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Abstract: Reliable aerosol optical depth (AOD) data with high spatial and temporal resolutions are
needed for research on air pollution in China. AOD products from the Advanced Himawari Imager
(AHI) onboard the geostationary Himawari-8 satellite and reanalysis datasets make it possible to
capture diurnal variations of aerosol loadings. However, due to the different retrieval methods,
their applicability may vary with different space and time. Thus, in this study, taking the measured
AOD at the Aerosol Robotic NETwork (AERONET) stations as the gold standard, the performance
of the latest AHI hourly AOD product (i.e., L3 AOD) was evaluated and then compared with
that of two reanalysis AOD datasets offered by Modern-Era Retrospective Analysis for Research
and Applications, Version 2 (MERRA-2) and Copernicus Atmosphere Monitoring Service (CAMS),
respectively, covering from July 2015 to December 2017 over China. For all the matchups, AHI AOD
shows the highest robustness with a high correlation (R) of 0.82, low root-mean-square error (RMSE)
of 0.23, and moderate mean absolute relative error (MARE) of 0.56. Although MERRA-2 and CAMS
products both have lower R values (0.74, 0.72) and higher RMSE (0.28, 0.26), the former is slightly
better than the latter. Accuracy of AOD products could be mainly affected by the pollution level and
less affected by particle size distribution. Comparisons among these AOD products imply that AHI
AOD is more reliable in regions with high pollution levels, such as central and eastern China, while in
the northern and western part, MERRA-2 AOD seems more satisfying. The performance of all the
three AOD products presents a significant diurnal variety, as indicated by the highest accuracy in the
morning for AHI and at noon for reanalysis data. Moreover, due to various pollution distribution
patterns and meteorological conditions, there are distinct seasonal characteristics in the performance
of AOD products for different regions.
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1. Introduction

Atmospheric aerosols play an important role in the climate system by scattering and absorbing
solar radiation, and also have a severely adverse influence on human health [1–3]. To understand the
aerosol distribution, aerosol optical depth (AOD), retrieved from observations and model predictions,
has been widely used. With the development of remote sensing technique, several satellite-based AOD
products have been released and used in various applications [4,5]. However, most products, such as
the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) AOD, are derived from polar-orbiting
satellites, and are limited in use due to once a day observation. Recently, some products with high
temporal and spatial resolutions from geostationary-orbit satellites have been available and make it
possible to capture the detailed diurnal evolution of aerosols [6].
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Himawari-8, a new geostationary meteorological satellite developed by the Japan Meteorological
Agency (JMA), was launched on 7 October 2014 [7]. The Advanced Himawari Imager (AHI) on board
it can be used to derive AOD in 10 min intervals over the East Asia-Pacific Ocean area, which covers
almost the whole of China except for the parts of Xinjiang and Tibet. Some works have been conducted
to evaluate the accuracy of AHI AOD over China. Zhang et al. [8] explored the performance of AHI
L2 version 2 aerosol datasets by comparing with measurements in 16 ground stations over China
and achieved a high coefficient of determination (R2) of 0.67 during the period from January 2016 to
December 2016. The accuracy shows dependency on seasons and land surface cover. The accuracy of
AHI AOD product was also found to be varied in different regions and affected by aerosol types [9].
Therefore, despite the effectiveness of AHI AOD in monitoring aerosol distributions at a fine temporal
resolution, it is essential to further consider its usability under different conditions. Furthermore,
AOD is not retrievable by satellites due to cloud cover. By contrast, reanalysis AOD products show the
remarkable advantages of spatio-temporal continuity.

