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Abstract
The relationship between the frequency of spring dust storms over Tarim Basin in northwest China
and the winter North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) is investigated by using the observed dust storm
frequency (DSF) and the 10 m wind velocity at 36 stations in Tarim Basin and the National Centers
for Environment Prediction/National Center for Atmospheric Research reanalysis data for the period
1961–2007. The spring DSF (winter NAO) index shows a clear decreasing (increasing) linear trend
over 1961–2007. The winter NAO correlates well with the subsequent spring DSF over Tarim Basin
on both interannual and interdecadal time scales and its interannual to interdecadal variation plays an
important role in the spring DSF. Two possible physical mechanisms are identified. One is related to
the large scale anomalous circulations in spring in the middle to high troposphere modulated by the
winter NAO, providing the background of dynamical conditions for the dust storm occurrences. The
other is related to the shifts in the local horizontal sea level pressure (SLP) gradients and 10 m wind
speed, corresponding to changes in the large scale circulations in spring. The decrease in the local
10 m wind speed due to the reduced horizontal SLP gradients over Tarim Basin during the strong
winter NAO years contributes to the decline of the DSF in the subsequent spring.
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1. Introduction

A dust storm is a meteorological phenomenon common in
arid and semi-arid regions. It has been argued that dust
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storm increases have recently been changing both the local
and the global climate, and also impacting local economies.
The deserts and the Loess Plateau in northwest China,
dominated by arid and semi-arid climate, are among the main
airborne dust sources in the Northern Hemisphere (Prospero
et al 2002). The severe dust storms in northwest China can
extend to Korea, Japan and the Pacific, and even reach the
western coast of North America (Duce et al 1980, Husar
et al 2001). Studies of the spatial and temporal distribution
characteristics of the dust storms occurring over northwest
China, including their sources and paths (Zhou and Wang
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Figure 1. Tarim Basin location and the distribution of the 36
meteorological stations (red dots) for observation of the dust storms
and 10 m wind speed over Tarim Basin during 1961–2007. Colored
shaded areas show the terrain height. The gray shaded area shows
the location of Tarim Basin.

2002, Wang et al 2003a, Qian et al 2002, Ding and Li
2005, Kang and Wang 2005), revealed that the Taklimakan
desert, which is located in Tarim Basin and the largest desert
in China, is one of the centers with particularly high dust
storm frequency (DSF) in China, and the farthest distant and
most important source area for dust deposits in the northern
Pacific (Iwasaka et al 1988, Wang et al 2003b). Recent studies
(Ma et al 2006, Li et al 2008a) have indicated a significant
descending trend in the DSF over Tarim Basin, which is
located in southern Xinjiang province in northwest China (as
shown in figure 1), with an area of around 900 000 km2, and
is the largest basin in China. It is surrounded by the Tien Shan
Mountains to the north, the Pamirs to the west, the Kunlun
Mountains (the northern edge of the Tibetan Plateau) to the
South and the Altun Mountains to the east. Because of the
extremely dry and arid inland climate (Chen et al 2006b) and
most of the basin being occupied by deserts, which are very
important source areas for dust storms, spring dust storms
occurred over Tarim Basin very frequently (Wang et al 2003b,
2003a). Understanding the mechanism of formation of the
dust storms over Tarim Basin and predicting them has been
one of the most important issues for regional climate and
environment studies.

Many studies have shown that the occurrence of dust
storms is strongly correlated with large scale anomalous
atmospheric circulation patterns, such as the Antarctic
Oscillation (AAO) (Fan and Wang 2004), the Arctic
Oscillation (AO) (Gong et al 2006), and the Pacific/North
American pattern (PNA) (Gong et al 2007); these large scale
anomalous atmospheric circulation patterns can change the
local climate factors like temperature, precipitation, wind,
moisture etc. These climate factors are significantly associated
with the DSF (Quan et al 2001, Zhai and Li 2003, Liu and
Li 2004). A study by Ding and Li (2005) showed that the
enhanced geopotential height over the Mongolian plateau and
Middle Siberia and increased precipitation, as well as an
anomalous shift in the phase and intensity of the stationary
wave over Eurasia, contribute to the decreased DSF over

northwest China. As the dominant mode of winter climate
variability in the North Atlantic region, ranging from central
North America to Europe and into much of Northern Asia,
the North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) plays an important role
in affecting the precipitation, air temperature, wind etc in the
Northern Hemisphere and China (Marshall et al 2001, Yu and
Zhou 2004).

