et al. 2014). (iv)
Stratocumulus (cirrus) clouds exert the largest cooling
(warming) effect of about −8.2 (2) W/m2 (L’ecuyer et al.
2019). The results could improve the information provided by
passive data in the past. The satellite data also provides more
explicit precipitation information, which is crucial in the differ-
entiation between precipitation and non-precipitation clouds
and cloudiness related to the formation of baroclinic structures
(Xu et al. 2019; Naud et al. 2015).

Iran (Fig. 1a) is located in an arid and semi-arid region of
Southwest Asia, in an extensive domain that covers the

latitude range between 25°N and 40°N and in a longitude
range between 45°E and 60°E. There are two air masses that
mainly affect the region: on the one hand, a mass that trans-
ports humidity from the Mediterranean Sea and, on the other
hand, another drier air mass that transports air from the North
and Northeast, under the action of the Siberian anticyclone,
particularly in the cold months. The wide extension of Iran
allows it to have different climatic regimes although in global
terms, it is characterized by having a wet season, coinciding
with the boreal winter, in which almost 90% of the precipita-
tion occurs (Darand and Mansouri Daneshvar 2014). The re-
gion with the highest number of rainy days is the Caspian
Coast, located in the north of the country, which has more
than 120 days of rain per year. In contrast, the region with
the fewest days of rainfall is the southeast and south of the
country, with an average of 20 days of rainfall per year
(Alijani and Harman 1985). The mechanisms leading to pre-
cipitation are also accepted to be well different among

Fig. 1 (a) Elevation map of Iran.
(b) The total cloudiness. (c)
Average contribution of different
cloud types to total cloudiness
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northern and southern areas. While the influence of the west-
erlies, surface heating, and maritime impacts are considered to
be the most important triggering in northern Iran, the southern
latitudes are mostly affected by upper-level disturbances
(Alijani and Harman 1985). Overall, the altitude does only
account for 10% of the precipitation variability (Alijani et al.
2008). In a study focusing on Iran, Ghasemifar et al. (2018a)
showed that latitude, vegetation, and altitude can explain local
cloud variability by up to 63%, 32%, and 28%, respectively. It
was also shown that the greatest variability occurs in fall,
when the region is more influenced by air mass intrusions.
Using optical data, Moderate Resolution Imaging
Spectroradiometer (MODIS), and data from the International
Satellite Cloud Climatology Project (ISCCP), Ghasemifar
et al. (2018b) has shown that altostratus, stratocumulus, and
nimbostratus, having the highest frequency of occurrence in
cold months, recorded the maximum precipitation.

Despite the existence of studies on Iran that have attempted
to analyze its cloudiness with optical instruments mounted on
satellites, there is, to best of our knowledge, no study that
makes use of satellite radar data for this purpose. The main
objective of this article is to show the results of the analysis of
the characteristics of cloudiness over Iran, obtained with this
data source that has proved to be a useful and accurate source
of information.

Data and methods

CloudSat cloud profiling radar (CPR) data (Stephens et al.
2008) from A-train constellation data, collected since April
2006, at a frequency of 94 GHz and an altitude of about
700 km has been used here. The track of the satellite over-
passes the same location every 16 days and provides a reso-
lution of 1.4 km in cross-track and 1.8 km in along-track. 3.3
μs pulses provide information at 240-m vertical resolutions
from the surface to 30 km. Particularly, in this study, we make
use of the 2B-CLDCLASS product of CloudSat level 2 obser-
vations (Wang and Sassen 2007, Sassen and Wang 2008),
restricted to the extended winter (from October to March)
throughout 2010–2017 over Iran. CloudSat overpasses our
region of interest between 08:00 AM and 09:30 AM UTC in
the descending node and between 08:30 PM and 10:00 PM
UTC in the ascending node.

The first approaches of distinguishing between different
cloud types, e.g., the International Satellite Cloud
Climatology Project (ISCCP), used cloud optical depth and
cloud top pressure by combining data collected by passive
satellite and summarized them in the C, D, and H series
(Rossow and Schiffer 1991, 1999; Rossow 2017). Wang and
Sassen (2001) developed an algorithm using data collected by
active instruments (radar and lidar) and passive instruments
(infrared and microwave radiometers) to cloud classification.

