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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention relates to a method of characterizing
the convection intensity of a cloud by a meteorological radar.
The reflectivity of said cloud to an electromagnetic wave
being distributed in space, the distribution of the reflectivity
being discretized according to a network of points (i, j, k) of
the space in three dimensions, at least one profile (22) is
defined as anormalized function ofa parameter (21), which is
in turn a given numeric function in two dimensions (i, j) of the
distribution of the reflectivity at each point of the network,
said normalized function varying uniformly between a mini-
mum constant value and a maximum constant value, the
function being equal to the minimum value when the param-
eter is less than a low threshold (threshold min) and being
equal to the maximum value when the parameter is greater
than a high threshold (threshold max), the cloud being char-
acterized as convective when the profile is equal to one of the
constant values and as stratiform when it is equal to the other
constant value.

The invention applies notably to meteorological radars on
board aeroplanes.

12 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
METHOD OF CHARACTERIZING THE
CONVECTION INTENSITY OF A CLOUD, BY
A METEOROLOGICAL RADAR

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority of French application no.
FR 0803634, filed Jun. 27, 2008, the disclosure of which is
hereby incorporated by reference in its entirety.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a method of characterizing
the convection intensity of a cloud by a meteorological radar.
It applies notably to meteorological radars on board
aeroplanes.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

During a flight, the pilot of an aeroplane generally uses a
meteorological observation system deriving from a radar that
gives him information concerning the state of the atmosphere
in order to detect the risks inherent in the meteorological
situations making it possible among other things to restore a
Doppler speed field and a radar reflectivity field in three
dimensions, 3D. These fields are obtained by performing
successive scans with the radar according to different bearing
and elevation angles. At each point of a 3D grid covering the
extent of observation, radar reflectivity information is thus in
particular made available that is dependent on the wavelength
used and the reflection, absorption and diffusion properties of
the targets present in the radar resolution volume. On the
control screen, in the cockpit, the pilot then sees meteorologi-
cal information displayed that is generally analysed on the
basis of four colour levels corresponding either to the absence
of signal or to a weak, moderate or strong reflectivity factor.
The pilot interprets this information in terms of risk to decide
if he can maintain the trajectory planned for his acroplane or
if he must modify it to avoid an area exhibiting meteorologi-
cal risks, for example an area where a cloud is forming.

To simplify the approach of the pilot in his decision-taking,
it is useful to translate the meteorological fields observed by
the radar into a field describing the level of meteorological
risk.

Generally, the meteorological radars on board aeroplanes
operate in the X band. The radar reflectivity measured by a
meteorological radar in the X band using a single wavelength
exhibits an ambiguity regarding its relationship with the
nature and the characteristics of the hydrometeors, such as
water droplets, snowflakes or hail notably, that have gener-
ated it. In practice, this relationship is strongly non-bijective.
Consequently, one and the same reflectivity level can be gen-
erated by hydrometeors of very different kinds, originating
either from snow or hail notably, corresponding to meteoro-
logical situations that are also very different from the point of
view of the aeronautical risk, for example stratiform clouds
and thick convection clouds such as cumulonimbus. This
bijectivity defect notably concerns the hail consisting of hail-
stones of a size greater than approximately a centimeter of
equivalent spherical diameter. These hailstones fall outside
the Rayleigh scattering domain, in which the meteorological
radars usually work. They then fall in the Mie scattering
domain which is such that when the size of the hailstone
increases, its reflectivity diminishes.

It is therefore necessary to remove this ambiguity and
obtain with a meteorological radar both information concern-
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2

ing the dynamic nature of the clouds generating the reflectiv-
ity field, stratiform clouds or intense convective clouds of
stormy cumulonimbus type, and concerning the microphysi-
cal nature of the hydrometeors, deriving from rain, snow or
large hailstones.

Solutions are known for eliminating this ambiguity. In
particular, it is known how to determine the level of risk at
each grid point by using simple thresholds on the radar reflec-
tivity factor observed at these points. If the latter is greater
than 40 dBZ, the risk is considered to be high whereas, if it is
less than 30 dBZ, the risk is considered to be low. Between
these two values, the risk is considered to be moderate. These
thresholds can, if necessary, differ according to the regions
being flown over in accordance notably with the description
in the U.S. Pat. No. 7,129,885. This method of estimating the
risk solely by the one-oft value of the radar reflectivity nota-
bly has the drawback that it can lead to an underestimation or
an overestimation of the risk in certain meteorological situa-
tions. For example, a strong snow shower in a stratiform
system can be seen by a radar with high reflectivity factors,
greater than 40 dBZ, although the situation presents no risk to
the aircraft in flight.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