The climate over Tarim Basin is significantly affected by
the NAO (Nan et al 2006, Yang and Zhang 2008, Hao et al
2011). The changing climate over Tarim Basin should further
affect the DSF over this region. However, little work has
been done on revealing the relationship between the NAO and
the DSF over Tarim Basin and possible underlying physical
mechanisms. The aim of this paper is to investigate the
relationship between the winter NAO and the spring DSF over
Tarim Basin and further explore the possible mechanisms.

2. The data and method

The data on the DSF and 10 m wind speed used in this study
are derived from the records from 36 meteorological stations
over Tarim Basin (figure 1) obtained during 1961–2007 (Ma
et al 2006). Dust storms are usually considered as the outcome
from strong turbulent wind systems entraining particles of
dust into the air with the visibility below 1000 m, in the daily
observations in China (Qian et al 2002). The DSF indicates
the days of dust storms that happen in one month or one year.
The National Centers for Environment Prediction/National
Center for Atmospheric Research (NCEP/NCAR) reanalysis
data (Kalnay et al 1996) are also used to reveal the large scale
atmospheric circulations. The daily NAO index (NAOI) data
for the period 1961–2007 are available from the website www.
cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/data/teledoc/nao.shtml. The winter NAOI
derived from the daily NAO index data is averaged over boreal
winter months (December, January and February, or DJF).
The spring DSF index (DSFI) is derived from the regional
means of the DSF records at the 36 meteorological stations,
which are averaged over boreal spring months (March, April
and May, or MAM).

We used an 11-point binomial smoothing algorithm (Hou
and Wang 2004) to get the 11 year running means with the
interannual variations removed. The smoothed time series
Yi (i = 1, . . . ,N) can be derived from the original time series
Xi (i = 1, . . . ,N) according to the following formulas:

Yj =

kk∑
i=1

αiXk

/ kk∑
i=1

αi, j > L and j ≤ N − L

Yj =

(
kk∑

i=a

αiXk

)/ kk∑
i=a

αi, j ≤ L

Yj =

(
b∑

i=1

αiXk

)/ b∑
i=1

αi, j > N − L

(1)

where m = kk − 1, and kk = 11 in this study. L = m/2 is
the moving window. αi =

m!
(i−1)!(m−i+1)! (i = 1, . . . , kk) is the

binomial coefficient. k = j − L − 1 + i, a = 2 + L − j, b =
kk − j + N − L. It is obvious that the smoothed time series
Yi (i = 1, . . . ,N) have the same sample size as the original
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Figure 2. Normalized time series of the spring DSFI (solid line in
red) and the winter NAOI (dashed line in black). Their 11 year
running mean series are indicated by the closed circle line in blue
and the open circle line in green, respectively.

time series Xi (i= 1, . . . ,N); this is different from the case for
traditional moving averages, which shorten the sample size of
the smoothed time series.

3. Results

The dust storms over Tarim Basin mainly occur in spring
(Qian 1991), so only the relationships between the winter
NAO and the spring DSF are discussed in this study. Figure 2
shows the normalized time series of the spring DSFI over
Tarim Basin and the winter NAOI and their 11 year running
mean. Both the winter NAOI and the spring DSFI present
a distinct decadal change. The spring DSFI is in positive
(negative) phase during 1961–1984 (1985–2007) and shows a
clear decreasing linear trend during 1961–2007. In contrast,
the winter NAOI is in negative (positive) phase during
1961–1980 (1981–2007) with a significant increasing linear
trend during 1961–2007. The smoothed winter NAOI (green
open circle line in figure 2) and the spring DSFI (blue closed
circle line in figure 2) show a strong correlation of −0.58,
which is over the 99% significance level on interdecadal time
scales. The correlation coefficient is −0.28 (over the 95%
significance level at interannual time scales) after removing
the interdecadal variation (original data minus smoothed
data). The winter NAOI has a quite close relation with the
spring DSFI on both interdecadal and interannual time scales.

