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Analyzing urban influence 
on extreme winter precipitation 
through observations 
and numerical simulation of two 
South China case studies
Chenxi Hu 1, Chi‑Yung Tam 1,2*, Zong‑liang Yang 3 & Ziqian Wang 4,5

This study investigates the impact of urbanization on extreme winter rainfall in the South China 
Greater Bay Area (GBA) through the analysis of hourly station observations and simulations using the 
Weather Research and Forecasting Model with the Single Layer Urban Canopy Model (WRF‑SLUCM). 
Data from 2008 to 2017 reveal that urban areas in the GBA experience lower 99th percentile hourly 
winter rainfall intensity compared to surrounding rural regions. However, urban locations exhibit 
higher annual maximum hourly rainfall (Rmax) and very extreme rainfall events (99.99th percentile) 
in winter, suggesting a positive influence of urbanization on extreme winter precipitation. A case 
study further underscores the role of the Urban Heat Island (UHI) effect in enhancing extreme rainfall 
intensity and probability in the GBA urban areas. Additionally, two extreme cases were dynamically 
downscaled using WRF‑SLUCM, involving four parallel experiments: replacing urban land use with 
cropland (Nourban), using historical urban land use data from 1999 (99LS), projecting near‑future 
urban land use for 2030 (30LS), and considering 2030 urban land use without anthropogenic heat (AH) 
(30LS‑AH0). Synoptic analysis demonstrates that cold air intrusion suppresses the GBA UHI in Case 
2013 but not in Case 2015. Reduced evaporation and humidity induced by urban surfaces significantly 
decrease urban precipitation in Case 2013. In contrast, the persistent UHI in Case 2015 enhances local 
convection and land–ocean circulation, leading to increased moisture flux convergence and amplified 
urban precipitation intensity and probability in 30LS compared to Nourban. This amplification is 
primarily attributed to AH, while the change in 99LS remains insignificant. These findings suggest that 
urban influences on extreme precipitation in the GBA persist during winter, particularly when the UHI 
effect is maintained.

Over the past century, rapid urbanization has significantly altered the global demographic landscape, leading 
to an approximate 80% expansion of urban areas between 1985 and 2015, equivalent to a yearly increase rate of 
9687  km21. This swift urban expansion has brought about substantial changes in local temperature, precipita-
tion, and atmospheric circulation within  cities2–6. Urban areas are known to absorb and store more shortwave 
radiation due to factors such as modified land use, reduced surface albedo, and distinctive urban morphology, 
thereby enhancing surface  temperatures7–11. Additionally, the release of anthropogenic heat (AH) from build-
ings, traffic, and human activities fosters the formation of urban heat islands (UHIs)12,13, UHIs result in higher 
surface  temperature2 and an environment conducive to  convection14,15. The prevalence of impervious urban land 
surfaces leads to reduced evaporation, water vapor content, and convective available potential energy (CAPE)16–21. 
However, the impact of urbanization on global precipitation patterns is complex and varies depending on geo-
graphical location and UHI  intensity22–28, with a consensus yet to be reached.
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The Greater Bay Area (GBA) mega-city cluster, located along the South China (SC) coast (covering 22–23.2° 
N, 112.6–114.3° E), has experienced rapid urbanization since the early 1980s and has grown into one of the 
world’s largest mega-city clusters. Previous research has emphasized the substantial intensification of extreme 
precipitation in the GBA due to urbanization, primarily driven by the UHI  effect28–34. However, most of these 
studies focus on annual or summertime monsoon precipitation.

During the winter season, numerous studies have investigated the UHI intensity in the GBA mega-city. Winter 
warming induced by UHI effects in the Guangzhou metropolitan area has been observed to surpass that resulting 
from global warming, primarily due to industrial and transportation  activities35. Observations indicate that the 
urban–rural air temperature difference in winter can be comparable to that in summer, reaching 0.4–1.8 °C in 
major GBA mega-cities from 2000 to  201736. Remote sensing data also indicate an even stronger UHI intensity 
in winter than in summer for the Guangzhou metropolitan  area37. Numerical simulations further reveal that 
urbanization amplifies upward surface sensible heat flux, increasing air temperatures in GBA mega-cities by 
approximately 0.5–2 °C, particularly in the highly urbanized northwestern  regions3. Overall, the GBA mega-city 
experiences a significant UHI effect during winter, which can potentially influence the local climate, particularly 
in terms of extreme precipitation.

In addition, extreme winter precipitation in coastal SC, influenced by the East Asian winter monsoon, holds 
substantial consequences for local agriculture, transportation, human lives, and the  economy38. Winter precipita-
tion accounts for over 10% of annual rainfall in SC, with heavy rainfall persisting despite less favorable weather 
conditions compared to  summer39,40. Multiple studies have explored the relationship between SC winter rainfall 
and various factors, including the synoptic systems, large-scale circulation over the western North Pacific, sea 
surface temperature (SST) in the SCS, El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO), and winter  monsoon41–46. Never-
theless, the potential impacts of rapid urban development in the GBA on local extreme winter rainfall remain 
inadequately understood.

Generally, the atmosphere is drier in winter compared to summer, leading to stronger urban drying island 
(UDI) effects in coastal cities during the winter  months47,48. This phenomenon can decrease local precipitation 
by reducing local moisture content in urban  areas20–23,49,50. For example, winter precipitation in downtown and 
southern Beijing decreased by approximately 19% during 1981–2000 compared to the 1961–1980  period51. Simi-
lar results have been observed in GBA, where urban land surfaces tend to reduce accumulated winter precipita-
tion in GBA cities due to drier northerly winds, decreased latent heat, and enhanced atmospheric  stability52,53.

Despite these findings, most studies have primarily focused on long-term climatic accumulated winter pre-
cipitation, leaving the impact of urbanization on extreme winter rainfall characteristics under different weather 
conditions largely unexplored. Given the significant UHI in the GBA mega-city cluster during winter and the 
importance of winter precipitation, it is crucial to investigate the potential impacts of urbanization on extreme 
winter precipitation in this region. To address this knowledge gap, this study aims to answer two key questions: 
(1) how urbanization, including the UHI effect and urban land use, affects winter rainfall characteristics in 
GBA mega-cities, and (2) whether urban effects on winter heavy rainfall differ under different synoptic condi-
tions. These objectives will be achieved through (1) an examination of the climatology of winter precipitation 
in GBA and the impact of UHI on extreme winter rainfall based on station observations, and (2) the utiliza-
tion of WRF-SLUCM to dynamically downscale two specific winter extreme events characterized by distinct 
weather conditions. Through various model experiments, this research seeks to unravel the impacts of urban 
surface land use and UHI on extreme winter rainfall in GBA mega-cities. These findings can help bridge gaps in 
our understanding of extreme winter precipitation and urban climate in the GBA, providing valuable insights 
for policymakers involved in agriculture, transportation planning, public policy formulation. Ultimately, this 
knowledge can enhance the resilience of urban communities in the face of future extreme events.

Results
Observation results
Winter temperature and precipitation
Figure 1 shows the winter near-surface temperatures averaged from 2008 to 2017, including results from (a) 
observations and (b) ERA5 reanalysis data. Winter near-surface temperatures exhibit a discernible decline from 
south to north, with maximum temperatures surpassing 18 °C in the southern part of SC (Leizhou Peninsula) 
and only reaching 12–13 °C at inland stations located at 25° N, the magnitude of this temperature gradient is 
considerably stronger than that observed in spring and summer. Coastal areas also exhibit warmer temperatures 
than their inland counterparts. When comparing urban and surrounding rural stations, winter near-surface 
temperatures at urban stations range from 16.5 to 17.5 °C, while rural stations exhibit temperatures only between 
15 and 16.8 °C. From 2008 to 2017, the average temperature difference between all urban and rural stations was 
1.02 °C. Results from ERA5 are consistent with observations, indicating higher temperatures in the SCS area 
compared to land areas during winter, with ocean near-surface temperatures exceeding 20 °C. Near-surface tem-
peratures in the SC land area gradually decrease from 19 °C in the coastline to below 10 °C at 25° N. Moreover, 
the GBA exhibits higher temperatures than surrounding rural areas, with temperatures in the GBA mega-city 
ranging from 17 to 18.5 °C, while temperatures in adjacent rural areas vary between 15 and 17.5 °C. The consist-
ent observation of higher temperatures in urban areas compared to surrounding rural regions indicates a strong 
UHI intensity during winter in the  GBA3,36,37. This finding highlights the significance of UHI on local climate in 
winter under rapid urbanization, and underscores the need for further research to understand the implications 
of urbanization on extreme winter precipitation in GBA mega-city.

Analysis of precipitation in SC uncovers distinct patterns in extreme rainfall intensity during winter. Figure 2a 
shows the hourly extreme winter rainfall intensity, based on the 99th percentile of hourly rainfall in winter over 
the 10-year period (2008–2017) in SC derived from station observations. Seven urban and seven rural stations are 
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Figure 1.  (a) Near-surface temperature (units: °C) averaged over winter from 2008 to 2017, with star and 
diamond meaning urban and rural stations. (b) Winter near-surface temperature (units: °C) derived from ERA5 
reanalysis data. Black contours mean the coastline and boundary of province. The maps were generated by the 
NCAR Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

Figure 2.  (a) Extreme rainfall based the 99th percentile of hourly rainfall (units: mm/h) during winter for each 
station, with star meaning urban stations, diamond meaning rural stations, and dots other stations. (b) PDFs of 
hourly precipitation rates during winter for rural (blue) and urban (red) stations, within the ranges of 1–4, 4–8, 
8–12, 12–16, 16–20, 20–24, 24–28, 28–32, 32–36, and 36–40 mm/h. (c,d) Same as (a) except for (c) Rmax (units: 
mm/h), annual maximum value in winter averaged from 2008 to 2017 in each station, and (d) Extreme rainfall 
based 99.99th percentile of hourly rainfall (units: mm/h) during winter. The maps were generated by the NCAR 
Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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represented by stars and diamonds, respectively, while the other stations are represented by dots. Extreme rainfall 
intensities during winter are highly variable, with only the southern part of SC experiencing intensities above 
10 mm/h. Interestingly, urban areas exhibit lower extreme rainfall intensities, ranging from 6.5 to 7.75 mm/h, 
compared to surrounding rural areas with intensities of 8.5 mm/h or more. This is completely different from the 
extreme rainfall distribution in summer and spring in  SC33,34,54,55. Also shown is the Probability Density Func-
tions (PDFs) of hourly rainfall for urban and rural stations (Fig. 2b). Rainfall probability in winter is generally 
lower than in other seasons, with frequencies of 1–10 mm/h rainfall occurring less than 3% for both urban and 
rural locations. Notably, light rain (< 16 mm/h) is more probable in rural areas, with a decrease of about 20% 
to 5% in the 1–16 mm/h range compared to urban areas. However, heavy rainfall (> 16 mm/h) is more likely in 
urban locations, with a 10% to 30% increase in the 16–28 mm/h range compared to rural areas. These observa-
tions suggest that the lower evaporation and humidity of urbanization may contribute to lower intensity and 
probability of rainfall in the GBA mega-city compared to surrounding rural areas. Nevertheless, more frequent 
intense rainfall events exceeding 16 mm/h still occur in urban regions, implying potential positive urban impact 
on very heavy rainfall in winter.