The 2B-CLDCLASS algorithm makes use of 2B-GEOPROF,
MODIS, and other additional data to provide cloud properties
such as height, phase, radar reflectivity, and cloud thickness.
First, a cloudmask is used to find a cloud cluster. Once a cloud
cluster is found, all the variables of interest are observed or
derived. Then, a fuzzy method is used in the algorithm to
classify observations into eight classes: cirrus [Ci], altostratus
[As], altocumulus [Ac], stratus [St], stratocumulus [Sc], cu-
mulus [Cu], nimbostratus [Ns], and deep convective [DC]
clouds (i.e., cumulonimbus).

The procedure that has been applied here to extract the
different cloud types is as follows:

1. CloudSat data has been extracted in a regular 0.75 × 0.75
degree grid raster.

2. For every grid point (625), the occurrence of each cloud
type has been obtained.

3. The number of occurrences has been divided by the total
cloud types of each grid.

4. The base and top height, together with the mean height,
have been obtained for further analysis.

5. The precipitation/non-precipitation rates have been ob-
tained based on the total number of grids that recorded
precipitation.

Results

Cloud type distribution spatial patterns

The analysis of the total cloud fraction (Fig. 1b) showed that
the minimummean cloud cover fraction (lower than 20%) has
been located in the southeastern, southern, and central regions
of the country. Themaximum total cloud fraction (greater than
80%) has been located on the southern coast of the Caspian
Sea (especially the Western Coast) and over Zagros moun-
tains. Overall, the cloud cover fraction is 5% greater in lati-
tudes below 30 degrees, when compared to latitudes above
this value due to much more contribution of high clouds.

Figure 1c shows the average contribution of each cloud
type to the total cloudiness (October to March, 2010–2017).
As shown, the largest contribution in the south and southeast
is made by [Ci] and [As], while in northern mountainous
areas, all types tend to be relevant. Table 1 shows the relative
contribution of each cloud type to total cloudiness. [Ci] and
[As] make more than half of the contribution both above and
below 30°N. Particularly, [Ci] are the most frequent cloud
type, with great contribution in both cases, especially below
30°N, where almost half of the total cloudiness is correspond-
ing to this type.

Figure 2 shows the mean monthly spatial distribution of
each cloud type considered in this analysis. As it was already
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discussed, [Ci] clouds are by far the most prevalent, especially
in the southern and central sectors of the country. Particularly,
in certain locations, [Ci] clouds are responsible for more than
80% of the monthly contribution to total cloudiness. [As]
clouds are the second most frequent type of cloudiness. The
greater presence of this type of cloudiness is found in the
Northeastern, Eastern, and Central regions, as well as above
the Caspian Sea. Its greater occurrence is found to be located
over the central region, and almost no occurrence is found
over the southern latitudes. Northeastern, eastern, southern,
and central regions of Iran showed the maximum frequency
of [Ac], but this type of cloud showed negligible occurrence in
western Iran, from 45°E to 50°E. On the contrary, the [St]
have a negligible presence in the entire domain. Only a slight
amount of this type of cloud can be seen in the central regions,
during November and February. [Sc] show the highest fre-
quency of occurrence over the Persian and Oman Gulfs, the
Caspian Sea and its coastal regions, and northwestern and
central regions. [Cu] cloudiness is more frequent (up to 50
percent) close to Caspian and southern seas. [Ns] clouds are
more frequent over northwestern zones, the Caspian Sea, the
coastal regions, and over Zagros and Alborz mountains. It is
also interesting to comment on the role played by the cloudi-
ness associated with deep convection [DC], whose presence is
mainly located over the Persian Gulf, except for the month of
October, where some presence is also observable in the vicin-
ity of the Caspian Sea.

Cloud type distribution time series

Figure 3 shows the mean time series of zonal (first column)
and meridional (second column) means associated with each
type of cloud. In this figure, the conclusions already discussed
about the dominant detection of each cloud types are verified
again. Particularly, it is clearly observed that increases in lat-
itude are correlated with increases in the detection of [As],

[Sc], and [Ns], while [Ci] shows the reverse pattern. The third
column provides information regarding the mean height loca-
tion of each cloud type. In general terms, each type of cloud
has the expected behavior. The [Ci], which are the most abun-
dant type of cloud, is restricted to the upper levels of the
troposphere, between the 6-km level and the 14-km level.
The [As], which are considered medium-level clouds, can be
observed at all vertical levels. The rest of the cloud types
shown are mainly restricted to the lower levels.