Previous studies found that the strengthened westerly
jet at 200 hPa can result in a greater DSF in spring over
northwest China (Chen et al 2005, Chen et al 2006a). Figure 3
gives the correlation between the winter NAOI and the spring
zonal wind at 200 hPa. It is clearly seen that one negative
correlation center at over 95% significance level is located
over Tarim Basin. During the positive (negative) phase of
the winter NAO, the decreased (increased) westerly jet at
200 hPa weakens (strengthens) the ascending motion and
suction effect, and further hinders (benefits) the downward
momentum transportation from the upper level and the
increase of the wind speed below the westerly jet axis over
Tarim Basin (Uccellini 1986). Therefore, this situation is not
favorable for the large scale dynamic conditions of dust storms

Figure 3. Correlation between the winter NAOI and the spring
wind component u at 200 hPa. The values in the shaded areas are
significant at the 95% t-test confidence level. The region bounded
by the red curve indicates the location of Tarim Basin.

Figure 4. Composite difference in the spring 500 hPa horizontal
wind vectors (in m s−1), between positive and negative winter NAOI
years. The shaded areas are the same as those shown in figure 3. The
region bounded by the red curve indicates the location of Tarim
Basin.

occurring during the strong winter NAOI years, and results in
a decrease of the DSF.

The DSF is closely associated with large scale anomalous
atmospheric circulation patterns (Westphal et al 1988, Tang
et al 2005). Figure 4 shows the composite difference in
the spring 500 hPa horizontal wind vectors between the
positive and negative winter NAOI years. The composite
difference between the positive and negative NAOI displays
a clear zonal wave train along 40–50◦N from the Atlantic to
the Pacific. One significant anomalous cyclone (anticyclone)
located over Central Asia (East Asia) can be noted along this
zonal wave train. Tarim Basin is on the southwest side of the
later anomalous anticyclone. The significant southeast wind
anomalies over Tarim Basin indicate that the decrease in the
northwest winds, which strongly affect the cold weather over
Xinjiang (Hao et al 2011), results in weaker cold weather
anomalies during the strong winter NAOI years. Therefore
the changes in the spring 500 hPa winds provide large scale
dynamical conditions favorable to decrease in the spring DSF
over Tarim Basin during the strong winter NAO years.

Besides large scale anomalous atmospheric circulations
providing dynamical conditions for the spring DSF mentioned
above, various local climate factors, such as the 10 m wind
speed, precipitation, 2 m air temperature etc, are closely
related to the spring DSF and directly affect the DSF (Hao
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Figure 5. Correlation between the winter NAOI and the spring
10 m wind velocity over Tarim Basin during 1961–2008. The
shaded areas are the same as those shown in figure 3.

et al 2011). Earlier studies revealed that significant (slight)
increases in the spring 2 m air temperature (precipitation)
resulted in increases in the soil moisture and vegetation
cover in Tarim Basin during the past half-century (Liu
and Wei 2005). However, a large part of Tarim Basin is
dominated by deserts with little vegetation cover and an
extremely arid inland climate with rare precipitation; the
main factors which cause the DSF interdecadal changes over
Tarim Basin may relate not to the desertification condition
but to the interdecadal changes of atmospheric circulation at
lower levels (Qian et al 2006). Recent studies indicated that
compared to other local climate factors, the 10 m wind speed
is the most important climate factor for spring dust storm
occurrence over Tarim Basin (Kurosaki and Mikami 2003, Li
et al 2008b).

