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Abstract

A deterministic forecast of surface precipitation involves solving a time-dependent moisture balance equation satisfying conservation
of total water substance. A realistic solution needs to take into account feedback between atmospheric dynamics and the diabatic
sources of heat energy associated with phase changes, as well as complex microphysical processes controlling the conversion between
cloud water (or ice) and precipitation. Such processes are taken into account either explicitly or via physical parameterisation
schemes in many operational numerical weather prediction models; these can therefore generate precipitation forecasts which are
fully consistent with the predicted evolution of the atmospheric state as measured by observations of temperature, wind, pressure
and humidity.

This paper reviews briefly the atmospheric moisture balance equation and how it may be solved in practice. Solutions are obtained
using the Meteorological Office Mesoscale version of its operational Unified Numerical Weather Prediction (NWP) model; they
verify predicted precipitation rates against catchment-scale values based on observations collected during an Intensive Observation
Period (IOP) of HYREX. Results highlight some limitations of an operational NWP forecast in providing adequate time and space
resolution, and its sensitivity to initial conditions. The large-scale model forecast can, nevertheless, provide important information
about the moist dynamical environment which could be incorporated usefully into a higher resolution, ‘storm-resolving’ prediction

scheme.
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Introduction

Flood forecasting requires accurate and timely predictions
of the precipitation affecting a given catchment area.
Appropriate lead times for such forecasts range from one
hour to a day or more. The research reported here and in
Part II (Bell and Moore, 2000) considers how these
requirements might be satisfied using deterministic
methods of rainfall prediction, based on both operational
numerical weather predicdon (NWP) and ‘catchment-
scale’ model formulations. The ultimate objective of the
research is to develop a system for predicting catchment-
scale rainfall events using a high resolution forecast scheme
which can incorporate information from an operational
mesoscale forecast model as well as ‘observations’ such as
measured surface weather variables and radar reflectivity
data.

Given that other approaches are being studied within
HYREX, it is worthwhile summarizing here the principles
which lie behind NWP. The deterministic approach
postulates that, at least over a certain time-period, the laws
of physics, as applied to the atmosphere, can be solved
(integrated forward in time) to find the forecast fields given

initial data describing the current conditions. The time-
period over which such forecasts are accurate depends on
the spatial scale of the phenomenon of interest. In the case of
local rainfall, it is believed that the atmosphere is predictable
or ‘deterministic’ for up to a few hours ahead. However, one
problem with this approach is the accurate specification of
the initial state, which is generally under-determined by
observations. NWP models attempt to overcome that
problem by combining the information available from
observations with data generated from a short-range forecast
(initialised at some earlier time); this process is generally
referred to as data assimilation. Data assimilation by NWP is
effective in estimating the current state of the atmosphere so
that the relationships between the various fields represented
by the model are consistent with the physical laws assumed
by the model. Nevertheless, uncertainty in the determina-
tion of an initial state is still one of the main sources of error
in short-term weather forecasting.

A new development in deterministic weather prediction
is the idea of starting a set of forecast integrations from
slightly different initial conditions, reflecting the range of
uncertainty in the estimated initial state. This ensemble
approach allows a probability to be assigned to the likelihood
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of rainfall (for example). Although the ensemble approach is
not considered here (and it has yet to be applied to
mesoscale systems), it is generally accepted as the way
forward for NWP, particularly in generating probability
forecasts. To make the distinction between this and other
purely statistically-based methods (such as described in
other HYREX sub-projects) such an ensemble approach
should be regarded as still conforming to a deterministic
methodology.