Figure 4 shows the coefficient of variation (CV) associated
with each cloud type. High values of this CV can be consis-
tently found in northwestern regions in the case of the [Ci] and
in southern regions in the case of [Sc], [Cu], [Ns], and [DC],
denoting a high variability. By contrast, consistent low values
of the CV can be found in the southeast for the [Ci] and in
northern latitudes for [As], [Ac], and [Sc] mostly.

Figure 5 shows the interannual time series of mean
cloud fractions for each cloud type. Even though some
cloud types—particularly remarkable is the case of the
cirrus—show some important variability, no specific
trends are detected here. Thus, conclusions that can be
taken from this figure are coincident with those already
obtained in Table 1.

Vertical characteristics of each cloud type

Figure 3 (right panel) already provided information on the
average height associated with each type of cloud. However,
since critical information—such as the thermodynamic phase
of the suspended water microparticles, the type of precipita-
tion, as well as the probability of associating hail in the
precipitation—is highly dependent on the vertical structure
of the cloud, we consider it appropriate to extend the informa-
tion on the vertical characteristics of each type, in Table 2.
Well-known characteristics of each cloud types, most of them
already discussed in this article, are particularly clearly shown
in the table for each month. For example, the vertical devel-
opment of [DC] clouds, with heights of close to 13 km, may
be observed every month. Also the high-cloud nature of the
[Ci] or the fact that even though [As] are considered to bemid-
clouds, the min base height is close to the ground level for
every single month in the analysis.

Associated precipitation

Figure 6 shows the relative contribution of each type of pre-
cipitation to precipitation/non-precipitation cloudiness. The
first conclusion that can be drawn from this figure is that the
results are mostly consistent between the different months of
the extended winter. On the one hand, in each of the months,
[Ci] and [As] may be clearly considered as non-precipitation
clouds. On the other hand, [Ns] and [DC] can be clearly con-
sidered as precipitation clouds. [Ac], [Sc], and [Cu] show a

Table 1 Contribution of each cloud type to total cloudiness in Iran for
extended winter months

Type Contribution
below 30 °N

Contribution
above 30 °N

Cirrus [Ci] 43.33% 21.48%

Altostratus [As] 15.32% 25.8%

Altocumulus [Ac] 14.74% 10.08%

Stratus [St] 0.008% 0.01%

Stratocumulus [Sc] 9.76% 14.12%

Cumulus [Cu] 1.43% 1.62%

Nimbostratus [Ns] 4.44% 12.55%

Deep convective [DC] 2% 0.57%

Total 91.03% 86.23%
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Fig. 2 Mean monthly distribution associated with each cloud type. Note that at any given point, the sum may be greater than 100%, as there is a
possibility that two types of clouds may coexist simultaneously at different vertical levels
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hybrid behavior. In general terms, these conclusions were ex-
pected and are in coincidence with what has already been
observed in many other regions of the world. Table 3 shows
the Spearman correlation between these cloud types and rain

rate observed by CloudSat. The three most non-precipitation
clouds show negative correlations with rain rate, but, as ex-
pected, precipitation clouds clearly show a positive correlation
with rain rate.

Fig. 3 Time series of zonal (first column) and meridional (second column) mean cloud fractions corresponding to each cloud type over Iran. Third
column shows the average height associated with each type of cloud
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Finally, Fig. 7 shows the location of the base height and top
height of each type of cloud, depending onwhether these values
have been recorded along with the detection of precipitation. In
general terms, the base (top) height of precipitation clouds is
lower (higher) than in non-precipitation clouds. This figure
should be analyzed together with Fig. 6a, since, for example,
for the case of [As], the value of the base height for the case of
non-precipitation cloud will be muchmore representative, since
this type of cloud rarely leads to precipitation.

Discussion

The literature has proven the numerous advantages of
CloudSat CPR. However, some weaknesses have also been
reported. Overall, CloudSat radar underestimates cloud

presence by 4.2% and 1% compared to surface and ISCCP
data, respectively (Sassen and Wang 2008), and 4.5% com-
pared to 2B-CLDCLASS-Lidar (Li et al. 2014), except for
altostratus and nimbostratus. Behrangi et al. (2012) also point-
ed out two issues with 2B-CLDCLASS data:

i. Due to potential high values of contamination, from the
surface to ~ 1 km, the product may not able to accurately
estimate the observation of stratus and stratocumulus.

ii. Thin clouds may be omitted in cloud classification due to
the lower sensitivity of radar to high thin clouds when com-
pared to Lidar. According to Sassen andWang (2008), cirrus
may be underestimated by CloudSat due to insufficient size
of hydrometeors to be properly detected by the systems.