One aim of the invention is notably to avoid this drawback
and to eliminate the abovementioned ambiguity in a reliable
manner. To this end, the subject of the invention is a method
of characterizing the convection intensity of a cloud, the
reflectivity of said cloud to an electromagnetic wave being
distributed in space, the distribution of the reflectivity being
discretized according to a network of points (i, j, k) of the
space in three dimensions, at least one profile is defined as a
function of a parameter, which is itself a given numerical
function in two dimensions (i, j) of the distribution of the
reflectivity at each point of the network, said function varying
uniformly between a minimum constant value and a maxi-
mum constant value, the function being equal to the minimum
value when the parameter is less than a low threshold (thresh-
old min) and being equal to the maximum value when the
parameter is greater than a high threshold (threshold max),
the cloud being characterized as convective when the profile
is equal to one of the constant values and as stratiform when
it is equal to the other constant value.

Advantageously, the function of the parameter is, for
example, normalized.

The numerical function in two dimensions (i, j), defining a
parameter, is for example calculated in the horizontal plane.

A convective cloud corresponds for example to the high
constant value.

The overall profile can be a profile field, in which a number
of different profiles are combined, said different profiles
being defined by normalized functions of parameters com-
bining the different numeric parameters associated with each
said different profiles.

The combination of the different profiles is, for example,
by a weighted average.

A parameter is, for example, the integral of the reflectivity
in the vertical dimension (z, k).

A parameter can be a measurement ofthe column height, in
the vertical dimension, for which the points taken into
account are those whose reflectivity value is greater than a
given threshold.

A parameter can also be the maximum altitude at which the
reflectivities are greater than a given threshold.

A parameter is, for example, the maximum reflectivity
calculated in a given vertical.
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A parameter is, for example, the vertical reflectivity gradi-
ent between a maximum reflectivity area and the maximum
altitude at which the reflectivities are greater than a given
threshold.

A parameter can also be the horizontal gradient of the
reflectivity at a given altitude.

The parameter is, for example, calculated in a determined
volume.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Other features and benefits of the invention will become
apparent from the figure that follows given in light of the
appended drawings which represent:

FIG. 1, an illustration of a radar reflectivity network within
a cloud;

FIG. 2, a profile characterizing a cloud, used by a method
according to the invention;

FIG. 3, an exemplary possible combination of profiles
characterizing a cloud, in a method according to the inven-
tion.

MORE DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 illustrates a reflectivity grid in space. The space is
discretized according to a network of points of the space, in
three dimensions. This network forms a structure that is here-
inafter called grid. Each point of the grid, identified by its
index ionarow I, its index j on a row J and is index k on a row
K exhibits a reflectivity Z(i, j, k) which is detected by a
meteorological radar. The indices i,j define the position of a
point in the horizontal plane, and the index k defines the
vertical position of this point. The duly discretized space is
stored in the computer of the radar with the associated reflec-
tivities Z(i, j, k). A three-dimensional matrix is thus stored
that will hereinafter be considered synonymous with the grid
of the space. The terms reflectivity grid Z(i, j, k) and reflec-
tivity matrix Z(i, j, k) can thus be used interchangeably. The
reflectivity matrix can be renewed or updated in line with the
observation periods of the radar. The reflectivity matrix cor-
responds to an observation domain covered by the radar.

The inventive method makes it possible to characterize the
convection intensity of a cloud based on the spatial distribu-
tion of its reflectivity, more particularly as a function of the
discretized spatial distribution, according to a grid for
example. According to this characterization, it is then pos-
sible for the risks associated with this cloud to be estimated,
by a pilot or, automatically, by means of an analysis program.

FIG. 2 shows a curve 1 that illustrates a normalization
function defining a type of profile according to the value of a
particular parameter, this profile defined by a curve that is a
function of this parameter is of the two-dimensional type 2D.

The invention starts from the fact that, to estimate the level
of risk at a point of the reflectivity grid, the one-off value of
the reflectivity factor provides an ambiguous and therefore
inadequate response. To complement the information relating
to the reflectivity threshold, the invention considers a set of
parameters relating to the spatial reflectivity distribution
making it possible to determine the thick convective or strati-
form character of a cloud. The knowledge of this character
makes it possible not only to know the physical nature of the
hydrometeors responsible for a signal received by a radar but
also to correctly weight the risk associated with the dynamic
of'the clouds by identifying the convective or stratiform char-
acter.