Accurate prediction of regional precipitation by determi-
nistic methods is perhaps the most difficult problem in
modern weather forecasting. While recent studies using
regional NWP models have demonstrated skill in forecast-
ing rainfall for hydrological purposes, at least on relatively
large scales (Karstens et al., 1996; Heise, 1996), perfor-
mance so far falls far short of the requirements for successful
flood forecasting on any significant lead time. Furthermore,
operational NWP models do not provide the spatial
resolution required to represent the substantial variations
in precipitation which can occur within a single catchment,
and which may be very important for determining catch-
ment response. For short-term precipitation forecasting, a
few schemes have been developed which attempt to
combine information from a NWP model with near real
time data to predict the movement and intensity of
precipitation systems on scales below those explicitly
resolved by the model. In Britain, the Meteorological Office
NIMROD system, which has recently replaced its FRON-
TIERS system (Brown ef 2l., 1994; Golding, 1998), uses an
objective prediction method which combines information
from a short term forecast provided by an operational
mesoscale NWP model with radar and satellite data to
generate high-resolution forecasts of cloud and precipitation
patterns on lead times of a few hours. Such a scheme is
intended to apply over a relatively large area on a routine
(operational) basis. It relies heavily on the principle of
advecting individual precipitation features which have been
identified from radar and satellite data, while the temporal
evolution of individual ‘storms’ is taken into account more-
or-less empirically. However, such a scheme is not intended
primarily to provide predictions of catchment-scale pre-
cipitation in a form suitable for quantitative flood forecast-
ing.

This paper outlines some general principles of precipita-
tion forecasting by deterministic methods before describing,
briefly, the role and performance of an operational,
mesoscale NWP system. Here, the term mesoscale is used
to refer to a range of space and time scales intermediate
between the large scale global circulation and the small-scale
of (for example) individual clouds. It implies a spatial
resolution of a few tens of kilometres and a temporal
resolution of the order of one thousand seconds. Part II
describes the development and application of a “water-
balance storm model”, which is intended to provide a much
higher time and space resolution than that available from the
mesoscale model.
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The atmospheric moisture budget

A crucial requirement for the successful forecasting of
surface precipitation is an accurate representation of the
time evolution of atmospheric sources and sinks of
precipitable water. This is equivalent to solving a time-
dependent moisture budget equation, which can be written:

D(G+ %)
b (1)

Here an over-bar symbol denotes mass-weighted vertical
integration over a full atmospheric column of unit
horizontal area; ¢ is specific humidity (vapour concentra-
tion), £ the specific liquid (or solid) water concentration, P
the surface precipitation rate and E the surface evaporation.
The operator D/ Dt is the so-called total or substantial time
derivative. For a variable 8 that can be evaluated in a local
frame of reference, a substantial derivative of the form D8/
Dt can be written
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The right-hand-side of this expression represents the sum
of the local rate of change, horizontal advection by the
horizontal wind V = (»,v) and vertical advection by the
vertical component of velocity. For convenience, the so-
called pressure co-ordinate system is used in which vertical
gradients are represented by a variation with respect to
pressure and vertical velocity is measured by w = dp/dt,
which is the rate of change of pressure following a fluid
element. In a hydrostatic atmosphere, —0w/dp = V-V,
which represents the horizontal divergence of the vector
wind field. Assuming negligible vertical motion on the lower
boundary, the time dependent moisture budget Eqn. 1 can
be written in the form

ot
Ot
in which each substantial time derivative term has been
expressed as the sum of a local (time) tendency and a
horizontal flux divergence. Alternatively, the flux diver-

gence term involving 4 can be written as the sum of two
contributions:
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in which term (A4) is a contribution from horizontal
advection of water vapour and term (B) is a contribution
from the horizontal wind divergence. The latter is closely
related to the profile of vertical velocity within the column
through the hydrostatic balance approximation (see above).
On the scale of an individual precipitating cloud element,
the contribution from horizontal wind divergence might be
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expected to be much larger than either the advective or local
tendency term. However, the actual balance observed in
practice will depend on the scale resolution characteristics of
the analysis or forecast system that provides the estimated
values of the ‘aerological’ variables V and 4.