In the past years, several institutes have produced and released reanalysis aerosol products, such as
the Modern-Era Retrospective Analysis for Research and Applications Aerosol Reanalysis (MERRAero)
covering the period from January 2002 to February 2012 provided by the National Aeronautics and
Space Administration (NASA) Global Modeling and Assimilation Office [10], the Navy Aerosol Analysis
and Prediction System aerosol reanalysis product covering the years of 2003–2015 developed by US
Naval Research Laboratory [11], and the reanalysis of earlier Monitoring Atmospheric Composition
and Climate (MACC) project covering the years of 2003–2012 [12]. Up to now, both MERRAero and
MACC have been updated to their second generation, named as MERRA-2 and CAMS (operated in
the Copernicus Atmosphere Monitoring Service), covering the period of 1980-present and 2003–2017,
respectively [13,14]. Among all the reanalysis aerosol products, MERRA-2 and CAMS cover a longer
time period, and they can be used in the air pollution research of the most recent time. Shi et al. [15]
evaluated the MODIS and MERRAero/MERRA-2 AOD products based on 400 Aerosol Robotic NETwork
(AERONET) sites over the world from 2002 to 2015, and results show that MERRA-2 AOD dataset
has comparable accuracy with the MODIS AOD dataset at the low AOD value region, while under
severe haze conditions in China, MERRA-2 has a notable bias, which may be attributed to the systemic
bias of the assimilation system [16]. The performance of the MACC reanalysis aerosol dataset also
showed a larger bias in some regions and seasons [12]. These works indicated that reanalysis data
could be inaccurate due to various issues, including limitations in model physics, resolution, and the
underlying sources used for assimilation. Therefore, the reanalysis AOD datasets need to be verified
and intercompared before using them.

In recent years, aerosol pollution in China elicits considerable public concern, especially in the
central and eastern regions [17]. It is significant and necessary to capture the aerosol distributions
at a fine spatio-temporal resolution. Though Himawari-8/AHI and reanalysis AOD products can
characterize the diurnal variations of aerosols, there may be some limitations in different times and
areas due to their different mechanisms in obtaining AOD. In this work, we evaluated and compared
the performance of AOD products from AHI, MERRA-2, and CAMS over China against ground-based
observations from AERONET. The influence of pollution levels and particle size distribution on AOD
performance was also considered. Related results could provide guidance for better usage of various
AOD products in China.

2. Data and Method

2.1. Himawari-8 AOD

As a geostationary satellite, Himawari-8 covers the range of 80◦ E–160◦ W and 60◦ N–60◦ S.
The AHI on board is a state-of-the-art sensor, and it conducts a full-disk observation every 10 min.
The sensor has 16 bands, including 6 wavelengths from the visible to near-infrared, which are
well-configured for the retrieval of aerosol properties [18]. Based on an assumed aerosol model, surface
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reflectance model, and cloud detection algorithm, L2 AOD (AODoriginal) products can be retrieved
following the algorithm described in Daisaku [6]. Then an hourly-combined algorithm is applied
to retrieve another two datasets of L3 products: AODpure and AODmerged. AODpure is an extracted
set of the AODoriginal (L2 AOD) with strict cloud screenings. It would be assigned a missing value if
a cloudy pixel existed within 12.5 km, or the number of effective pixels was below 20% of the total
possible number of observations within a distance of 12.5 km and 1 h. Furthermore, AODmerged is
calculated by the optimum interpolation of the AODpure within the radius of 12.5 km and past 1 h.
In general, the two hourly AODs are derived using the variability information taking into account the
difference and distance of the past and surrounding pixels from the point of interest [19]. Until now,
L3 hourly AOD has been published for three versions, i.e., 010, 020 (and interim version) and 030.
Major updates in version 030 are carried out based on the aerosol models established by Omar et al. [20]
and Sayer et al. [21], as well as surface reflectance from Fukuda et al. [22].

Overall, L3 AOD provides three types of datasets, i.e., the original, pure, and merged. Considering
AODmerged can give a maximum number of aerosol retrievals and better performance compared with
AODpure and AODoriginal [19], we only focus on the AODmerged dataset and compare it with reanalysis
datasets from MERRA-2 and CAMS. Notably, only the highest-level retrievals labeled with ‘very good’
were used in this work.