Regarding the identification of profiles, a number of crite-
ria must be taken into account to obtain this profile. These
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criteria are then analysed, for example using a decision tree,
oreven by acting like the terms of a weighted sum. In the latter
case, the criteria being of different natures, they are, for
example, normalized, for example so that each of them varies
between the value 0 and the value 1 as illustrated in FIG. 2.
The next step is to choose a high threshold, threshold max in
FIG. 1, a low threshold, threshold min in FIG. 2, and a
normalization function for each parameter. The function can
be linear as in FIG. 1, and therefore vary linearly between
threshold min and threshold max. The function can, however,
take another form. These thresholds are chosen to be such that
they correspond, according to the criterion adopted, for one,
to an intense convective situation, i.e. the case of the high
threshold, and for the other, to a stratiform situation, as is the
case of the low threshold. Thus, after the criterion has been
normalized, an intense convective profile obtains the score 1
whereas a stratiform profile obtains the score 0. If the profile
is ambiguous or showing low-intensity convection, it obtains
an intermediate score defined by the linear part of the curve.
The various normalized criteria are weighted according to the
confidence that can be given to each. The final score is com-
pared to a threshold in order to determine the nature of the
profile.

FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating the principle of the identi-
fication of stratiform or convective profiles used by a method
according to the invention to estimate the meteorological
risks.

From the 3D reflectivity field 20, and for each identifica-
tion criterion, the corresponding parameter 21 is calculated,
to which s applied a normalization function of the type of that
illustrated by FIG. 2. Thus, as many profile fields 22, in 2D, as
there are selected criteria are obtained. The example of FIG.
2 comprises n criteria. In a limiting case, it is possible to use
only a single criterion, in which case n=1.

The profile fields are, for example, thereafter combined for
a function 23 which can be a weighted average in order to
obtain a single profile field 24 that can be used to determine
the microphysical type of the hydrometeors and the level of
risk being run by the aeroplane.

A number of identification criteria can therefore be used.
As indicated previously, a meteorological radar makes it pos-
sible to restore a Doppler speed field and reflectivity fields in
three dimensions, 3D. At each point of a 3D grid, previously
defined and as illustrated for example by FIG. 1, and covering
an observation domain, reflectivity information is thus avail-
able.

The microphysical characteristics of the hydrometeors
have to be determined for each point of the grid, but the
stratiform/convective profile thereof can be identified by con-
sidering only a single point. The invention proposes a number
of parameters that make it possible to identify profiles.

They are calculated from reflectivities measured at all grid
points vertical to the point concerned.

From the 3D reflectivity field supplied by the radar, and
possibly interpolated in an appropriate frame of reference, for
example the geocentered latitude—longitude—altitude
frame of reference, the method according to the invention
calculates a 2D field of values for each identification param-
eter.

A first possible criterion, called VIZ, is the integral of the
reflectivity along the vertical, ata given point according to the
horizontal. It is representative of the quantity of precipitations
at that given point. VIZ is determined by calculating the
integral of the reflective Z according to the vertical:
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Zimax 1
VIZ(x, y) = f Z(x, y,2)dz D
0

in which x and y designate the Cartesian coordinates of the
point on the horizontal and z the vertical coordinate, the
integral being calculated up to a maximum coordinate z,,, .
along the vertical.

Given that the reflectivity values on the vertical are given in
the 3D grid in a discrete manner, the numeric calculation of
the 2D field of VIZ is therefore given by the following equa-
tion:

kmax

ViZi= ) Zy
k=0

@

in which 1 and j represent the indices on the two horizontal
dimensions and k the vertical index, Z,, is the reflectivity at
the point of indices 1, j and k of the reflectivity grid.

Its sum defined by the equation (2) can be replaced by the
sum of the precipitation intensities on the vertical.

Another possible parameter is the column height, denoted
H_, s One of the main characteristics of the convective
areas is their great vertical extension. The column height
criterion represents the cumulative height of a column of
reflectivity values greater than a given threshold. The column
height criterion, at a point of indices i, j on the horizontal, is
thus given by the following equation:

©)

kmax

Heotumn = Z Oy Aie
=0

with
|1 if Z> threshold

T |10 otherwise

In this equation (3), AA,; represents the pitch in distance
along the vertical axis at the level of the point of the grid of
indices 1,j and k, k being the index along the vertical, andk,,, .
being the index of the highest point. Z is the reflectivity at the
point i, j, k.