To further investigate the urban impact on very extreme winter precipitation, also shown in Fig. 2 are the (c) 
mean value of Rmax (annual maximum precipitation) in winter from 2008 to 2017, and (d) the 99.99th percentile 
of winter hourly rainfall in SC derived from station observations. The distribution of Rmax and 99.99th percen-
tile of hourly rainfall aligns with extreme rainfall patterns (see Fig. 2a), with the southern part of SC receiving 
the highest rainfall. Notably, urban stations, particularly Guangzhou (113.29° E, 23.13° N), Foshan (113.15° E, 
22.51° N), and Dongguan (113.44° E, 22.58° N), exhibit substantially stronger Rmax intensities than their rural 
counterparts, reaching over 20 mm/h, while those in rural stations range only about 7–16 mm/h. Similarly, the 
99.99th percentile of hourly precipitation is more intense in GBA urban areas, ranging from 18 to over 30 mm/h, 
compared to 12–25 mm/h in rural locations. Consequently, while the 99th percentile of hourly rainfall is sup-
pressed in urban areas during winter, very extreme rainfall events like Rmax and the 99.99th percentile of hourly 
rainfall remain notably stronger in urban areas compared to rural areas, indicating positive urban impact on 
extreme winter rainfall in GBA mega-city.

Case study for UHI effect on winter precipitation
A total of 35 cases were selected based on the 99th percentile of extreme winter rainfall for urban and rural sta-
tions, with 11 (12) Strong (weak) UHI cases further classified (see section "Observations and winter case study"). 
Both strong and weak UHI cases exhibit a gradual decrease in GBA near-surface temperatures during rainfall 
events (see Fig. S1), which is typically associated with cold air intrusion during winter rainfall. Prior to the hour 
of peak rainfall averaged over the 14 selected stations, the urban–rural near-surface temperature difference is 
0.8–1.1 °C for strong UHI cases, but only 0.3–0.5 °C for weak UHI cases. The onset of extreme rainfall suppresses 
the UHI in both cases, reducing the urban–rural temperature difference to 0.4–0.7 °C for strong UHI cases and 
0.2–0.5 K for weak UHI cases after the hour of peak rainfall.

A case study investigates the impact of UHI on extreme winter precipitation across urban and rural locations 
in the GBA by analyzing 11 strong and 12 weak UHI cases. The composite time series of hourly rainfall is pre-
sented in Fig. 3 for (a) strong UHI cases, and (b) weak UHI cases, with t = 0 h denoting the time of peak rainfall 
averaged over the 14 selected stations for entire cases. For strong UHI cases, a higher precipitation intensity is 
observed in rural areas from t = − 12 h to t = − 5 h compared to urban areas, which could be attributed to the 
placement of some rural stations to the north of the city. These rural locations experience more precipitation 
before the peak hour due to the prevalence of frontal-related winter precipitation from the north. However, at 
t = 0 h, the rainfall intensity in urban locations reaches 5.5 mm/h, while it amounts to only about 3.2 mm/h in 
rural areas. Urban areas exhibit stronger precipitation from t = − 2 h to t = 7 h in comparison to rural areas. For 
weak UHI cases, similar patterns emerge, with higher rainfall in rural areas preceding the peak hour. However, 
the rainfall difference between urban and rural locations remains marginal at t = 0 h, with urban and rural areas 
experiencing 4 mm/h and 3.6 mm/h, respectively. This difference rapidly diminishes to negative values after 
t = 2 h. These findings indicate that precipitation differences between urban and rural areas are more pronounced 
in strong UHI events than in weak ones, implying that the UHI can influence extreme winter precipitation 
intensities in the GBA mega-city. The PDFs of hourly rainfall over urban stations for strong and weak UHI 
cases are depicted in Fig. 3c. Although the probability of very light rainfall (1–3 mm/h) decreases by more than 
20% in strong UHI cases compared to weak ones, the hourly urban rainfall probability across nearly all ranges 
(except 24–27 mm/h) is higher in strong UHI cases. For rainfall intensities between 3 and 24 mm/h, the prob-
ability increases by approximately 5% to over 200%, particularly for hourly rainfall exceeding 15 mm/h, which 
is considered extremely heavy rainfall during winter in GBA. Overall, the observations indicate that UHI may 
still enhance the intensity and likelihood of extreme rainfall events in GBA urban areas, even though urban 
areas generally receive less accumulated winter precipitation than rural areas due to the lower evaporation and 
humidity of urban land surface.

Results based on numerical modeling
Synoptic background for two cases
Based on the 99.9th percentile of hourly rainfall in GBA, two distinct extreme winter rainfall events were selected 
and dynamically downscaled within the SC region and GBA (see section "WRF model configuration and two 
winter cases"). Figure 4 shows the snapshots of model-derived low-level (925 hPa) temperatures, U and V wind 
components, and geopotential heights during days of peak rainfall in GBA for Case 2013 and Case 2015 (refer 
to the time in the figure title), with black contours delineating coastline, provincial boundaries, and GBA urban 
areas. For Case 2013, it is evident that the prevailing low-level winds north of SC are northerly before the rainfall, 
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while SC experiences easterly winds. A substantial temperature gradient exists from north to south, with tem-
peratures ranging from 1 to 16 °C, and ocean 925 hPa temperatures lying between 16 and 19 °C. The geopotential 
height gradient over SC is relatively relaxed. However, during the rainfall event, cold air infiltrates SC, increasing 
the temperature gradient and causing negative temperatures in the northern part of SC. On December 16th, a 
stronger northerly wind emerges over most SC landmass, replacing the prevailing easterly wind. This northerly 
wind, associated with the southward progression of cold air towards the SC coastline, forces easterly winds to 
retreat to the coast and ocean, resulting in a strong cold front over SC. And the 925 hPa temperature within the 
GBA urban area drops substantially from 12 to 16 °C on Dec 15th to only 5–12 °C on Dec 16th. Concurrently, 
the geopotential height gradient becomes much denser in the SC area during rainfall events, corresponding to 
the rapid movement of cold air and enlarged temperature gradient. The invasion of cold air and the approach 
of cold fronts primarily contribute to the extreme winter precipitation in the western part of SC for Case 2013.

Similarly, Fig. 4d–f display snapshots of low-level (925 hPa) temperature, U and V winds, and geopotential 
height derived from model outputs during the day of peak rainfall for Case 2015. At 12:00 p.m. on December 8th, 
the predominant wind direction across SC region is easterly, with strong northeasterly winds over the ocean. A 
cold center with temperatures around 0–2 °C is situated north of SC, accompanied by weak northeasterly winds. 
During the extreme rainfall event, the cold air does not migrate southward to SC, although the northeasterly 
winds strengthen over time. 925 hPa temperatures within the GBA mega-city range from 12 °C to more than 
17°C throughout the rainfall process, while the cold air center remains stationed north of SC. Nonetheless, strong 
northeasterly winds persist over the northern part of SC during the rainfall, flowing into potent easterly winds 
over the ocean and forming a convergence zone and surface front along the GBA. This front coincides with 
the location of extreme rainfall in the southern part of SC. It is also worth noting that the geopotential height 

Figure 3.  (a) Time series of hourly rainfall (units: mm/h) averaged over urban and rural stations during all 
strong UHI cases, with red and blue line representing rainfall in urban and rural stations. Time = 0 refers to the 
peak rainfall hour averaged over the selected 14 stations. (b) Same as (a) except for weak UHI cases. (c) PDFs of 
hourly precipitation rates in urban stations for weak UHI (blue) and strong UHI (red) cases, within the ranges of 
1–3, 3–6, 6–9, 9–12, 12–15, 15–18, 18–21, 21–24, 24–27, and 27–30 mm/h.
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gradient remains loose on December 9th, corresponding to a weaker and relatively stable temperature gradient 
in SC for Case 2015 compared to Case 2013.

In summary, surface fronts induced by northerly winds from land and easterly winds from the ocean lead 
to extreme rainfall in GBA cities for both Case 2013 and Case 2015. However, the synoptic backgrounds of 
the two events differ; in Case 2015, cold air does not dominate the cities, resulting in varying temperatures 
within the GBA compared to Case 2013. Consequently, further research will investigate (1) the potential role of 
urban impact on extreme winter rainfall in GBA, and (2) whether this influence varies under different synoptic 
backgrounds.

Temperature
Figure 5 illustrate 2-m temperature differences between (a) 30LS and Nourban, (b) 30LSAH0 and Nourban 
for Case 2013, averaged over the rainfall period. The black contours delineate the boundary of the 2030 GBA 
mega-city. In Case 2013, urbanization leads to surface warming of approximately 0.5–1 °C within the GBA urban 
area, primarily in the northeastern and southwestern regions where major cities such as Guangzhou (113.29 
E, 23.13 N), Shenzhen (114 E, 22.32 N), and Hong Kong (114.17 E, 22.3 N) are located. However, the warming 
induced by urbanization is minimal in the northern part of the city, particularly at the northern boundary of the 

Figure 4.  Snapshot of 925 hPa temperature (units: °C), geopotential height (units: m), and U,V wind (units: 
m/s) for Case 2013 from ERA5 reanalysis data at (a) 2013–12-15–00:00, (b) 2013–12-15–12:00, and (c) 2013–
12-16–00:00, with shaded, blue contour, and vector representing temperature, geopotential height, and wind. 
Black contours represent coastline, boundary of province, and boundary of GBA urban areas. (d–f) Same as 
(a–c) except for Case 2015. The maps were generated by the NCAR Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, 
http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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GBA mega-cities, with temperature differences around 0–0.3 °C. Intriguingly, certain areas exhibit substantial 
temperature decreases due to urbanization, which can be attributed to the replacement of lakes in Nourban 
with low-intensity residential urban areas in 30LS, resulting in reduced surface thermal capacity. Furthermore, 
urbanization-induced temperature differences are also negligible in rural and marine areas, with a mere 0.2–0.3 
°C of warming in the Greater Bay, downstream of the region associated with prevailing surface northerly winds. 
Additionally, the temperature changes caused solely by urban land use are shown in Fig. 5b, revealing minimal 
temperature differences across the entire GBA mega-city.