2.2. MERRA-2 and CAMS AOD

As the MERRA data assimilation system is not able to ingest new observations, it has been
replaced by MERRA-2 reanalysis. The MERRA-2 uses the upgraded Goddard Earth Observating
System, Version 5 (GEOS-5) modeling system, which is radiatively coupled to the Goddard Chemistry,
Aerosol, Radiation, and Transport (GOCART) model, to simulate aerosols [13]. Aerosols in GOCART are
represented by 15 tracers (bins), consisting of five size bins spanning 0.03–10 µm for sea salt, 0.1–10 µm
for dust, hydrophobic and hydrophilic black and organic carbon, and sulfate (SO4). The aerosol
particles are assumed externally mixed. MERRA-2 assimilated AOD observations of the Advanced
Very High Resolution Radiometer (1980–August 2002), AERONET (1999–October 2014), Multi-angle
Imaging SpectroRadiometer (MISR, February 2000–June 2014), MODIS Terra (March 2000 onwards),
and MODIS Aqua (August 2002 onwards). MISR AOD is only assimilated over the bright land surface.
Collection 5 AOD products of MODIS/Terra and MODIS/Aqua retrieved by Dark Target (DT) algorithm
are used in MERRA-2 aerosols. MERRA-2 aerosol product covers the time period from 1980 to the
present. The 1-hour time-averaged collections of AOD were used in this work.

The European Center for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) produces CAMS reanalysis
(CAMSRA) with the updated Integrated Forecast System (IFS), which uses the new version of the
Carbon Bond mechanism developed in 2005 (CB05) [14,23]. The aerosol module of IFS is a bulk-bin
scheme simulating five types of aerosols with 12 prognostic tracers. There are three size bins for sea
salt (0.030–0.55, 0.55–0.9, 0.9–20 µm), similarly three bins for dust (0.030–0.55, 0.55–0.9, 0.9–20 µm),
organic matter, and black carbon with the hydrophilic and hydrophobic component, sulfur dioxide
(SO2) and sulfate aerosol (SO4). CAMS reanalysis assimilated satellite AODs of the Envisat Advanced
Along-Track Scanning Radiometer (AATSR), MODIS/Terra, and MODIS/Aqua. The AATSR AOD is
only assimilated to the dataset spanning from December 2002 to March 2012. Both MODIS/Terra and
MODIS/Aqua AODs are assimilated from October 2002 onwards. Collection 6 AODs at 550 nm of
MODIS were used in CAMS reanalysis. They were retrieved through the enhanced Deep Blue (DB) and
DT algorithms over land, and the DT algorithm over the ocean. CAMS reanalysis covers a time period
from 2003 to 2017 (last access: February 2020) with a 3-hour time resolution and will be extended in
the future.

Both MERRA-2 and CAMS provide AOD datasets of multiple wavelengths. Here considering
AHI AOD is obtained at 500 nm, we only used their AODs at 550 nm to be compared. The basic
characteristics of the three AOD products are summarized in Table 1. As a result of the different time
coverage of these AOD products, the time range of this study is from July 2015 to December 2017.
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Table 1. Description of Aerosol Optical Depth (AOD) datasets.

AERONET AHI MERRA-2 CAMS

Production
Coverage Worldwide East Asia-

Pacific Ocean World wide World Wide

Time Resolution 1 min 1 h 1 h 3 h

Spatial Resolution Point measurement 0.05◦ 0.5◦*0.625◦ 80 km

Related variables
AOD

(multiple-wavelength)
AE

AOD 500 nm AOD 550 nm AOD 550 nm

Agency NASA JAXA NASA ECMWF

2.3. AERONET Observations

AERONET is a global ground-based network, providing long-term measurements of aerosol
optical properties at wide-range wavelengths from 340 to 1640 nm with a high temporal resolution [24].
Up to now, there are more than 600 sites over the world. The newest database of version 3 has been
released with improved cloud screening approaches, spectral temperature characterization of the
instrument, and further quality control. In this study, AODs of version 3, retrieved by the AERONET
Direct Sun Algorithm, were used. Ångström exponent (AE) mentioned in the following work is
obtained based on the AODs of 440 and 675 nm.

The sun-photometer (provided by the CIMEL company) equipped at AERONET sites provides
AOD at 500 nm that can be used to be compared with AHI AOD directly. As for the comparison with
reanalysis products, we used a second-order polynomial fitting of AERONET AODs at wavelengths in
logarithmic coordinates from 340 to 1080 nm to interpolate to AOD 550 nm [25–27].