Although Eqn. 3 refers to a frame of reference that is
fixed with respect to the Farth, a similar equation can be
used to describe the atmospheric water balance in any
‘system’ frame of reference which is moving with some
constant horizontal velocity V. In that case, V is replaced by
a system-relative velocity V' =(V — V) and a term of the
form 86/0: then interpreted as a rate of change following
the system. Although not relevant for the analysis of data
generated by an Eulerian model (as considered in this
paper), such a formulation is useful in the development of a
simple cloud resolving model, as described in Part II. In
particular, if V is associated with the motion of a single
cloud, then, in that frame of reference, it may be possible to
ignore the contribution from the horizontal advection term
A in Egn. 2. The moisture budget equation can then be
approximated by
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This is the vertically integrated form of the continuity
equation for atmospheric water substance viewed in a
Lagrangian frame of reference, of the type assumed in the
storm-resolving model considered in Part II. However, it is
not clear whether it is in fact realistic to neglect horizontal
advection terms, even for an appropriate choice of system
velocity, and such an approximation is certainly not
necessary for the diagnosis of atmospheric water balance
derived from observations or NWP model data.

In principle, Egns. 3 and 4 can be used to estimate Pas a
residual term, given measurements of the aerological
variables V and ¢, subject to assumptions such as that £
and terms involving # can be neglected. Previous studies
based on such a ‘budget’ approach to precipitation
forecasting have highlighted the difficulty of obtaining
realistic estimates of P in this way (Peixoto, 1973;
Holopainen, 1996). A potentially more successful approach,
which is used in many operational NWP models, is to treat
P as a prognostic variable rather than a quantity which is
diagnosed as a residual term in an approximated moisture
balance equation. This involves taking into account the
conversion of cloud water into precipitation, which is
controlled by complex microphysical processes that cannot
be represented explicitly by the model, but are instead
parameterised as functions of the prognostic variables
carried on the model grid.

However, a prediction of precipitation rate based on these
parameterisations with input consisting of variables carried
on the model grid generates only the so-called dynamic
component of the total precipitation. Even mesoscale NWP
and analysis systems cannot represent convective storms

explicitly; these occur typically on scales below those which
are resolved by the model grid and which excite dynamical
modes that are effectively filtered-out by the model’s
integration scheme. Instead, the effect of such storms on the
larger scale water balance is taken into account implicitly by
a paramerisation of sub-grid scale convection, the input to
which takes into account the gravitational stability of the
model atmosphere as measured by the resolved profiles of
temperature and humidity. For the type of model
considered here, a useful by-product of this process is a
partitioning of the total predicted precipitation (considered
as an average over a grid cell) into dynamical (large scale)
and convective (unresolved scale) components. The ratio of
convective to total predicted precipitation can thus provide
important information about the synoptic conditions
associated with a particular precipitation event.

A well-formulated NWP model is capable of taking into
account complex interactions between flow dynamics and
those sources and sinks of latent heating which are
associated with condensation and evaporation in the
atmosphere. An important property of such model forecasts
is that the predicted evolution of the atmospheric state
represented by the model is forced to be consistent with
those well-established laws of motion and continuity on
which the model is based, including, for example, the
moisture budget Eqn. 1. In this sense, NWP methods are
superior to more empirical or approximate methods which
do not result necessarily in consistent relationships between
predicted field parameters. On the other hand, operational
NWP models generally have to rely on rather crude
parameterisations of cloud processes, and this may lead to
large errors in the predicted ‘precipitation efficiency’ of the
modelled cloud system. (These parameterisation schemes
are the subject of intense research into the physics of clouds
and are improving rapidly.) A more obvious limitation is the
model’s inability to represent small-scale precipitation
events explicitly; this may be particularly important in the
context of flood forecasting.

An operational mesoscale NWP
model

The operational forecast model used in this study is the
mesoscale version of the Meteorological Office Unified
Model (Cullen, 1991; Golding, 1990). The Mesoscale
Model (MM) is a gridpoint model with a horizontal
resolution of approximately 16.8 km, extending over a
domain measuring roughly 1500 by 1500 km (Fig. 1). The
model has a vertical co-ordinate system which is ‘terrain-
following’ at low levels; its vertical resolution varies from a
few tens of metres near the lower boundary to just over one
kilometre at a height of 8 km. Initial conditions on the model
domain boundaries are taken from a large-scale analysis
generated by the limited area (Atlantic sector) version of the
Unified Model. However, the MM also has its own data
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