To show how the winter NAO affect the spring 10 m
wind speed over Tarim Basin through anomalous atmospheric
circulations, in figure 5 we display the correlation between
the winter NAOI and the spring 10 m wind speed over
Tarim Basin during 1961–2007. It shows a significant negative
correlation with a maximal center located in the southwest
part of Tarim Basin where the spring dust storms occur
most frequently (Wang et al 2003b). How does the change
in the large scale circulations affect the lower level local
winds over Tarim Basin? As shown in figures 3 and 4,
the anomalies in large scale circulation prevent the cold air
from the polar region entering Tarim Basin during the strong
winter NAOI years; this leads to positive anomalies of the
surface air temperature (not shown) and negative anomalies
in magnitude of the spring horizontal sea level pressure (SLP)
gradients (figure 6). And then the 10 m wind speed over Tarim
Basin decreases, corresponding to decreased magnitude of the
horizontal SLP gradients. This is consistent with the previous
studies (Wang and Zhai 2004). The decreased local 10 m wind
speed over Tarim Basin contributes to the declining DSF over
this region.

How does the winter NAO affect the spring DSF over
Tarim Basin in northwest China? The physical mechanism
is complex and unclear. We can conclude at least two
plausible physical mechanisms from the analysis shown
above. One is that the decreased westerly winds at 200 hPa in

Figure 6. Composite difference in magnitude of the spring
horizontal sea level pressure (SLP) gradients (in 10−4 Pa m−1),
between the positive and negative winter NAOI years. The shaded
areas are the same as those shown in figure 3.

middle latitudes over the Northern Hemisphere hindering the
downward momentum transportation from the upper level to
the lower level and an anomalous anticyclone with significant
southeast wind anomalies at 500 hPa prevent cold air from
the polar region entering Tarim Basin during the strong
winter NAO years—these large scale atmospheric dynamical
conditions possibly contribute to the weaker cold air activities
over Tarim Basin in boreal spring. The other is that the
negative anomalies in magnitude of the spring horizontal SLP
gradients result in a decrease of the local 10 m wind speed
over Tarim Basin, corresponding to the anomalies of the large
scale atmospheric circulations during the strong winter NAO
years, and thereupon a decline of the spring DSF over Tarim
Basin.

4. Conclusion

In summary, the winter NAO has a statistically significant
relation with the spring DSF over Tarim Basin on both
interannual and interdecadal time scales. The change of the
winter NAO plays an important role in the occurrence of
spring dust storms over Tarim Basin, related to large scale
circulations. One possible mechanism for the relation between
the winter NAO and the spring DSF over Tarim Basin is
the zonal wave train from the Atlantic to the Pacific at
mid-latitude in the Northern Hemisphere. The winter NAO
provides anomalies in the large scale atmospheric circulations
related to the spring DSF over Tarim Basin in northwest
China. The anomalous circulations in spring over the middle
to high troposphere prevent the cold air from moving from
high latitudes into Tarim Basin during the strong winter NAO
years. The large scale anomalous circulations related to the
winter NAO supply the background of dynamical conditions
for the DSF. Another possible mechanism is the anomalous
patterns of the local horizontal SLP gradient and 10 m
wind speed in spring, corresponding to changes in the large
scale circulations. The decreased local 10 m wind speed due
to the reduced horizontal SLP gradients over Tarim Basin
contributes to the declining spring DSF during the strong
winter NAO years.

4



Environ. Res. Lett. 8 (2013) 024026 Y Zhao et al

Acknowledgments

We are grateful to NCEP/NCAR for allowing us to use the
reanalysis data. We also thank two anonymous reviewers
for providing constructive comments that helped us to
improve on the original manuscript. We acknowledge the
support from the National Natural Science Foundation of
China (Grant Nos 41175017, 41175086 and 41005050), the
‘Priority Academic Program Development of Jiangsu Higher
Education Institutions’ and the ‘Fundamental Research Funds
for the Central Universities’ (Grant No. 1116020701).