In contrast, Fig. 5 also present 2-m temperature differences for Case 2015 between (c) 30LS and Nourban, 
and (d) 30LSAH0 and Nourban. Case 2015 reveals a temperature increase of over 1 °C across almost the entire 
GBA urban area, with a warming of 0.3–0.5 °C in the downstream ocean area due to near-future urbanization. 
The temperature difference only remains weak at the city’s northern boundary, and the temperature increase at 
the northern and eastern boundaries does not exceed 0.5 °C. Warming in the surrounding rural and marine areas 
due to urbanization is also negligible. In this case, the presence of urban land use also substantially increases 
2-m temperatures in the entire western part of the urban area, as shown in Fig. 5d. Major GBA cities, such as 
Guangzhou and Foshan, experience temperature increases of about 0.4–0.8 °C, while most urban areas exhibit 
a temperature increase of approximately 0.3 °C due to urban land use alone.

Figure 5.  2-m temperature difference (units: °C) between (a) 30LS and Nourban and (b) 30LSAH0 and 
Nourban for Case 2013. Temperature is computed by averaging over rainfall period. See text for details. The 
urban boundaries are shown by black lines. (c,d) Same as (a,b) except for Case 2015. The maps were generated 
by the NCAR Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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To further examine temperature changes resulting from urbanization, Fig. 6 presents vertical profiles of 
urban temperature differences from 1000 to 500 hPa for (a) Case 2013 and (b) Case 2015, calculated by averag-
ing temperature over the rainfall period. The black, blue, and red lines represent the temperature differences 
between 99LS and Nourban, 30LSAH0 and Nourban, and 30LS and Nourban, respectively. The most significant 
urban temperature differences are observed at the 1000 hPa level, with differences between 99LS, 30LSAH0, 
30LS, and Nourban reaching 0.03 °C (0.43 °C), 0.28 K (0.75 °C), and 0.4 K (0.85 °C) for Case 2013 (Case 2015), 
respectively. In Case 2013, all temperature differences rapidly decrease with height, going from the 1000–925 hPa 
layer, with negative values above the 950 hPa level for all urban experiments compared to Nourban, which can be 
attributed to the strengthened frontal system and cold air intrusion induced by the UHI that not yet suppressed 
before rainfall period. The UHI is notably subdued even in 30LS, exhibiting a reduction of approximately 0.12 
°C at 925 hPa in comparison to Nourban. The UHI then progressively increases to 0 above the 850 hPa level. 
Conversely, while the UHI also diminishes with height in Case 2015, temperature differences remain positive 
between the 1000 hPa and 800 hPa levels for all urban experiments compared to Nourban, and the UHI is nearly 
suppressed to 0 above the 800 hPa level.

In summary, although urbanization leads to increased urban surface temperatures in both Case 2013 and 
Case 2015, the warming is much more pronounced in Case 2015. The surface temperature difference attributable 
solely to urban land use is negligible in Case 2013, but still reach over 0.4 °C in Case 2015. Additionally, the UHI 
is considerably mitigated in Case 2013, which is associated with strong northerly winds and cold air intrusion. 
The distinct temperature differences between Case 2013 and Case 2015 suggest that the urbanization process 
and its impacts on local climate are sensitive to the specific meteorological conditions and synoptic backgrounds.

Precipitation
Figure 7 shows the accumulated rainfall difference between (a) 99LS and Nourban, (b) 30LS and Nourban, 
and (c) 30LS and 30LSAH0 for Case 2013, with black contours delineating the 2009 and 2030 GBA mega-city 
boundaries. Statistically significant differences (95% confidence level) are denoted by black dots. In urban areas, 
both 99LS and 30LS exhibit substantially lower precipitation intensities than Nourban, with the western and 
central parts of the city experiencing significant reductions in accumulated precipitation, exceeding − 2 mm/day. 
Precipitation variability in the surrounding rural and oceanic regions is highly irregular, but 30LS still exhibits 
slightly enhanced precipitation in the eastern part of the city. Furthermore, AH does not increase precipitation 
in urban areas (see Fig. 7c), and its influence on precipitation changes is weak and insignificant, with most urban 
areas experiencing less than 0.5 mm/day differences, which is consistent with the suppressed low-level UHI in 
Case 2013 (see Fig. 6a). Precipitation is enhanced only in oceanic areas downwind of the city, with differences 
reaching 1.5 mm/day.

Figure 7 also illustrates the accumulated rainfall differences for Case 2015 between (d) 99LS and Nourban, 
(e) 30LS and Nourban, and (f) 30LS and 30LSAH0. 99LS still exhibits slightly decreased precipitation in urban 
areas located between 22.6 and 23 N, while significantly enhanced rainfall is observed in the downstream area 
southeast of the city. This is consistent with literature suggesting that urbanization tends to enhance precipitation 
in downstream  area56–60, and may be due to weak UHI intensity in 1999 GBA  city24,25. In contrast, near-future 
urban development markedly intensifies precipitation in the central, eastern, and southern GBA mega-city (30LS 
minus Nourban, see Fig. 7e), with precipitation enhancement ranging from 1.5 to 2.5 mm/day in the southern 

Figure 6.  Vertical profile of urban temperature difference (units: K) averaged over the rainfall period for 
(a) Case 2013, and (b) Case 2015 from l000 to 500 hPa. Black, blue, and red lines represent, respectively, the 
temperature difference between 99LS and Nourban, 30LSAH0 and Nourban, and 30LS and Nourban.
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and eastern urban areas compared to Nourban, and most enhanced precipitation areas pass the 95% significance 
threshold. However, rainfall changes are minimal in the northwestern part of the city. Furthermore, AH enhances 
precipitation across the entire urban region (see Fig. 7f), with increases varying from 1 to 2.5 mm/day. Despite 
this, signals over most areas do not pass the 95% significance level, and significant precipitation enhancement 
is only observed in the city’s southwestern portion. In contrast, AH has a negligible effect on precipitation in 
the surrounding rural and marine areas. To better understand extreme precipitation enhancement during Case 
2015, snapshots of hourly precipitation for (a) 99LS, (b) 30LS, (c) Nourban, and (d) 30LSAH0 during the hour of 
peak urban rainfall in Case 2015 are examined (see Fig. S2). In Nourban, precipitation covers the entire land area 
and part of the ocean within the innermost domain, with intensities ranging from approximately 4 to 12 mm/h. 
Heavy rainfall occurs in the southern GBA land area and the Greater Bay. Hourly peak rainfall intensity ranges 
from 4 to 8 mm/h in the northern and central GBA. Conversely, 99LS and 30LS exhibit enhanced rainfall across 
the entire GBA mega-city, with the central and eastern regions receiving increased rainfall from 4 to 8 mm/h in 
Nourban to 6–14 mm/h in 30LS. Compared to Nourban, 30LSAH0 also features stronger precipitation in the 
city’s central region, but rainfall intensity diminishes in the southern portion and the ocean. AH also augments 
rainfall in most urban areas at the hour of peak urban rainfall.

Figure 8 examines the influence of urbanization on precipitation characteristics during Case 2013 by pre-
senting (a) time series of urban rainfall and (b) PDFs of urban hourly rain rates for each experiment. Nourban, 
99LS, 30LSAH0, and 30LS are represented by black, blue, green, and red lines (bars), respectively. In Case 2013, 
differences in urban hourly rainfall among experiments are minimal, not exceeding 0.1 mm/h during the ini-
tial peak rainfall period from t = 45 to t = 60 h. The hourly rainfall difference between 30 and 30LSAH0 is also 
negligible, suggesting that AH exerts a limited impact on urban hourly rainfall during Case 2013, consistent 
with the highly suppressed UHI (see Fig. 6a). PDFs of urban hourly rain rates reveal a mild urban effect on very 
light rainfall, but Nourban experiences more frequent rainfall than urban experiments (99LS, 30LSAH0, and 
30LS) for rates between 3 and 15 mm/h. However, the decrease in rainfall probability due to urbanization is 
also modest, ranging from 5 to 30% reduction. In contrast, urban experiments exhibit higher probabilities of 
rainfall exceeding 20 mm/h, particularly 99LS, though the results are not robust due to the small absolute rainfall 
probabilities. As a result, the urban influence on winter precipitation during Case 2013 is weak and potentially 
negative for the GBA mega-city.

For Case 2015, Fig. 8 also presents analogous plots for (c) time series of urban rainfall and (d) PDFs of urban 
hourly rain rates. Urban rainfall commences at t = 70 h and peaks at t = 93 h. Peak precipitation intensities for 

Figure 7.  Accumulated rainfall (units: mm/day) difference between (a) 99LS and Nourban, (b) 30LS and 
Nourban, and (c) 30LS and 30LSAH0 for Case 2013. Black contours represent the boundary of the 1999 and 
2030 GBA mega-city. Locations in which the difference exceeds the 95% significance level are denoted by black 
dots. (d–f) Same as (a–c) except for Case 2015. The maps were generated by the NCAR Command Language 
(NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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Nourban, 99LS, 30LSAH0, and 30LS are 7 mm/h, 8 mm/h, 8 mm/h, and 8.7 mm/h, respectively, with the dif-
ference between 30LS and Nourban at peak hours being significant at the 95% confidence level according to the 
Student’s t-test. Urban precipitation enhancement is robust only from t = 90 to t = 95 h. On the other hand, the 
PDFs of urban hourly rain rates reveal that near-future urbanization considerably increases rainfall frequency 
over the GBA mega-city (30LS minus Nourban), while the difference between 99LS and Nourban is insignificant. 
Comparing urban experiments (99LS, 30LSAH0, and 30LS) to Nourban, rainfall occurrence rates rise for hourly 
rainfall across all ranges (except 3–6 mm/h), particularly for rates exceeding 12 mm/h. For hourly rain rates 
between 10 and 30 mm/h, the probability increases markedly by 30–80% in 30LS compared to Nourban, but no 
more than 10% in 99LS compared to Nourban. This implies an increasing trend in the urban impact on GBA 
extreme winter precipitation in the near future compared to the historical era, as urban areas expand and upgrade. 
Furthermore, without AH in urban areas, 30LSAH0 exhibits decreased hourly rainfall probabilities across most 
ranges relative to 30LS, but it still outperforms Nourban in terms of rainfall frequency in almost all ranges. 
Consequently, near-future urbanization enhances both rainfall intensity and probability over the GBA mega-city 
during Case 2015. In summary, despite employing identical model configurations, the impact of urbanization 
on winter precipitation varies between cases. Results demonstrate that during Case 2013, urbanization exerts 
a weak influence on precipitation intensity and probability in cities, even producing a negative effect on hourly 
precipitation probability within the 3–20 mm/h range. In contrast, during Case 2015, near-future urbanization 
significantly intensifies both rainfall metrics, with the UHI effect primarily driving this enhancement. But the 
change of precipitation in 99LS is still negligible compared to Nourban.