2.4. Evaluation Methods

To compare the accuracy of different datasets, it is essential to develop a proper matchup strategy.
In terms of the generation of AHI L3 dataset based on the L2 original AOD information of pixels within
12.5 km and past 1 h, AODs from AHI in a 6*6 pixels window (~15 km in radius) centered the ground
site were spatially averaged. Then, AERONET observations within the past 60 min of Himawari-8
measuring time were averaged as the corresponding ground-based AOD value. The reanalysis aerosol
datasets used in this work are time-averaged, therefore they can be used directly by searching for
the nearest-neighbor data to the site. All AOD datasets are matched synchronously to eliminate
temporal heterogeneities when comparing the performance of different products. Each AOD product
is individually evaluated based on AERONET dataset and then compared with each other.

By matching all the datasets, there are only 18 sites that have over 50 matchups during the period
from July 2015 to December 2017. They can be used in indicating AOD performance in different regions.
As shown in Figure 1, except for Baotou, Taihu, and Hong Kong (HK) sites, which were located in
Inner Mongolia, Taihu Lake, and Hong Kong, respectively. The other 15 sites were grouped into two
categories based on their geophysical locations. Specifically, nine sites labeled 1 and 3–10 are divided
into the North China Plain (NCP) and six sites labeled 12–17 into Taiwan (TW) regions, respectively.
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Figure 1. Distribution of the Aerosol Robotic NETwork (AERONET) sites in China. Red sites labeled
with 1 and 3–10 are grouped into the North China Plain (NCP) region, orange sites of 12–17 into the
Taiwan (TW) region. Three black sites (2, 11, 18) are named as Baotou, Taihu, and Hong Kong (HK),
respectively. Color-bar represents the elevations from the digital elevation model provided by the
Shuttle Radar Topographic Mission of National Aeronautics and Space Administration.

We applied the following parameters to evaluate AOD product performance: (1) correlation
coefficient (R), representing the degree of correlation between two AOD datasets; (2) root-mean-square
error (RMSE), referring to the standard deviation of the bias between AOD from AHI/reanalysis and
AERONET (true value); (3) mean absolute relative error (MARE), dividing the mean absolute bias of
two AOD datasets by true value. RMSE and MARE were described by Equations (1) and (2):

RMSE =

√√
1
n

n∑
1

(
AODi

−AODi
AERONET

)2
, (1)

MARE =
1
n

n∑
1
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Apart from these three statistical parameters, an orthogonal linear regression (OLR) method
was used to derive the regression lines for the AOD datasets against ground-based observations,
which accounts for uncertainties in both the dependent and independent variables [28,29]. The OLR
method minimizes the orthogonal distance (other than the vertical distance in ordinary least square
regression) between the regression line and each data point, as denoted by Equation (3):

S =

√√√ N∑
i=1

[
(xi−Xi)

2 +
(
yi−Yi

)2
]
, (3)

where [xi, yi] and [Xi, Yi] are observed and regressed points, respectively.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Comparisons for all Pollution Levels

The AHI L3 AOD product has been upgraded from version 010 (V010) to 030 (V030), and both
of them have three datasets of AODoriginal, AODpure, and AODmerged, covering the most recent
observation time. Here we evaluated the two AODmerged products from version 010 and 030 based on
in-situ observations from AERONET, as shown in Figure 2a,b. There are 12,238 high-quality matchups
from July 2015 to December 2017. The AHI V030 dataset has a good agreement with ground-based
observations with a correlation coefficient of 0.82, RMSE of 0.23, and MARE of 0.56. While V010 AOD
performance is not satisfactory as V030, indicated by a higher RMSE (0.27) and MARE (0.61). What is
more, the steeper slope of the OLR regression line for the AHI V030 dataset demonstrates a significant
improvement in the problem of underestimation at high AOD. Thus, in the following work, we only
focus on the AHI AODmerged dataset from the 030 version.
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reanalysis AODs in the regions of NCP, HK, TW, and Taihu, except for Baotou. Comparatively, 
MERRA-2 AOD performs best in Baotou with the highest R value (0.77), lowest RMSE (0.07), and 
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limited in regions covered by bright surfaces because of the increased uncertainty of surface 
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Figure 2. Scatterplots of aerosol optical depths (AOD) from the (a) Advanced Himawari Imager (AHI)
version 010 (V010), (b) AHI V030, (c) Modern-Era Retrospective Analysis for Research and Applications,
version 2 (MERRA-2), and (d) Copernicus Atmosphere Monitoring Service (CAMS) versus AERONET
observations. The grey line and orange line refer to the one-to-one line and linear-regression line,
respectively. The parameter N is the number of matchups; R, RMSE, and MARE represent the correlation
coefficient, the root-mean-square error, and the mean absolute relative error, respectively. Color-bar
represents the logarithm of matchup numbers for a corresponding pixel.