References

Chen H, Ding Z and Shuai K 2005 Statistic of relation between
sandstorm and high level jet stream in China in latest 5 years
J. Desert Res. 25 891–6 (in Chinese)

Chen X, Ji X, Liu Q, Liu J and Hu W 2006a Relationship between
200 hPa jet and sandstorm during spring in Ningxia J. Desert
Res. 26 238–42 (in Chinese)

Chen Y, Takeuchi K, Xu C, Chen Y and Xu Z 2006b Regional
climate change and its effects on river runoff in the Tarim
River basin, China Hydrol. Process. 20 2207–16

Ding R and Li J 2005 Decadal change of the spring dust storm in
northwest China and the associated atmospheric circulation
Geophys. Res. Lett. 32 L02808

Duce R A, Unni C K, Ray B J, Prospero J M and Merrill J T 1980
Long-range atmospheric transport of soil dust from Asia to the
tropical North Pacific: temporal variability Science 209 1522–4

Fan K and Wang H 2004 Antarctic oscillation and the dust weather
frequency in north China Geophys. Res. Lett. 31 L10201

Gong D, Mao R and Fan Y 2006 East Asian dust storm and weather
disturbance: possible links to the Arctic oscillation Int. J.
Climatol. 26 1379–96

Gong D, Mao R, Shi P and Fan Y 2007 Correlation between East
Asian dust storm frequency and PNA Geophys. Res. Lett.
34 L14710

Hao X, Li C, Li W and Zhao R 2011 Response of climate and
hydrology change to North Atlantic Oscillation and Arctic
Oscillation in the west of northern Xinjiang during the last fifty
years J. Desert Res. 31 191–8 (in Chinese)

Hou W and Wang Q 2004 The changed characteristics of surface air
temperature between Yangtze River and Nanling mountain in
recent 50 years Plateau Meteorol. 23 400–7 (in Chinese)

Husar R B et al 2001 Asian dust events of April 1998 J. Geophys.
Res. 106 18317–30

Iwasaka Y, Yamato M, Imazu R and Ono A 1988 Transport of Asian
Dust (KOSA) particles: importance of weak KOSA events on
the geochemical cycle of soil particles Tellus B 40 494–503

Kalnay E et al 1996 The NCEP/NCAR 40-year reanalysis project
Bull. Am. Meteorol. Soc. 77 437–71

Kang D and Wang H 2005 Decadal change of dust storm climate in
north China Chin. Sci. D 35 1096–102 (in Chinese)

Kurosaki Y and Mikami M 2003 Recent frequent dust events and
their relation to surface wind in East Asia Geophys. Res. Lett.
30 L141736

Li H, Li J and He Q 2008a Study on sandstorm trend and abrupt
change in Xinjiang J. Desert Res. 25 915–9 (in Chinese)

Li J, Dong Z, Wang X and He S 2008b Seasonal distribution and
cause of dust events in Tarim Basin China J. Desert Res.
28 142–8 (in Chinese)

Liu M and Wei W 2005 Effect of the climate change on the
occurrence of c dust storms in south Xinjiang since recent 60
years Arid Land Geogr. 28 479–83 (in Chinese)

Liu Q and Li T 2004 Analysis on the temporal and spatial
distribution and formation causes of dust weathers in China
Arid Zone Res. 21 461–5 (in Chinese)

Ma Y, Xiao K and Wang Xu 2006 Climatological characteristics of
dust weathers in the Tarim Basin Acta Sci. Natur. Univ.
Pekinensis 42 784–90 (in Chinese)

Marshall J, Kushnir J, Battisti D, Chang P, Czaja A, Dickson R,
Hurrell J, McCartney M, Saravanan R and Visbeck M 2001
North Atlantic climate variability: phenomena, impacts and
mechanisms Int. J. Climatol. 21 1863–98

Nan F, Li Y and Zhang H 2006 Linking North Atlantic Oscillation
to stream discharge of the Manas River, northwestern China
Acta Sci. Natur. Univ. Pekinensis 42 534–41 (in Chinese)