Figure 8.  (a) Time series of hourly rainfall (units: mm/h) over urban locations within GBA area for Nourban 
(black), 99LS (blue), 30LSAH0 (green), and 30LS (red) for Case 2013 based on model simulation. (b) PDFs of 
hourly precipitation rates over urban locations within GBA, within the ranges of 1–3, 3–6, 6–9, 9–12, 12–15, 
15–18, 18–21, 21–24, 24–27, and 27–30 mm/h for the Nourban (black), 99LS (blue), 30LSAH0 (green), and 
30LS (red) experiments. (c,d) Same as (a,b) except for Case 2015.
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Mechanism of urban impact on winter precipitation
To elucidate the varying urban precipitation changes under different synoptic backgrounds due to urbaniza-
tion, we further investigated the mechanisms underlying urban influence on extreme winter precipitation. First, 
surface evaporation driven by urban land use is lower across the GBA mega-city than that associated with crop-
land land use (see Fig. S3). This reduction can be attributed to impermeable surfaces in urban areas, leading to 
decreased surface evaporation in these regions. As a consequence, a decline in water vapor is observed at the 
surface and in the lower atmospheric layers of urban areas.

Moreover, Fig. 9 presents the (a) south-to-north and (b) west-to-east cross-sections of vertical specific humid-
ity and wind vector differences between 30LS and Nourban for Case 2013, with the black line in the inset figure 
indicating the cross-sectional plane. It is evident that specific humidity decreases markedly at the surface and 
low-level atmosphere due to urbanization, with reductions ranging from 0.04 to 0.08 g/kg in both directions. 
Conversely, enhanced southerly winds are observed above 2 km over the southwestern portion of the GBA, 
resulting in a slight increase in specific humidity. However, this enhancement is confined to the southwestern 
and eastern areas of the GBA and remains weak overall. The substantial reduction in water vapor content within 
the lower layers of the urban atmosphere, stemming from weakened surface evaporation, primarily accounts for 
the decreased precipitation in the GBA mega-city during Case 2013. Simultaneously, urban 2-m temperatures 
are considerably suppressed throughout rainfall period in Case 2013 as cold air dominates the entire synoptic 
condition, leading to a weakened UHI (see Fig. 5a,b). Although the UHI still contributes to slightly enhanced 
southerly winds and humidity above 2 km altitude in the southern part of the GBA mega-city, its impact is not 
comparable to the drying of the lower atmosphere induced by the urbanization-driven decrease in evapotran-
spiration and is insufficient to support urban precipitation.

However, in Case 2015, the UHI persists, as shown in Figs. 5 and 6. Figure 10a gives the surface wind in 30LS, 
averaged over the rainfall period. During this period, prevailing surface northerly winds dominate the entire 
GBA, with wind speeds reaching 3–4 m/s on land and 5–6 m/s over the ocean. Figure 10 also presents the wind 
speed and wind vector differences between (b) 30LS and Nourban, and (c) 30LS and 30LSAH0 for Case 2015, 
with shaded areas representing wind speeds and vectors indicating wind direction. In comparison to Nourban, 
30LS exhibits stronger northerly (northeasterly) winds in the northeastern (northwestern) part of the GBA mega-
city, with wind speeds intensifying by approximately 0.3–0.5 m/s. Northerly winds are significantly weakened 
to the south of the city, and stronger southerly winds are observed over the ocean compared to Nourban. The 
influence of AH on surface wind is depicted in Fig. 10c (30LS minus 30LSAH0), demonstrating a considerable 
enhancement of northeasterly winds over the entire urban area and stronger southerly winds over the ocean. We 
propose that both the UHI effect and urban surface contribute to surface wind changes, with the former yielding a 
larger (smaller) temperature gradient between urban and northern rural areas (ocean areas), thereby accelerating 
(decelerating) the prevailing surface northerly winds over the northern part of the urban area (southern part of 
the urban area and ocean area). The latter results in reduced wind speeds in urban areas due to increased urban 
surface roughness. By altering circulation, urban influence also promotes greater moisture flux convergence and 
convection in urban areas, ultimately enhancing precipitation.

Regarding low-level wind, Fig. 10 also displays the 850 hPa wind speed and wind vector in 30LS, averaged 
over the rainfall period. In contrast to surface winds, the 850 hPa winds shift from northerly to southeasterly and 
southerly over the GBA. The differences in wind speed and wind vector between (e) 30LS and Nourban, and (f) 

Figure 9.  (a) North–south cross section of difference of hourly vertical wind vector (units: m/s) and specific 
humidity (units: g/kg), averaged over rainfall period of Case 2013, between 30LS and Nourban. Black line in 
inset represents the location of the cross-sectional plane. (b) Same as (a) except for the East–west cross section. 
The maps were generated by the NCAR Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ 
D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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30LS and 30LSAH0 for Case 2015 are also depicted. Urbanization is shown to lead to significantly stronger south-
easterly winds over the ocean and the southeastern portion of the GBA mega-city, which can further increase 
water vapor supply from the ocean to urban areas. Conversely, when considering only the impact of AH (30LS 
minus 30LSAH0), enhanced southeasterly winds are observed over the ocean and nearly the entire GBA mega-
city compared to Nourban, which can also result in a more humid atmosphere and support rainfall in urban areas.

In order to further explore the urban impacts on local circulation and humidity during Case 2015, Fig. 11 pre-
sents the south-to-north cross-section of vertical specific humidity and wind vector differences averaged over the 
rainfall period between (a) 30LS and Nourban, and (b) 30LS and 30LSAH0. The inset figure’s black line represents 
the cross-section plane. Notably, specific humidity below 1.5 km height decreases in 30LS due to reduced urban 
surface evaporation and the strengthening of synoptic northerly winds. However, increased humidity is observed 
at near-surface levels from 22 to 22.6 N, attributable to the strengthening of southerly winds south of the GBA 
mega-city caused by the UHI. Furthermore, elevated water vapor content is found above 1.5 km throughout the 
urban area, particularly from 22.8 to 24 N, with a specific humidity increase of approximately 0.04 to over 0.1 g/
kg compared to Nourban. This enhanced humidity is associated with intensified low-level southerlies supplying 
water vapor to urban areas from the ocean. Considering only the impact of AH (see Fig. 11b), the enhancement 
of specific humidity at near-surface levels and above 1.5 km becomes more pronounced than in Fig. 11a, while 
the drier airflow caused by stronger northerly winds between 500 m and 1.5 km altitude weakens.

Cross-sections of specific humidity and wind in other directions are also examined. The west-to-east cross-
section of vertical specific humidity and wind vector differences averaged over the rainfall period is also shown in 
Fig. 11 between (c) 30LS and Nourban, and (d) 30LS and 30LSAH0. Compared to Nourban, the specific humidity 
slightly decreases at low levels in 30LS, but a significant enhancement of water vapor content is observed above 
the height of 2 km, with an increase of approximately 0.4–1 g/kg spanning almost the entire area. Concurrently, 
stronger easterly winds are detected at altitudes of 2–4.5 km in 30LS compared to Nourban, aligning with the 
enhanced low-level southeasterly winds over the ocean and urban area (see Fig. 10e). When comparing 30LS and 
30LSAH0, it can be inferred that AH results in a dramatic increase in specific humidity and intensified easterly 

Figure 10.  (a) Surface wind (unit: m/s) in 30LS, averaging over rainfall period of Case 2015, black contour 
represents the 2030 GBA mega-city. (b) Surface wind speed difference and wind difference between 30LS and 
Nourban, averaging over the rainfall period, with the wind speed difference and wind difference showing by 
shaded and vector. (c) Same as (b) except for difference between 30 and 30LSAH0. (d–f) Same as (a–c) except 
for 850 hPa wind. The maps were generated by the NCAR Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. 
doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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winds in the western part of the GBA mega-city, where is a highly urbanized area and receives more precipita-
tion due to AH. Additionally, a slight enhancement of specific humidity near the surface in 30LS compared to 
30LSAH0 can be attributed to increased wind convergence due to AH.

Finally, Table 1 shows the urban moisture flux divergence difference integrated over all layers for Case 2013 
and Case 2015, averaged over the rainfall period. Differences between 30LS and Nourban, 99LS and Nourban, 
and 30LSAH0 and Nourban are displayed, with results further categorized into thermodynamic (dq) and dynamic 
(duv) terms. Upon comparing 30LS and Nourban, urban moisture flux convergence is found to be higher in 30LS 
for both Case 2013 and Case 2015, but the difference is substantially larger in Case 2015, reaching − 0.01525 g/
m2/s compared to only − 0.000389 g/m2/s in Case 2013 (negative difference signifies more moisture flux con-
vergence). Note that this variation in moisture flux convergence is primarily induced by the dynamic term. 
The difference in moisture flux convergence between 99LS and Nourban is only half of that between 30LS and 
Nourban in Case 2015. The enhancement is also notably stronger during Case 2015 than during Case 2013. Fur-
thermore, considering the impact of urban land use, results indicate that there is an even larger urban moisture 
flux divergence in 30LSAH0 compared to Nourban for both Case 2013 and Case 2015, which can be attributed 
to contributions from both thermodynamic (dq) and dynamic (duv) terms. Consequently, urbanization sub-
stantially enhances moisture flux convergence in urban areas during Case 2015, with larger urban convergence 
being observed in 30LS, while the convergence difference between 99LS and Nourban is relatively weaker. This 

Figure 11.  (a) South-to-North cross section of difference of hourly vertical wind vector (units: m/s) and 
specific humidity (units: g/kg), averaged over rainfall period of Case 2015, between 30LS and Nourban. Black 
line in the inset represents the location of the cross-sectional plane. (b) Same as (a) except for difference between 
30 and 30LSAH0. (c,d) Same as (a,b) except for West-to-East cross sectional plane. The maps were generated by 
the NCAR Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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can be primarily attributed to the UHI effect. However, this effect is negligible and considerably weaker during 
Case 2013. The presence of urban land use results in stronger moisture flux divergence in the GBA mega-city 
during the rainfall period of both cases.