Validation results of AODs from MERRA-2 and CAMS are presented in Figure 2c,d. A comparison
between the two reanalysis products shows that MERRA-2 has a higher R and lower MARE value
than CAMS. However, opposite to AHI datasets, both of them demonstrate a weaker correlation with
ground-based observations. Their slopes of linear-regression lines, especially MERRA-2, are much
lower than the one-to-one lines with high aerosol loadings, indicating the significant underestimation
of AOD. Referred to the mechanism of modeling system, both aerosol modules of MERRA-2 and
CAMS simulate five aerosol types, i.e., dust, sea salt, black carbon, organic carbon (organic matter
in CAMS), and sulfate aerosols, while nitrate aerosols are not included [13,16,30], which might be
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mostly responsible for the underestimation of reanalysis AODs, especially in regions with a large mass
fraction of nitrate [31].

Further investigation was conducted to evaluate the performance of AHI and reanalysis AOD
products in different regions, as shown in Figure 3. The scatterplots of AODs from AHI, MERRA-2,
and CAMS versus AERONET observations imply the much better performance of AHI AOD than
reanalysis AODs in the regions of NCP, HK, TW, and Taihu, except for Baotou. Comparatively,
MERRA-2 AOD performs best in Baotou with the highest R value (0.77), lowest RMSE (0.07), and MARE
(0.37). According to previous literature, the accuracy of satellite-based aerosol retrieval is limited in
regions covered by bright surfaces because of the increased uncertainty of surface reflectance [32,33],
which largely explains the poor performance of AHI AOD in Baotou, situated in bare land. In addition,
AHI tends to underestimate AOD in HK and TW, as indicated by the lower linear-regression line
slopes. In the generation of AHI AOD, the surface reflectance is combined from clear sky observations
within one month. In the rainy weather of the tropics, it is relatively difficult to obtain effective surface
reflectance, which could be overestimated on wet ground (different from the dry surface) and result in
an underestimation of AOD. In addition, under high humidity, the moisture absorption growth of
hydrophilic aerosols such as sea-salt aerosols will enlarge the extinction efficiency of aerosols, especially
near the surface, thus increasing the bias between ground-based AOD and satellite-retrieved AOD [34].
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indicates AODs from AHI, MERRA-2, and CAMS, respectively.
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To investigate the impact of heterogeneity in land surface cover on the accuracy of AOD products,
we conducted a research based on matchups centered by pixels with large variations of land surface
cover around. Considering that some ground sites are located near water, there might be some pixels
surrounding a site that are water covered. AHI AOD is retrieved based on different bands and aerosol
model setting, and it might decrease the accuracy of averaged values when the ocean covered pixels
are included in the sample window. We searched all the grid cells centered on each ground site within
a window of 0.15◦*0.15◦. If any grid is covered by water, this site is considered as a near-water site.
Three sites (Chen_Kung_Univ, Chiay, EPA_NCU) in TW, as well as Taihu and Hong_Kong_PolyU sites,
are found to be near-water sites.