Another criterion that can be used by the invention comple-
ments the column height. It is hereinafter called pulse echo
and denoted Epulse. It can be used to improve the probability
of detection in certain configurations, notably for anvil-form
cumulonimbus. It corresponds to the altitude of the highest
echo on an observation column detected by the radar. For each
column identified in the horizontal plane by a pair of indices
(1, j) in the reflectivity grid, the element of highest vertical
index k is sought for which the reflectivity is greater than a
given threshold. In each pair (i, j), the value of the pulse echo
field is the altitude of the element found, and the criterion
Epulse is given by the following equation:

Epulsel-j:maxk(Aijk, Z>0)

*
in which A, designates the altitude of a point of the reflec-
tivity grid and max” the maximum according to k.

Another possible criterion is the maximum reflectivity fac-
tor encountered in a column, Zmax. It provides a way of
rapidly locating the areas of intense precipitation, such as
hail, strong rain or snow. Zmax, according to a column
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defined by its indices i, j in the horizontal plane, is obtained
according to the following equation:

Zmaxl-j:maxk(Zijk)

®

Another possible criterion is the vertical reflectivity gradi-
ent, grad, (7). This is the vertical reflectivity gradient between
the altitude corresponding to the factor Zmax and that of the
peak of the echoes, that is to say, between the altitude z,,
where the maximum reflectivity is observed and the pulse
echo Epulse. If the maximum reflectivity extends over a num-
ber of grid points, the mean altitude is then considered. The
gradient grad (Z)is given by the equation (7) deriving from
the following equation (6):

Z(x, y, zp ) — Z(x, vy, Epulse) 6)

grad,Z(x, y, z) =

zu — Epulse

In the numeric domain, by considering the discretized
points of the grid, at a point of indices i, j, k:

grad, Z:Z(Aijk,Zijk:Zmax)—Z(Aijk,Aijk:Epulse) (7

Another possible criterion is the horizontal reflectivity gra-
dient, grad (7). This is the reflectivity gradient on a horizon-
tal plane at a chosen altitude z. Because of the bidirectional
character of this gradient, its norm is for example considered,
given by the following equation:

®

azy: (3zy"
dy, 7| == —
lerac . 0 =(55) + (5 |

From the numeric point of view, at a point i, j, k of the
reflectivity grid, the horizontal gradient is obtained according
to the following equation:

12
(Z(M)j,k:kc = Zij =k, ]2 N / (10)
ijk=k¢

d;

(Zi(jﬂ),k:kc —Zijh=ke ]2
d ik=ke

lgrady Zill;, =

using d, and d; to denote the pitch on the horizontal dimen-
sions x and y respectively.

Another criterion which can be used to identify a profile is
thereflectivity Z, 5, above the 0° C. isotherm, at an altitude of
approximately 1500 meters.

Zy500=Z(1.k1500)

inwhichk 5o issuch that A, =A
the altitude of the 0° C. isotherm.

The preceding criteria or parameters are based on the
analysis of a reflectivity column. It is also possible according
to the invention to use volume criteria. In particular, other
criteria based on different volumes can be used. The calcu-
lated profile field can thus become a 3D field.

Inthe example of a sphere, for each point 1, j, k of the space
where a profile type is to be calculated, a sphere of fixed
radius centred on this point is considered. Some of the pre-
ceding parameters then acquire a different definition. The
criterion VIZ becomes an integration criterion in space which
then represents the sum of the reflectivities in the reference
volume, the sphere in this example. The criterion Zmax
becomes a maximum reflectivity factor observed in this ref-
erence volume.

(1n
+1500,A,; ,  being

koo ¢,



US 8,098,188 B2

7

Other volume criteria can be defined:

The total volume V ;... ... for which the reflectivity factor
Z. is greater than a determined threshold Z,,,,..;,.,.- This
involves summing the individual volumes for which Z
exceeds a threshold value 7,,,..,..; (for example 35
dBZ). This parameter indicates the volume where the
convection has reached its full development term. A
number of thresholds can be envisaged;

The continuous volume V., ;ous, zireshora 10r which the
reflectivity factor Z is greater than a determined thresh-
0ld 7,101 The method is identical to the calculation
of V. oonora €Xcept that the continuity of the calculated
volume must be assured. Thus, to be counted, each grid
point must have at least a certain number of neighbours
such that Z>7,, . ...... This number is set initially and it
is less than or equal to 18 which is the total number of
edges and faces of a cube. It is also possible to add a
condition concerning the minimum height to be consid-
ered and for example take the altitude of the 0° C. iso-
therm. This parameter gives the volume of the area gen-
erating the convective precipitation;

The average reflectivity Zave in V., ous. zireshoras is
parameter also applies to the other volumes such as a
column or a sphere for example;

The ratio of the axes of an ellipsoid for which Z is greater
than a fixed threshold 7, ,..;,- The aim here is to best
represent the geometrical figure corresponding to
7>7 0 osnora Py an ellipsoid, the axes of which are a;, on
the vertical and a,, on the horizontal plane. The ratio
aj/a,, is then formed, and a threshold is set that makes it
possible to separate a profile of convective type from a
profile of stratiform type.