Summary and discussion
In this comprehensive study, we delved into the intricate relationship between urbanization and extreme winter 
precipitation within the GBA mega-city. Our investigation drew from observations and employed the WRF-
SLUCM model to shed light on this complex relationship. We designed parallel experiments for model simula-
tions, manipulating factors such as land use types (including urban land use in 1999 and projected 2030 scenarios, 
as well as cropland) and surface AH flux values.

Our observational results underscored the persistence of the UHI effect during winter, with temperature 
differences exceeding 1 °C between urban and rural areas. We noticed a reduction in the 99th percentile hourly 
rainfall in urban regions compared to their rural counterparts. This decrease was attributed to the drier atmos-
phere induced by lower evaporation and humidity from urban land surfaces. However, when examining extreme 
rainfall events such as annual maximum and the 99.99th percentile hourly rainfall during winter, urban areas 
experienced higher intensities than rural locales.

Our study delved further by comparing 11 cases with strong UHI effects and 12 cases with weak UHI cases. 
The findings highlighted the significant enhancement of winter extreme rainfall intensity and probability in urban 
areas, especially for rainfall exceeding 10 mm/h, when the UHI effect was pronounced.

We further examined two specific extreme events, namely Case 2013 and Case 2015, dynamically downscal-
ing them over the GBA under various experimental scenarios. The numerical modeling outcomes showcased 
the high sensitivity of urban impacts on extreme winter rainfall to synoptic background conditions. In the case 
of 2013, urbanization had a minimal impact on precipitation and even led to a decrease in accumulated rainfall 
over the GBA mega-city. This reduction was attributed to decreased evaporation and atmosphere humidity due 
to urban surfaces, and the suppression of the UHI by northerly winds and cold air intrusion. Conversely, during 
Case 2015, the persistent UHI effect significantly amplified precipitation intensity and probability over the GBA 
mega-city in 30LS compared to Nourban, primarily due to the AH effect. However, the changes in precipitation 
in 99LS were relatively weak and insignificant. Near-future urban development-induced changes in circulation 
led to increased low-level water vapor over urban areas, along with enhanced urban moisture flux convergence 
compared to the Nourban scenarios, consistent with enhanced precipitation in the city during Case 2015.

In summary, our findings unvealed the intricate interplay between urbanization and winter extreme pre-
cipitation in the GBA mega-city. Although lower evapotranspiration from urban surfaces tends to create a drier 
low-level atmosphere (hence less urban precipitation), persistent UHI effects can lead to more intense winter-
time extreme rainfall, especially in the 2030 urbanized scenario. This is mainly due to enhanced circulation and 
convection, facilitating the transport of additional water vapor from the ocean to coastal urban areas.

Our research addresses a critical knowledge gap regarding winter extreme precipitation and urban climate in 
the GBA. It highlights that urban impacts on extreme rainfall vary depending on different synoptic backgrounds, 
with the potential for positive urban effects on extreme winter rainfall. These insights have practical implications 
for future planning and policymaking in agriculture and transportation. However, we also recognize certain 
limitations in our methodology. Particularly, the UHI and the area of precipitation not only depends on human 
activity but also physical processes. The definition of UHI, based on seven urban and seven rural stations selected, 
is somewhat subjective in our observation analysis. Nevertheless, this approach provides valuable initial evidence 
and aids in forming hypotheses about the potential relationship between urban–rural temperature differences and 
extreme precipitation. Additionally, our simulation approach was somewhat simplified, categorizing urban areas 
within GBA mega-city as three land use types for SLUCM. Our future research endeavors will expand beyond 
the GBA to other mega-city clusters, such as the Yangtze River Delta (YRD) and the Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei 
area. Given their distinct geographical locations and synoptic backgrounds, we anticipate uncovering further 
nuances in urban impacts on extreme rainfall under various winter weather systems. To bolster our findings, 
we plan to simulate additional winter cases and employ a multi-layer urban canopy model (MLUCM) with 10 

Table 1.  Vertically integrated moisture flux divergence difference between 99LS and Nourban, 30LSAH0 and 
Nourban, and 30LS and Nourban for each case. Values are calculated by averaging over the GBA urban area 
and all ensemble members, with the duv (dq) term representing the dynamic (thermal dynamic) term.

Moisture flux divergence difference Case 2013 (g/m2/s) Case 2015 (g/m2/s)

30LS-Nourban − 0.00039 − 0.01526

30LS-Nourban (dq term) − 0.00144 − 0.00221

30LS-Nourban (duv term) 0.00107 − 0.01306

99LS-Nourban − 0.0007 − 0.00837

99LS-Nourban (dq term) 0.00019 − 0.00149

99LS-Nourban (duv term) − 0.00089 − 0.00706

30LSAH0-Nourban 0.04116 0.02187

30LSAH0-Nourban (dq term) 0.01753 0.01529

30LSAH0-Nourban (duv term) 0.02326 0.00658
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types of historical and future urban land use types to provide more detailed insights into the urban surface and 
UHI effects on winter rainfall.

Methodology
Observations and winter case study
This study aims to examine the urban influence on winter precipitation in GBA, using observational data from the 
China Meteorological Administration (CMA), consisting of 86 stations across SC with hourly data from January 
2008 to December 2017. The dataset encompasses hourly measurements of precipitation, surface temperature, 
surface relative humidity, surface pressure, and surface U and V wind components. Within the GBA, seven urban 
and seven rural stations were further selected for analysis, the stations in SC that were not part of this selection 
were referred to as “other stations”. The locations of urban (red), rural (blue) stations are given in Fig. 12a. To 
define the winter period for this study, both temperature and precipitation in GBA were considered. Figure 12 
also presents the monthly mean (b) temperature, (c) precipitation, and (d) extreme precipitation (99th percentile 
of hourly precipitation) for the 14 selected stations from 2008 to 2017. Near-surface temperatures at each station 
were standardized by recalculating them to sea-level values, using a temperature lapse rate of 0.6 °C/100 m. The 
10-year average temperature exhibits a decrease from November to January, reaching the lowest monthly average 
of approximately 14.5°C in January, and increasing to around 18 °C in March. Meanwhile, the monthly mean 
accumulated rainfall (extreme rainfall) intensity from November to March ranges from 0.095 mm/h (2.5 mm/h) 
to 0.2 mm/h (5 mm/h). Similar intensities are observed for accumulated and extreme rainfall from November 
to February, with values not exceeding 0.1 mm/h and 3 mm/h. However, in March, these values reach 0.2 mm/h 
and 5 mm/h, showing a distinct difference from the other four months. Based on these findings, the extended 
winter season is defined as November through February (NDJF) in this study.

Figure 12.  (a) Location of observation stations over South China, with red (blue) dots representing seven 
urban (rural) stations. Monthly mean (b) temperature (units: °C), (c) accumulated rainfall (units: mm/h), and 
(d) extreme rainfall (99th percentile of hourly rainfall, units: mm/h) in November, December, January, February, 
and March averaged from 2008 to 2017 for all urban and rural stations. The maps were generated by the NCAR 
Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5


16

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:2099  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-52193-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Moreover, 35 extreme rainfall events were identified by applying the threshold of the 99th percentile of hourly 
extreme rainfall, averaged across the 14 selected stations (see Fig. 12a). To further investigate the impact of UHI 
on extreme winter rainfall, these events were further categorized into strong UHI cases and weak UHI cases. 
This classification was determined based on the temperature difference between seven urban and rural stations, 
averaged from 1 day prior to the hour of rainfall peak until the peak hour of all 14 stations. A total of 11 strong 
UHI cases (urban–rural temperature difference > 0.8 °C) and 12 weak UHI cases (urban–rural temperature dif-
ference < 0.3 °C) were selected for further analysis. By examining these two distinct categories, the study aims to 
elucidate the role of the UHI effect on extreme rainfall events and provide insights into how urbanization may 
modulate winter precipitation in GBA mega-city.

WRF model configuration and two winter cases
In order to assess the sensitivity of extreme winter precipitation to urbanization, the WRF model with the 
Advanced Research WRF (ARW) dynamical core version 4.3.380 was employed to dynamically downscale two 
winter extreme rainfall cases, using boundary conditions from  ERA561. Nested domains for the downscaling 
experiments encompass East Asia/western North Pacific (2.23–43.82° N, 70.81–147.05° E, at 50 km × 50 km 
grid spacing), South China (19.94–27.09° N, 110.68–117.60° E, at 10 km × 10 km grid spacing) and GBA 
(21.5–23.83° N, 112.51–115.04° E, at 2 km × 2 km grid spacing), utilizing one-way nesting (see Fig. S4). The 
model extends up to a height of approximately 10 hPa. The physical parameterizations in the WRF model include 
the Noah Land Surface Model (LSM) to support the single layer urban canopy model (SLUCM) within the model 
 environment62,63, the Rapid Radiative Transfer Model for General Circulation Model (RRTMG) for longwave 
 radiation64, Dudhia’s short wave radiation  scheme65, the WRF single-moment 6-class microphysics  scheme66, Eta 
similarity theory for surface layer  options67, the Bougeault-Lacarrere planetary boundary layer  scheme68, and 
the simplified Arakawa-Schubert (SAS) GFS cumulus  parameterization69 (for the outermost domain only). To 
ensure that WRF can reproduce the same synoptic-scale circulation as in the driving data, spectral nudging was 
applied in the outermost domain for U and V wind above 500 hPa, at the wavelength of about 1300 km, which 
is commonly used in  simulation70,71.

In addition, dynamic downscaling was conducted for two winter extreme precipitation cases, namely Case 
2013 (2013-12-13 to 2013-12-17) and Case 2015 (2015-12-05 to 2015-12-11), with a 2 km × 2 km grid spacing. 
For each case, we executed ensemble integration with nine members at 1-h intervals for the starting simulation 
time and averaged the results across all ensemble members.