Figure 4a–d represents the accuracy of AHI AOD datasets in Chen_kung_Univ and EPA_NCU
with full matchups and selected matchups only including land pixels, respectively. The selected
matchups in column 2 were obtained by excluding near-water pixels in the matching windows.
Though the regression lines of AHI AOD are closer to the one-to-one lines in Chen_Kung_Univ and
EPA_NCU when near-water pixels are excluded, there are no remarkable improvements in RMSE
and MARE. In the meantime, reanalysis AOD datasets perform worse in EPA_NCU, as shown in
Figure 4e–f. In addition, it should also be noted the number of matchups has lost a lot. Therefore,
there are no significant advantages to exclude water-covered pixels.
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EPA_NCU with full matchups and selected matchups only including land pixels, (e–f) reanalysis AOD
datasets. Columns 1 and 2 indicate the evaluation results of matchups with near-water pixels involved
and excluded, respectively.
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3.2. Comparisons Under Different Pollution Levels

To further understand the effects of pollution levels on the AOD product performance in different
regions, additional validation was carried out, as shown in Figure 5. Here, AOD matchups in each
sub-region (i.e., the NCP, HK, TW, and Taihu) were divided into two groups, i.e., AOD (measured by
AERONET) > 0.5 and ≤ 0.5. Very few AOD retrievals are higher than 0.5 in Baotou, therefore there is
no need to validate the datasets in high AOD values in this region. As illustrated in the first column of
Figure 5, the regression lines of AHI AOD are much closer to the one-to-one lines when AOD > 0.5 in
NCP, HK, and Taihu, and there are much higher R and lower MARE values. This could be ascribed to
the higher signal-to-noise ratio and less sub-pixel cloud contamination under polluted levels [15,35,36].
MARE of AHI AOD is also reduced when AOD > 0.5 in TW. Notably, compared with MERRA-2 and
CAMS, AHI has the best accuracy with the highest R (0.8, 0.74, 0.42) and lowest MARE (0.24, 0.29,
0.37) in NCP, HK, and TW when AOD > 0.5. However, when AOD ≤ 0.5, AHI shows relatively poor
performance in all areas, and MERRA-2 demonstrates the high reliability in NCP and HK. In the TW
region, the two reanalysis products have comparable performance.
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Figure 5. Scatterplots of AODs from AHI, MERRA-2, and CAMS versus AERONET observations in the
(a–c) NCP, (d–f) HK, (g–i) TW, and (j–l) Taihu regions when AOD > 0.5 (in blue) and ≤0.5 (in orange),
respectively. The y-axis of columns 1–3 indicates AODs from AHI, MERRA-2, and CAMS, respectively.

AOD retrievals highly rely on the adopted aerosol model; thus, the accuracy would be affected by
the type assumption of aerosol particles [19]. AE is an indicator of the aerosol particle size, which is
important for identifying aerosol types or sources. Generally, small AE indicates large particles like dust
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aerosols, while large AE indicates fine particles mainly from anthropogenic aerosols [37]; and AE < 1
has been considered as a typical aerosol size distribution dominated by coarse mode [38,39]. In this
work, a further comparison was conducted to evaluate the AOD performance of the three datasets for
two AE categories (AE > 1 V.S. AE ≤ 1), as shown in Figure 6. The AE values were obtained at the
wavelength of 440–675 nm from AERONET observations. When AE > 1, it is apparent that there are
much lower MARE and better regression lines (closer to the one-to-one line) of AHI AOD in the four
regions, as shown in the first column of Figure 6. However, there is no apparent regularity about the
accuracy of the reanalysis AODs. Taken together the statistical parameters with the regression line,
the performance of AHI AOD is better than that of MERRA-2 and CAMS AODs in NCP, TW, and Taihu
on the condition of AE > 1. It should be noted that MERRA-2 shows the absolute advantages in Baotou
among the three products, both in AE > 1 and ≤ 1.
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when AE > 1 (in orange) and ≤1 (in blue), respectively (a–l). The y-axis of columns 1–3 indicates AODs
from AHI, MERRA-2, and CAMS, respectively.