It is also possible to use statistical quantities concerning
volumes, such as, for example, the spatial variance of the
reflectivity. This indicates the presence of a uniform system,
consisting of a single cell, or of a number of cells.

For each of the identification parameters defined previ-
ously, two thresholds, high and low, are needed in the nor-
malization function to calculate the profile, as illustrated
notably by FIG. 2. These thresholds are, for example, chosen
according to the analysis of radar observations of typical
events, for example a characteristic snow or hail storm
recorded at a given point of the globe.

The characteristics of the distributions of the precipitation
intensities and therefore reflectivity can differ according to
the climatology of the place of observation. It may then be
necessary to adapt the thresholds according to climatological
considerations.

Moreover, the altitude thresholds, for the pulse echo and
column height criteria, may require adaptation according to
the latitude of the area observed. In practice, the staging of the
clouds in altitude is conditioned by the tropopause, the alti-
tude of which depends on the latitude of the place.

As FIG. 3 illustrates, it is possible to perform a multiple-
criteria identification. The identification of a convection pro-
file can be done according to a single criterion, but the reli-
ability of this identification is significantly increased by using
anumber of criteria. A profile field 22 is calculated for each of
the chosen parameters 21. The different fields obtained in this
way are combined to obtain a single profile field 24. These
fields can be combined by calculating an average 23 with
weights, possibly different, associated with the identification
criteria. These weights can also be adapted according to cli-
matological considerations, like the parameter thresholds.

A benefit of the invention is notably that it enables convec-
tion intensity information to be extracted from reflectivity
information, in an effective manner.

The invention applies to the reflectivity observations made
by a meteorological radar, notably airborne, operating in the
X band. It can also apply to radars operating in other fre-
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quency bands, for example in the W, Ka, C or S band, of
polarimetric or non-polarimetric type, with or without Dop-
pler effect.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method ofusing a meteorological radar to characterize
the convection intensity of a cloud, the reflectivity of said
cloud determined by an electromagnetic wave being distrib-
uted in space, said method comprising:

detecting a distribution of the reflectivity of the cloud with

the meteorological radar;

discretizing the distribution of the reflectivity according to

a network of points (i, j, k) of the space in three dimen-
sions;

defining a profile (22) as a function (1) of a parameter (21),

said parameter being a given numerical function in two
dimensions (i, j) of the distribution of the reflectivity at
each point of the network; and
combining a number of the profiles (22) into an overall
profile (24), said profiles (22) each being defined by a
normalized function of numeric parameters associated
with each of the said profiles (22),

said normalized function varying uniformly between a
minimum constant value and a maximum constant
value, said normalized function being equal to the mini-
mum value when the normalized parameter is less than a
low threshold (threshold min) and being equal to the
maximum value when the normalized parameter is
greater than a high threshold (threshold max),

the cloud being characterized as convective when the over-

all profile is equal to one of the maximum and minimum
constant values and as stratiform when the overall pro-
file is equal to the other of the maximum and minimum
constant values.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the function
(1) of a parameter (21) associated with a profile (22) is nor-
malized.

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein the numerical
function in two dimensions (i, j), defining a parameter, is
calculated in the horizontal plane.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein a convective
cloud corresponds to the high constant value.

5. The method according to claim 1, wherein the combina-
tion of one of the normalized parameters (21) and the profiles
(22) is a weighted average.

6. The method according to claim 1, wherein a parameter
(21) is the integral of the reflectivity in the vertical dimension
k).

7. The method according to claim 1, wherein a parameter
(21) is a measurement of the column height, in the vertical
dimension, for which the points taken into account are those
whose reflectivity value is greater than a given threshold.

8. The method according to claim 1, wherein a parameter
(21) is the maximum altitude at which the reflectivities are
greater than a given threshold.

9. The method according to claim 1, wherein a parameter
(21) is the maximum reflectivity calculated in a given vertical.

10. The method according to claim 1, wherein a parameter
(21) is the vertical reflectivity gradient between a maximum
reflectivity area and the maximum altitude at which the
reflectivities are greater than a given threshold.

11. The method according to claim 1, wherein a parameter
(21) is the horizontal gradient of the reflectivity at a given
altitude.

12. The method according to claim 1, wherein the param-
eter (21) is calculated in a determined volume.