UCM, model experiments, and local climate zone (LCZ) data
To assess the impact on urban development on extreme winter rainfall, four sets of experiments were conducted 
using the WRF model with varying land use configurations in the innermost domain. In the Nourban experi-
ment, the GBA urban land use was replaced by cropland; in the 99LS and 30LS experiments, urban land use 
information from 1999 and projected for  203072 in the GBA area was incorporated into the SLUCM; and in the 
30LS-AH0 experiment, 2030 land use data with zero AH in the urban area was employed for dynamical down-
scaling. For the highly urbanized GBA region, detailed land use/land cover change (LULCC) data for 1999 and 
a near-future projection for 2030 were developed based on the World Urban Database and Access Portal Tools 
(WUDAPT)  protocol73,74. These datasets had a spatial resolution of 100 m × 100 m and were classified according 
to the local climate zone (LCZ)  scheme75. The LCZ classification encompasses ten urban land use types including 
Compact High-Rise, Compact Mid-Rise, Compact Low-Rise, Open High-Rise, Open Mid-Rise, Open Low-Rise, 
Lightweight Low-Rise, Large Low-Rise, Sparsely Built, and Heavy  Industry75. Each LCZ type is associated with a 
unique set of UCM parameters and  attributes76, such as surface albedo, building height, and urban ratio. These 
parameters were specifically tailored for the GBA mega-city13,32. Due to the lack of data, we prescribed the same 
urban land use information for the GBA in 1999 (the historical era) and 2030 (the projected near-future era)32.

2030 near-future urban LCZ maps were developed by Huang et al. (2021). These projections utilized the Geo-
graphical Simulation and Optimization System (GeoSOS)—Future Land Use Simulation (FLUS)  model77,78 based 
on historical LCZ maps and the interactions between different land uses. The process involved three main steps:

An Artificial Neural Network (ANN) was applied to learn the occurrence probability of each land use from 
historical LCZ maps, taking into account geographical factors such as slope, aspect, elevation, and distances 
to city centers, roads, and highways, as derived from current LCZ maps.
Future demands for urban land use and land cover changes were predicted based on demographic and socio-
economic development trajectories.
A Cellular Automata (CA) model was employed to simulate land use conversions using the current LCZ maps 
(2014 LCZ maps), with occurrence and neighborhood influence probabilities iterated until future demands 
were met. The CA model then generated the projected near-future maps.

To reduce complexity and simulation uncertainties, the ten urban LCZ types were consolidated into three 
categories: “Low Intensity Residence” (type 1) comprises Open Mid Rise, Open Low Rise, Sparsely Built, Open 
High Rise, Lightweight Low Rise, Large Low Rise; “High Intensity Residence” (type 2) comprise Compact Mid 
Rise; Compact Low Rise, and finally, “Commercial and Industrial” (type 3) includes both Compact High Rise 
and Heavy Industry.This regrouping was based on the AH values of each urban LCZ, with higher AH values 
corresponding to more intensive land use types, e.g., Compact High Rise and Heavy Industry have the highest 
AH, which exceed 150 W/m2, are regrouped as “Commercial and Industrial”. Urban LCZs with AH lower than 25 
W/m2 are regrouped as “Low Intensity Residence”32. Table 2 presents the UCM parameters prescribed for these 
three land use types, with values derived from the WUDAPT project for GBA-based parameters and recalculated 



17

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:2099  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-52193-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

based on the new classification. Also shown in Fig. S4 are the 1999 and 2030 urban land use distributions (after 
regrouping) in the innermost model domain, with yellow, red, and purple indicating Low Intensity Residence, 
High Intensity Residence, and Commercial and Industrial, respectively.

Model evaluation
To evaluate the performance of the WRF model in simulating these two specific winter extreme rainfall events, 
weather parameters from the model outputs were compared with both station observations and ERA5 reanalysis 
data. Figure 13 illustrates the accumulated rainfall derived from (a) model outputs, and (b) station observations 
during Case 2013. Black contours delineate boundaries of provinces and the GBA mega-city. Observations reveal 
a prominent rainfall pattern associated with the cold frontal system, primarily manifesting in the northwestern 
and southwestern part of SC. The rainfall amount exhibits a gradual decrease from west to east, with accumulated 
precipitation reaching approximately 180 to over 220 mm in the western part of SC, in stark contrast to the east-
ern part of SC, where the values do not exceed 20 mm. Concurrently, the GBA mega-city records precipitation 
amounts ranging from 80 to 160 mm for Case 2013. The model’s performance aligns satisfactory with observa-
tions over most of the SC area, particularly in the northern and eastern parts. The model effectively captures the 
west-to-east decreasing precipitation gradient observed across SC. However, the model noticeably underestimates 
rainfall in the southwestern part of SC, likely due to its proximity to the edge of the model’s domain. Meanwhile, 
a slight overestimation of rainfall is observed in the northern region of SC. The model’s simulation of rainfall 
intensity over the GBA urban area is highly consistent with the observations, albeit it marginally underestimates 
the intensity over the southeastern and coastline of the GBA.

Table 2.  Values of UCM parameters prescribed for three types of urban categories.

UCM parameter Type 1 Type 2 Type 3

Anthropogenic heat [W  m−2] 15.0 50.0 200.0

Building height [m] 13.31 14.01 53.92

Urban fraction 0.4 0.9 0.7

Standard deviation of roof height [m] 10.42 5.64 33.18

Roof width [m] 38.01 14.28 35.5

Road width [m] 22.98 13.91 29.6

Surface albedo of road 0.2 0.17 0.18

Surface albedo of roof 0.142 0.165 0.115

Surface albedo of building wall 0.208 0.2 0.22

Figure 13.  (a) Accumulated rainfall (units: mm) averaged over Case 2013 from model outputs. Black contours 
represent the GBA mega-city and boundary of province. (b) Similar to (a) except for station observations. The 
maps were generated by the NCAR Command Language (NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ 
D6WD3 XH5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
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For Case 2015, Fig. 14 gives the accumulated rainfall derived from (a) model output, and (b) station obser-
vations. Observations indicate an accumulated rainfall of about 140–180 mm in the eastern and northeastern 
part of SC, with a decreasing pattern from northeast to southwest. Around 100–130 mm of total precipitation is 
observed in the GBA mega-city. On the other hand, the model results tend to overestimate the rainfall intensity 
in the GBA mega-city and part of southwestern SC, with model cumulative rainfall reaching 150 mm in the 
GBA mega-city, which overstates the rainfall by about 20–30 mm. However, the simulated precipitation aligns 
reasonably with observations over the northern and eastern parts of SC. The presence of strong rainfall over the 
GBA, despite slight overestimation, is deemed acceptable and supportive of our study’s objectives. The subtle 
deviations from observed data do not undermine the overall validity of the model, reinforcing its utility as an 
effective tool in simulating and understanding extreme rainfall events.

Moreover, evaluation of the model’s performance in simulating temperature and circulation in the SC area has 
been conducted to ensure its reliability by comparing model outputs and ERA5 reanalysis data. For Case 2013, 
a pronounced 2-m temperature gradient is observed from the north of the SC region to the ocean in ERA5 (see 
Fig. S5a). Cold air is situated north of SC, while higher temperatures are evident in the GBA mega-city, reaching 
13 °C—warmer than the surrounding rural areas. Simultaneously, prevailing northerly 10-m winds dominate the 
SC land area, leading to the intrusion of cold air into the region. Along the coast and over the ocean, these winds 
become northeasterly. The model’s simulated surface temperature and wind patterns (see Fig. S5b) reasonably 
align with ERA5 reanalysis data. In addition, the model outputs also exhibit accurate low-level (925 hPa) tem-
perature and wind simulations for the SC area compared to ERA5 reanalysis data (see Fig. S5c,d), demonstrating 
the model’s reliability.

With regard to surface temperature and wind, the meteorological conditions in Case 2015 closely resemble 
those in Case 2013 (see Fig. S6). The model accurately reproduces the background 10-m winds in the SC area, 
demonstrating satisfactory performance in simulating the speed and direction of the northerly winds. Although 
the model slightly underestimates the 2-m temperature in the southern portion of SC compared to ERA5, the 
2-m temperature performance in the GBA mega-city and the ocean remains reasonable. The model’s output of 
925 hPa temperature, wind speed, and wind direction in SC closely aligns with ERA5 data. In conclusion, the 
weather parameters of temperature, wind, and precipitation are well-simulated in the model for the two winter 
extreme events in the SC region, providing reasonable and comparable results compared to station observations. 
These results underscore the WRF model’s ability to capture key meteorological features of the regional climate, 
providing a solid foundation for further analysis of urbanization impacts on extreme winter precipitation.

Data availability
The Weather research and forecasting (WRF) model V4.3.3 coupled with single layer urban canopy model 
(SLUCM) was downloaded online (https:// www2. mmm. ucar. edu/ wrf/ users/ downl oad/ get_ sourc es. html). ERA5 
hourly data on pressure levels was from https:// cds. clima te. coper nicus. eu/ cdsapp# !/ datas et/ reana lysis- era5- press 
ure- levels? tab= form. ERA5 hourly data on single levels can be found in https:// cds. clima te. coper nicus. eu/ cdsapp# 
!/ datas et/ reana lysis- era5- single- levels? tab= form. TRMM-3B42 rainfall estimate products are from https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 5067/ TRMM/ TMPA/ 3H/7. Variables from WRF model output are available on Zenodo (https:// doi. org/ 
10. 5281/ zenodo. 83324 70).

Figure 14.  Same as Fig. 13 except for Case 2015. The maps were generated by the NCAR Command Language 
(NCL) Version 6.6.279, http:// dx. doi. org/ 10. 5065/ D6WD3 XH5.

https://www2.mmm.ucar.edu/wrf/users/download/get_sources.html
https://cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!/dataset/reanalysis-era5-pressure-levels?tab=form
https://cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!/dataset/reanalysis-era5-pressure-levels?tab=form
https://cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!/dataset/reanalysis-era5-single-levels?tab=form
https://cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!/dataset/reanalysis-era5-single-levels?tab=form
https://doi.org/10.5067/TRMM/TMPA/3H/7
https://doi.org/10.5067/TRMM/TMPA/3H/7
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8332470
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8332470
http://dx.doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5


19

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:2099  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-52193-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Received: 28 September 2023; Accepted: 15 January 2024

References
 1. Liu, X. et al. High-spatiotemporal-resolution mapping of global urban change from 1985 to 2015. Nat. Sustain. 3(7), 564–570 

(2020).
 2. Mohajerani, A., Bakaric, J. & Jeffrey-Bailey, T. The urban heat island effect, its causes, and mitigation, with reference to the thermal 

properties of asphalt concrete. J. Environ. Manage. 197, 522–538 (2017).
 3. Luo, M. & Lau, N.-C. Heat waves in southern China: Synoptic behavior, long-term change and urbanization effects. J. Clim. 30(2), 

703–720 (2017).
 4. Han, J., Baik, J. & Lee, H. Urban impacts on precipitation. Asia-Pac. J. Atmos. Sci. 50(1), 17–30 (2014).
 5. Li, M., Song, Y., Mao, Z., Liu, M. & Huang, X. Impacts of thermal circulations induced by urbanization on ozone formation in the 

Pearl River Delta region. China Atmos. Environ. 127, 382–392 (2016).
 6. Yi, B., Yang, P., Bowman, K. P. & Liu, X. Aerosol-cloud-precipitation relationships from satellite observations and global climate 

model simulations. J. Appl. Remote Sens. 6(1), 063503–063503. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1117/1. JRS.6. 063503 (2012).
 7. Soltani, A. & Sharifi, E. Daily variation of urban heat island effect and its correlations to urban greenery: A case study of Adelaide. 