The study presented here addresses the weaknesses ob-
served in Ghasemifar et al. (2018b), since CPR is not being
affected by surface albedos, temperature, and elevation that
may interfere with proper detection of cirrus in cold months
when you are using optical instruments (Sassen et al. 2008) as
such used by MODIS.

The warmest regions in Iran during winter are the South
and Southwest areas (with SST higher than 301 K;
Ghasemifar et al. 2019). These are also areas where the max-
imum occurrence of cirrus cloudiness is observed. This is
consistent with the idea that convergence in low and mid-
levels, in coincidence with SST higher than 301 K, is a favor-
able condition to the formation of this type of cloudiness
(Behrangi et al. 2012; Peng et al. 2014; Guo and Zhou 2015).

Fig. 4 Coefficient of variation for different cloud types over Iran in October to March (2010 to 2017)

Fig. 5 Time series of spatially integrated annual cloud fraction for each
cloud type
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The spatial distribution of altostratus showed in this manu-
script is in agreement to that already reported by L’ecuyer et al.
(2019), Naud et al. (2015), Li et al. (2014), and Sassen andWang
(2008), that already reported the high occurrence of these clouds
over mid- and high latitudes in Iran, mostly due to frictional and
blocking effects of Zagros and Alborz mountains. The key role
played by the Tibetan Plateau in the potential formation of alto-
stratus has also been discussed by Yu et al. (2004).

Altocumulus clouds are also frequent in deep convection
systems (Naud et al. 2015; Li et al. 2014) and are frequently
observed in these kind of subtropical regions (Li et al. 2014).
In this regard, the values reported here are in agreement with
those that could be expected. The spatial distribution of
stratucumuls over Iran that we report here has been also stated
by Ghasemifar et al. (2018b). These type of clouds are favored
by temperature inversions and large-scale subsidence and high
stability (Wood 2012, 2015; Li and Gu 2006). In lower

latitudes, they tend to be formed in the downward branches
of Hadley cell, while in the mid-latitudes, they are mostly
associated with ridge in planetary waves (Wood 2015).

Factors including the ascent strength and temperature con-
trasts across the cold fronts are favorable for nimbostratus
formation (Naud et al. 2015). Westerlies disturbances, includ-
ing cyclonic circulation, favor the detection of frontal systems
over Iran’s cold months, particularly over the northern region
and Zagros (Alijani and Harman 1985). Mountainous regions
force the westerlies to the low-level convergence and mid-
level divergence for a steady lifting in the lower troposphere
and the subsequent formation the cloud (Yu et al. 2004).

According to previous studies that showed a strong diurnal
cycle (Gao et al. 2019) and strong interannual and seasonal
variation (Eastman et al.,2011), we report here a variability of
total cloud fraction between 0 and 60% which is related to the
different characteristics of air masses penetrating Iran,

Table 2 Characteristics of the height (km) of different cloud types from October to March over Iran during 2010 to 2017

Ci As Ac St Sc Cu Ns DC
Oct Min base ht 5 0.4 0.5 1.6 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.4

Max  base ht 14.4 13.3 9.5 3.1 6.7 10.9 12.6 13.3
Mean top ht 10.21 9.1 5.8 2.5 3.3 5.1 8.4 10.87

Nov Min base ht 5 0.5 0.4 2.8 0.36 0.37 0.36 0.37
Max  base ht 17.4 14 9.9 5.9 6.6 9.2 12.8 14.32
Mean top ht 10 8.7 5.4 5.2 3.6 4.5 8 10.62

Dec Min base ht 4.7 0.5 0.5 2 0.35 0.5 0.3 0.5
Max  base ht 18.4 12.8 8.4 3.3 6.7 9.2 13 11.68
Mean top ht 9.9 8.53 5.3 3.7 2.7 5.4 7.5 10.74

Jan Min base ht 5 0.6 0.4 2 0.35 0.4 0.3 0.3
Max  base ht 14.52 12 8.4 3.3 6.79 9.47 11.27 10.81
Mean top ht 9.48 7.7 5.6 3.76 2.83 5.7 7.12 9.62