Prospero J M, Ginoux P, Torres O, Nicholson S E and Gill T E 2002
Environmental characterization of global sources of
atmospheric soil dust identified with the NIMBUS 7 total
ozone mapping spectrometer (TOMS) absorbing aerosol
product Rev. Geophys. 40 1002

Qian L 1991 Climate on the Loess Plateau in China (Beijing: China
Meteorological Press) (in Chinese)

Qian W H, Quan L S and Shao S Y 2002 Variations of the dust
storm in China and its climatic control J. Clim. 15 1216–29

Qian Z, Cai Y, Liu J, Liu C, Li D and Song M 2006 Some advances
in dust storm over China–Mongolia areas Chin. J. Geophys.
49 68–78

Quan L, Shi S, Zhu Y and Qian W 2001 Temporal–spatial
distribution characteristics and causes of dust-day in China
Acta Geograph. Sin. 56 477–85 (in Chinese)

Tang H, Zhai P and Chang Y 2005 SVD analysis between Northern
Hemisphere 500 hPa heights and spring duststorms over
northern China J. Desert Res. 25 570–6 (in Chinese)

Uccellini L W 1986 The possible influence of upstream upper-level
baroclinic processes on the development of the AEII storm
Mon. Weather Rev. 114 1019–26

Wang S, Wang J, Zhou Z, Shang K, Yang D and Zhao Z 2003a
Regional characteristics of dust events in China Acta Geogr.
Sin. 58 193–200 (in Chinese)

Wang X, Ma Y, Chen H and Tao Z 2003b Analysis on the climatic
characteristics of sandstorms in south Xinjiang J. Desert Res.
23 147–51 (in Chinese)

Wang X and Zhai P 2004 The spatial and temporal variations of
spring dust storms in China and its associations with surface
winds and sea level pressures Acta Meteorol. Sin. 62 96–103
(in Chinese)

Westphal D L, Toon O B and Carlson T N 1988 A case study of
mobilization and transport of Saharan dust J. Atmos. Sci.
45 2145–74

Yang L and Zhang Q 2008 Effects of the North Atlantic Oscillation
on the summer rainfall anomalies in Xinjiang Chin. J. Atmos.
Sci. 32 1187–96 (in Chinese)

Yu R and Zhou T 2004 Impacts of winter-NAO on March cooling
trends over subtropical Eurasia continent in the recent half
century Geophys. Res. Lett. 31 L12204

Zhai P and Li X 2003 On climate background of dust storms over
Northern China Acta Geograph. Sin. 58 (Suppl.) 125–31
(in Chinese)

Zhou Z J and Wang X W 2002 Analysis of the severe group dust
storms in eastern part of northwest China J. Geogr. Sci.
12 357–62

5

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hyp.6200
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/hyp.6200
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2004GL021561
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2004GL021561
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.209.4464.1522
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.209.4464.1522
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2004GL019465
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2004GL019465
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/joc.1324
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/joc.1324
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2007GL029944
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2007GL029944
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2000JD900788
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2000JD900788
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0889.1988.tb00119.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0889.1988.tb00119.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0477(1996)077<0437:TNYRP>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0477(1996)077<0437:TNYRP>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2003GL017261
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2003GL017261
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/joc.693
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/joc.693
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2000RG000095
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2000RG000095
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0442(2002)015<1216:VOTDSI>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0442(2002)015<1216:VOTDSI>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0493(1986)114<1019:TPIOUU>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0493(1986)114<1019:TPIOUU>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0469(1988)045<2145:ACSOMA>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1175/1520-0469(1988)045<2145:ACSOMA>2.0.CO;2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2004GL019814
http://dx.doi.org/10.1029/2004GL019814
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02837557
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02837557

	The impact of the winter North Atlantic Oscillation on the frequency of spring dust storms over Tarim Basin in northwest China in the past half-century
	Introduction
	The data and method
	Results
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