Front. Arch. Res. 6(4), 529–538 (2017).
 8. Ouyang, Z. et al. Albedo changes caused by future urbanization contribute to global warming. Nat. Commun. 13(1), 3800–3800. 

https:// doi. org/ 10. 1038/ s41467- 022- 31558-z (2022).
 9. Jacobs, B. & Delaney, C. Adapting to Urban Heat: Penrith City Council (University of Technology Sydney, 2015).
 10. Kuang, W. et al. An EcoCity model for regulating urban land cover structure and thermal environment: Taking Beijing as an 

example. Sci. China Earth Sci. 60(6), 1098–1109. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s11430- 016- 9032-9 (2017).
 11. Dai, Z., Guldmann, J. & Hu, Y. Thermal impacts of greenery, water, and impervious structures in Beijing’s Olympic area: A spatial 

regression approach. Ecol. Ind. 2019(97), 77–88 (2019).
 12. Shahmohamadi, P., Che-Ani, A. I., Maulud, K. N. A., Tawil, N. M. & Abdullah, N. A. G. The impact of anthropogenic heat on 

formation of urban heat island and energy consumption balance. Urban Stud. Res. 2011, 1–9. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1155/ 2011/ 497524 
(2011).

 13. Wang, Z. et al. The projected effects of urbanization and climate change on summer thermal environment in Guangdong-Hong 
Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area of China. Urban Clim. 37, 100866 (2021).

 14. Baik, J., Kim, Y. & Chun, H. Dry and moist convection forced by an urban heat island. J. Appl. Meteorol. 40(8), 1462–1475 (2001).
 15. Han, J. & Baik, J. A theoretical and numerical study of urban heat island-induced circulation and convection. J. Atmos. Sci. 65(6), 

1859–1877 (2008).
 16. Bornstein, R. Observation of the urban heat island effect in New York City. J. Appl. Meteorol. 1, 1 (1968).
 17. Oke, T. The urban energy balance. Prog. Phys. Geogr. 12(491), 1 (1988).
 18. Guo, X., Fu, D. & Wang, J. Mesoscale convective precipitation system modified by urbanization in Beijing city. Atmos. Res. 82, 

112–126 (2006).
 19. Zhang, C. et al. Impacts of urban expansion and future green planting on summer precipitation in the Beijing metropolitan area. 

J. Geophys. Res. Atmos. 114(D2), 1 (2009).
 20. Hao, L. et al. Ecohydrological processes explain urban dry island effects in a wet region, southern China. Water Resour. Res. 54, 

6757–6771. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1029/ 2018W R0230 02 (2018).
 21. Du, J. et al. Urban dry island effect mitigated urbanization effect on observed warming in China. J. Clim. 32(18), 5705–5723. 

https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ JCLI-D- 18- 0712.1 (2019).
 22. Schlünzen, K. H., Hoffmann, P., Rosenhagen, G. & Riecke, W. Long-term changes and regional differences in temperature and 

precipitation in the metropolitan area of Hamburg. Int. J. Climatol. 30(8), 1121–1136. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ joc. 1968 (2010).
 23. Liu, J., Schlünzen, K. H., Frisius, T. & Tian, Z. Effects of urbanization on precipitation in Beijing. Phys. Chem. Earth 122, 103005 

(2021).
 24. Dou, J., Wang, Y., Bornstein, R. & Miao, S. Observed spatial characteristics of Beijing urban climate impacts on summer thunder-

storms. J. Appl. Meteorol. Climatol. 54(1), 94–105 (2015).
 25. Zhang, Y., Miao, S., Dai, Y. & Bornstein, R. Numerical simulation of urban land surface effects on summer convective rainfall 

under different UHI intensity in Beijing. J. Geophys. Res. Atmos. 122(15), 7851–7868 (2017).
 26. Kusaka, H., Nawata, K., Suzuki-Parker, A., Takane, Y. & Furuhashi, N. Mechanism of precipitation increase with urbanization in 

Tokyo as revealed by ensemble climate simulations. J. Appl. Meteorol. Climatol. 53(4), 824–839. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ JAMC-
D- 13- 065.1 (2014).

 27. Shimadera, H., Kondo, A., Shrestha, K., Kitaoka, K. & Inoue, Y. Numerical evaluation of the impact of urbanization on summertime 
precipitation in Osaka Japan. Adv. Meteorol. 2015, 149–159. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1155/ 2015/ 379361 (2015).

 28. Hu, C., Fung, K. Y., Tam, C. & Wang, Z. Urbanization impacts on pearl river delta extreme rainfall sensitivity to land cover change 
versus anthropogenic heat. Earth Space Sci. 8(3), 1. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1029/ 2020E A0015 36 (2021).

 29. Holst, C., Tam, C. & Chan, J. Sensitivity of urban rainfall to anthropogenic heat flux: A numerical experiment. Geophys. Res. Lett. 
43(5), 2240–2248 (2016).

 30. Holst, C., Chan, J. & Tam, C.-Y. Sensitivity of precipitation statistics to urban growth in a subtropical coastal mega-city cluster. J. 
Environ. Sci. 59, 6–12 (2017).

 31. Fung, K. Y., Tam, C.-Y., Lee, T. C. & Wang, Z. Comparing the anthropogenic heat and global warming impacts on extreme pre-
cipitation in urbanized Pearl River delta area based on dynamical downscaling. J. Geophys. Res. 126, 21 (2021).

 32. Hu, C. et al. Mega-city development impact on hourly extreme rainfall over the South China Greater Bay Area under near-future 
climate warming. Urban Clim. 48, 101389. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. uclim. 2022. 101389 (2023).

 33. Wu, M., Luo, Y., Chen, F. & Wong, W. K. Observed link of extreme hourly precipitation changes to urbanization over coastal South 
China. J. Appl. Meteorol. Climatol. 58(8), 1799–1819. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ JAMC-D- 18- 0284.1 (2019).

 34. Yan, M., Chan, J. C. L. & Zhao, K. Impacts of urbanization on the precipitation characteristics in Guangdong Province China. Adv. 
Atmos. Sci. 37(7), 696–706. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s00376- 020- 9218-3 (2020).

 35. Xiong, Y. et al. The impacts of rapid urbanization on the thermal environment: A remote sensing study of Guangzhou, South 
China. Rem. Sens. (Basel, Switzerland) 4(7), 2033–2056. https:// doi. org/ 10. 3390/ rs407 2033 (2012).

 36. Hou, H. et al. Assessing the urban heat island variations and its influencing mechanism in metropolitan areas of Pearl River Delta, 
South China. Phys. Chem. Earth Parts A/B/C. 120, 102953. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. pce. 2020. 102953 (2020).

 37. Wang, F., Zhou, L. & Feng, Y. Spatial distribution of heat Island in Guangzhou in summer and winter [J]. Trop. Geogr. 27(3), 
198–202 (2007).

 38. Wang, Q., Cai, W., Zeng, L. & Wang, D. Nonlinear meridional moisture advection and the ENSO-southern China rainfall telecon-
nection. Geophys. Res. Lett. 45(9), 4353–4360. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1029/ 2018G L0774 46 (2018).

 39. Wang, L. & Feng, J. Two major modes of the wintertime precipitation over China. Chin. J. Atmos. Sci. 35, 1105–1116. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 3878/j. issn. 1006- 9895. 2011. 06. 10 (2011) (in Chinese).

https://doi.org/10.1117/1.JRS.6.063503
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31558-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11430-016-9032-9
https://doi.org/10.1155/2011/497524
https://doi.org/10.1029/2018WR023002
https://doi.org/10.1175/JCLI-D-18-0712.1
https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.1968
https://doi.org/10.1175/JAMC-D-13-065.1
https://doi.org/10.1175/JAMC-D-13-065.1
https://doi.org/10.1155/2015/379361
https://doi.org/10.1029/2020EA001536
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.uclim.2022.101389
https://doi.org/10.1175/JAMC-D-18-0284.1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00376-020-9218-3
https://doi.org/10.3390/rs4072033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pce.2020.102953
https://doi.org/10.1029/2018GL077446
https://doi.org/10.3878/j.issn.1006-9895.2011.06.10
https://doi.org/10.3878/j.issn.1006-9895.2011.06.10


20

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:2099  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-52193-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

 40. Ge, J., Jia, X. & Lin, H. The interdecadal change of the leading mode of the winter precipitation over China. Clim. Dyn. 47, 
2397–2411. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s00382- 015- 2970-x (2016).

 41. Wang, B., Wu, R. & Fu, X. Pacifific-East Asian teleconnection: How does ENSO affect East Asian climate?. J. Clim. 13, 1517–1536. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ 1520- 0442(2000) 013% 3c1517: PEATHD% 3e2.0. CO;2 (2000).

 42. Jia, X. & Ge, J. Interdecadal changes in the relationship between ENSO, EAWM, and the wintertime precipitation over China at 
the end of the twentieth century. J. Clim. 30, 1923–1937. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ JCLI-D- 16- 0422.1 (2017).

 43. Wang, Q. et al. Southern China winter rainfall modulated by South China Sea warming. Geophys. Res. Lett. 49, 7181. https:// doi. 
org/ 10. 1029/ 2021G L0971 81 (2022).

 44. Wu, B., Li, T. & Zhou, T. Relative contributions of the Indian Ocean and local SST anomalies to the maintenance of the western 
North Pacifific anomalous anticyclone during the El Niño decaying summer. J. Clim. 23, 2974–2986. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ 2010J 
CLI33 00.1 (2010).

 45. Chung, P., Sui, C. & Li, T. Interannual relationships between the tropical sea surface temperature and summertime subtropical 
anticyclone over the western North Pacifific. J. Geophys. Res. 116, D13111. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1029/ 2010J D0155 54 (2011).