Feb Min base ht 4.7 0.6 0.4 1.28 0.4 0.3 0.35 0.35
Max  base ht 18 12.5 8.9 5 6.7 10.13 12.24 11.63
Mean top ht 9.6 8.5 5.3 3 3.17 5.46 7.8 9.5

Mar Min base ht 5 0.4 0.5 1.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.3
Max  base ht 17.32 13.7 9.1 5.5 7.1 10.14 13.5 12.8
Mean top ht 10 8.8 5.5 4.6 3.2 6 6.9 3.4

Table 3 Spearman correlations between rain rate and different cloud types used considered in the analysis (p <0.01 are labeled with**)

Month Ci As Ac St Sc Cu Ns DC

Oct −0.23** −0.20** −0.17** −0.01 0.28** 0.26** 0.48** -

Nov −0.28** −0.09** −0.08** - 0.10** 0.19** 0.18** 0.15**

Dec −0.28** −0.13** −0.04** - 0.31** 0.06** 0.34** 0.09**

Jan −0.19** −0.18** 0.02 - 0.10** 0.31** 0.26** 0.15**

Feb −0.25** −0.09** −0.15** - 0.09** 0.16** 0.58** 0.21**

Mar −0.21** −0.20** −0.04** - 0.12** 0.10** 0.46** 0.31**
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particularly in fall and winter months (Ghasemifar et al. 2018a).
Regarding the cloud heights, previous studies showed that cir-
rus have the highest mean base and top height in close to 5 km
and 18 km, respectively (Sassen et al. 2008; Xu et al. 2019).
These results are in agreement to those presented in this
manuscript.

Finally, the distribution of (non)precipitation cloudiness pre-
sented here is similar and in agreement with that reported by the
bulk of the literature (e.g., Sassen and Wang 2008 globally; Xu
et al. 2019 in eastern China; Ghasemifar et al. 2018b in Iran;
Manea et al.2016 in Romania). In general terms, the base height
of precipitation clouds is up to 1 km lower than those in non-
precipitation clouds. Precipitation clouds are mostly located be-
low 3 km as reported by Xu et al. (2019) because of
the decreasing trend of temperature and water vapor concentra-
tion with height (Yue et al. 2013).

Fig. 6 Monthly classification of
each cloud type in terms of
associated precipitation: (a)
the average values, (b) to (g)
represent the values for Oct to
Mar, respectively

Fig. 7 Base and top height of the most important cloud types classified
according to coincidence with precipitation
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Conclusions

This work provides a comprehensive analysis of the cloud
characteristics over Iran by using 8 years of CloudSat CPR
(2B-CLDCLASS) data. The results show a significant vari-
ability among the different regions of the country, being the
most common cloud type for each region as follows:

1. Cirrus clouds over the southeastern area
2. Altostratus clouds over the central regions and some areas

in the north
3. Altocumulus over eastern longitudes and some areas in

the south
4. Stratocumulus, Cumulus, and deep convection cloudiness

over seas and coastal regions
5. Nimbostratus over mountainous areas

Cirrus show the highest top height and vertical location
variability―from 4.9 to 16.67 km―followed by altostratus,
from 0.5 to 13 km, and deep convection cloudiness, 0.37 to
12.5 km. The lowest top height has been found for
stratus―from 1.8 to 4.5 km―and stratocumulus, from 0.36
to 6.7 km.

Cirrus and altostratus behave mostly as non-precipitation
clouds over Iran. In contrast, nimbostratus, stratocumulus, and
deep convection cloudiness behave mostly as precipitation
clouds. These results show a certain but slight variability among
the extended winter months. The greatest contribution to rainfall
was made by the nimbostratus, with a rate close to 45%. Behind
them, stratocumulus, altocumulus, and clouds associated with
deep convection show rates of 23.8%, 9.8%, and 8.33%.

Since these analyses are purely based on observations, we
consider it to be reliable. However, it has been reported in the
literature that CPR tends not to detect thinner clouds. Thus,
cirrus and stratus results reported here are subject to a certain
uncertainty. Lidar data (e.g., CALIPSO) may be used in the
future to improve this weakness. Additionally, this analysis is
limited to the extended winter―cold―months. It is the au-
thors’ intention to complete this study in the future, making
use of various data sources, and for the entire year.
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