 46. Ma, H. et al. Why was South China extremely wet during January–February 2022 despite La Niña?. Front. Earth Sci. 10, 982225. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 3389/ feart. 2022. 982225 (2022).

 47. Liu, Y. F., Yang, L., Wang, Y., & Liu, J. P. Survey study of city humid environment in winter. J. Xi’an Univ. Arch. Tech. 39, 701–705 
(2007).

 48. Luo, Z. et al. Spatiotemporal characteristics of urban dry/wet islands in China following rapid urbanization. J. Hydrol. 601, 126618. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. jhydr ol. 2021. 126618 (2021).

 49. Hand, L. M. & Shepherd, J. M. An investigation of warm-season spatial rainfall variability in Oklahoma City: Possible linkages to 
urbanization and prevailing wind. J. Appl. Meteorol. Climatol. 48(2), 251–269. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ 2008J AMC20 36.1 (2009).

 50. Mote, T. L., Lacke, M. C. & Shepherd, J. M. Radar signatures of the urban effect on precipitation distribution: A case study for 
Atlanta. Georgia. Geophys. Res. Lett. 34(20), L20710. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1029/ 2007G L0319 03 (2007).

 51. Wang, X., Wang, Z., Qi, Y. & Guo, H. Effect of urbanization on the winter precipitation distribution in Beijing area: Science in 
China: Series D. Earth Sci. 52(2), 250–256. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1007/ s11430- 009- 0019-x (2009).

 52. Cheng, C. & Chan, J. Impacts of land use changes and synoptic forcing on the seasonal climate over the Pearl River Delta of China. 
Atmos. Environ. 60, 25–36. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1016/j. atmos env. 2012. 06. 019 (2012).

 53. Luo, N. et al. Simulation of the impacts of urbanization on winter meteorological fields over the Pearl river delta region. Adv. 
Meteorol. 2017, 1–10. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1155/ 2017/ 20124 01 (2017).

 54. Shou, Y., Gao, W. & Lu, F. A statistical study of pre-summer hourly extreme rainfall over the Pearl River Delta metropolitan region 
during 2008–2017. Int. J. Climatol. 40, 4242–4258. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ joc. 6457 (2020).

 55. Su, L., Li, J., Shi, X. & Fung, J. Spatiotemporal variation in presummer precipitation over South China from 1979 to 2015 and its 
relationship with urbanization. J. Geophys. Res. Atmos. 124, 6737–6749. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1029/ 2019J D0307 51 (2019).

 56. Changnon, S. The La Porte weather anomaly—fact or fiction?. Bull. Am. Meteorol. Soc. 49(1), 4–11 (1968).
 57. Burian, S., Shepherd, J., Aronica, G. & Lanza, L. Effect of urbanization on the diurnal rainfall pattern in Houston. Hydrol. Process. 

19(5), 1089–1103 (2005).
 58. Shepherd, J. & Burian, S. Detection of urban-induced rainfall anomalies in a major coastal city. Earth Interact. 7, 1 (2003).
 59. Shem, W. & Shepherd, M. On the impact of urbanization on summertime thunderstorms in Atlanta: Two numerical model case 

studies. Atmos. Res. 92(2), 172–189 (2009).
 60. Liu, J. & Niyogi, D. Meta-analysis of urbanization impact on rainfall modification. Sci. Rep. 9(1), 7301 (2019).
 61. Hersbach, H. et al. The ERA5 global reanalysis. Q. J. R. Meteorol. Soc. 146, 1999–2049. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ qj. 3803 (2020).
 62. Chen, F., & Dudhia, J. Coupling and advanced land surface-hydrology model with the Penn State-NCAR MM5 modeling system. 

Part I: Model implementation and sensitivity. Mon. Weather Rev. 129(4), 569–585. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ 1520- 0493(2001) 129% 
3C0569: CAALSH% 3E2.0. CO;2 (2001).

 63. Chen, F. et al. The integrated WRF/urban modeling system: Development, evaluation, and applications to urban environmental 
problems. Int. J. Climatol. 31, 273–288. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ joc. 2158 (2011).

 64. Iacono, M. J., Delamere, J. S., Mlawer, E. J., Shephard, M. W., Clough, S. A., & Collins, W. D. Radiative forcing by long-lived green-
house gases: Calculations with the AER radiative transfer models. J. Geophys. Res. 113(D13), D13103. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1029/ 
2008J D0099 44 (2008).

 65. Dudhia, J. Numerical study of convection observed during the Winter Monsoon Experiment using a mesoscale two–dimensional 
model. J. Atmos. Sci. 46, 3077–3107. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ 1520- 0469(1989) 046% 3c3077: NSOCOD% 3e2.0. CO;2 (1989).

 66. Hong, S.-Y., Noh, Y. & Dudhia, J. A new vertical diffusion package with an explicit treatment of entrainment processes. Mon. 
Weather Rev. 134(9), 2318–2341. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1175/ MWR31 99.1 (2006).

 67. Janjic, Z. I. Nonsingular implementation of the Mellor-Yamada Level 2.5 Scheme in the NCEP Meso model. NCEP Office Note 
437, 61 (2002).

 68. Bougeault, P. & Lacarrere, P. Parameterization of orography-induced turbulence in a mesobeta-scale model. Mon. Weather Rev. 
117, 1872–1890 (1989).

 69. Han, J. & Pan, H. Revision of convection and vertical diffusion schemes in the NCEP global forecast system. Weather Forecast. 
26(4), 520–533 (2011).

 70. Gómez, B., & Miguez-Macho, G. Spectral nudging in the tropics. Earth Syst. Dyn. Discuss. 10.5194/esd-2020-71 (2020).
 71. Gómez, B. & Miguez-Macho, G. The impact of wave number selection and spin-up time in spectral nudging. Q. J. R. Meteorol. Soc. 

143, 1772–1786. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1002/ qj. 3032 (2017).
 72. Huang, K. et al. Facilitating urban climate forecasts in rapidly urbanizing regions with land-use change modeling. Urban Clim. 

36, 100806 (2021).
 73. Ching, J. et al. WUDAPT: An Urban Weather, Climate, and Environmental Modeling Infrastructure for the Anthropocene: 

WUDAPT is an international community-generated urban canopy information and modeling infrastructure to facilitate urban-
focused climate, weather, air quality, and energy-use modeling application studies. Bull. Am. Meteorol. Soc. 99(9), 1907–1924 
(2018).

 74. Wang, R. et al. Detecting multi-temporal land cover change and land surface temperature in Pearl River Delta by adopting local 
climate zone. Urban Clim. 28, 100455 (2019).

 75. Stewart, I. & Oke, T. Local climate zones for urban temperature studies. Bull. Am. Meteorol. Soc. 93, 1879–1900 (2012).
 76. Stewart, I., Oke, T. & Krayenhoff, E. Evaluation of the ‘local climate zone’ scheme using temperature observations and model 

simulations. Int. J. Climatol. 34(4), 1062–1080 (2014).
 77. Liu, X. et al. A future land use simulation model (FLUS) for simulating multiple land use scenarios by coupling human and natural 

effects. Landsc. Urban Plan. 168, 94–116 (2017).
 78. Chen, Y., Li, X., Liu, X. & Ai, B. Modeling urban land-use dynamics in a fast developing city using the modified logistic cellular 

automaton with a patch-based simulation strategy. Int. J. Geogr. Inf. Sci. 28, 234–255 (2014).
 79. The NCAR Command Language (Version 6.6.2) [Software]. Boulder, Colorado: UCAR/NCAR/CISL/TDD. https:// doi. org/ 10. 

5065/ D6WD3 XH5 (2019).
 80. Skamarock, W. C., Klemp, J. B., Dudhia, J., Gill, D. O., Liu, Z., Berner, J., Huang, X. Y. A description of the advanced research WRF 

model version 4.3 (No. NCAR/TN-556+STR). [Software]. https:// doi. org/ 10. 5065/ 1dfh- 6p97 (2021).

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00382-015-2970-x
https://doi.org/10.1175/1520-0442(2000)013%3c1517:PEATHD%3e2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1175/JCLI-D-16-0422.1
https://doi.org/10.1029/2021GL097181
https://doi.org/10.1029/2021GL097181
https://doi.org/10.1175/2010JCLI3300.1
https://doi.org/10.1175/2010JCLI3300.1
https://doi.org/10.1029/2010JD015554
https://doi.org/10.3389/feart.2022.982225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhydrol.2021.126618
https://doi.org/10.1175/2008JAMC2036.1
https://doi.org/10.1029/2007GL031903
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11430-009-0019-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.atmosenv.2012.06.019
https://doi.org/10.1155/2017/2012401
https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.6457
https://doi.org/10.1029/2019JD030751
https://doi.org/10.1002/qj.3803
https://doi.org/10.1175/1520-0493(2001)129%3C0569:CAALSH%3E2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1175/1520-0493(2001)129%3C0569:CAALSH%3E2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1002/joc.2158
https://doi.org/10.1029/2008JD009944
https://doi.org/10.1029/2008JD009944
https://doi.org/10.1175/1520-0469(1989)046%3c3077:NSOCOD%3e2.0.CO;2
https://doi.org/10.1175/MWR3199.1
https://doi.org/10.1002/qj.3032
https://doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
https://doi.org/10.5065/D6WD3XH5
https://doi.org/10.5065/1dfh-6p97


21

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2024) 14:2099  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-52193-2

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Acknowledgements
This work is supported by the National Key Research and Development Program of China (Ref. No. 
2019YFC1510400). Information Technology Services Centre of CUHK provided high performance computa-
tion. All raw data utilized in this study is publicly accessible in the following ways.

Author contributions
C.H. and C.T. conceived the study; C.H. designed the study, conducted experiments, analyzed data, and prepared 
the draft; C.T. supervised and revised the manuscript; Z.Y. and Z.W. revised the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https:// doi. org/ 
10. 1038/ s41598- 024- 52193-2.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to C.-Y.T.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

© The Author(s) 2024

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-52193-2
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-52193-2
www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Analyzing urban influence on extreme winter precipitation through observations and numerical simulation of two South China case studies
	Results
	Observation results
	Winter temperature and precipitation
	Case study for UHI effect on winter precipitation

	Results based on numerical modeling
	Synoptic background for two cases
	Temperature
	Precipitation
	Mechanism of urban impact on winter precipitation


	Summary and discussion
	Methodology
	Observations and winter case study
	WRF model configuration and two winter cases
	UCM, model experiments, and local climate zone (LCZ) data
	Model evaluation

	References
	Acknowledgements