In general, the performance of AHI AOD can be improved under the condition of higher pollution
levels or with a larger fraction of fine particles. However, satellite retrieved AOD can be less accurate
over the bright surface, like bare land in Baotou, due to the low signal-to-noise ratio as a result of
high surface reflectivity. The reanalysis products underestimate AOD in any pollution levels and
particle size distributions in TW. There are up to 26.4% sea-salt aerosols contributing to the total
AOD on the annual average in TW [40]. However, quantifications of sea-salt aerosol are still not
satisfied with a larger uncertainty than that of other aerosols [41]. On the one hand, hygroscopic
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growth of sea-salt particles might affect the accuracy of AOD retrievals. On the other hand, sea salt
is represented by bins spanning 0.03–10 µm dry radius in the GOCART module and 0.03–20 µm
radius at 80 % relative humidity in the IFS system, assuming that coarse mode sea salt settles quickly
after emitted. While strong wind accompanied by vertical velocity can transport coarse particles into
the boundary layer [42], as a result, modeled sea-salt aerosol might be underestimated. In addition,
the overestimation of surface reflectance is another factor of AOD underestimation.

3.3. Diurnal and Seasonal Comparisons

The three datasets discussed in previous sections can be used to capture the sub-daily variations
of AOD. Comparisons of AOD performance among these products at different times are necessary.
Figure 7 displays the diurnal variations of R, RMSE, and MARE from AHI, MERRA-2, and CAMS
AOD versus AERONET observations from 08:00 to 17:00 local time (LT). AHI shows the best accuracy
in the morning with a higher correlation, lower RMSE, and MARE. The possible explanation is the high
AOD levels in the morning, which might be contributed by significant emissions [43,44]. There are
larger MARE values during the time period from 13:00 to 15:00, which might be ascribed to the lower
AOD. Interestingly, MERRA-2 AOD shows better performance with the highest R and moderate RMSE
(MARE) at noon. The main reason can be supported by prior studies that MODIS AOD retrievals from
Aqua (afternoon satellite) outperform Terra (morning satellite), both of which have been assimilated
into reanalysis aerosol products [45,46]. In addition, the relative humidity near the surface has a
significant decrease at noon, and meantime the boundary layer height is lifted [47]. Both changes
benefit the estimation of AOD by reducing the effect of hygroscopic growth and making the particles
mixed well. Overall, AHI AOD performs better than MERRA-2 and CAMS during the daytime in
terms of the significant lower R and RMSE values.
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The seasonal accuracy of AOD datasets was explored in the NCP and TW regions because of
their great differences in geo-locations and climate patterns. As indicated in the previous sections,
the accuracy of AODs is significantly impacted by pollution levels, and also can be decreased by the
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water-uptake effect of aerosols under humid conditions. Figure 8 presents the validation statistics of
AHI and reanalysis AODs versus ground-based observations in the NCP and TW regions from January
to December, respectively. The orange bars and green lines represent the monthly averaged AOD and
relative humidity (RH). The RH data were obtained from the ECMWF ERA-Interim product.

It can be found that in the NCP region (first column), AHI AOD has the best performance in
summer with the highest AOD levels, and it did the opposite in Taiwan, where the AOD level is
the lowest in summer. The comparison further implies the impact of AOD levels on the accuracy of
satellite-retrieved AOD. MERRA-2 shows a relatively stable performance in NCP, with the lowest
accuracy in August, and it has a better performance in winter and early spring in TW. CAMS AOD
exhibits similar seasonal variations to MERRA-2. By comparing the seasonal changes of RH, it can be
found that the RH is high when the accuracy of AOD is low. Studies have shown that when RH is
greater than 65%, the aerosol hygroscopic effect is significant [48], hence introducing the large bias in
AOD retrievals. This interference is obviously more pronounced in TW due to the more hydrophilic
sea-salt aerosols and higher humidity.
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4. Conclusions

With fast industrialization and development in China, the issue of aerosol pollution has drawn
significant attention. Recent developments in aerosol-related research have shown that AOD as
a fundamental property indicating aerosol loadings have increased the need for AOD data with
a high spatio-temporal resolution [49,50]. Hourly/sub-daily AODs of the geostationary satellites
and typical reanalysis products make it possible to capture diurnal variations of aerosol loadings.
AHI AOD of version 030 shows notable improvements in comparison to the prior version. In this



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 1684 13 of 16

study, the hourly AOD data provided by Himawari-8/AHI V030 L3 dataset were evaluated against
AERONET measurements and then compared with two reanalysis AOD products from MERRA-2
and CAMS respectively, from July 2015 to December 2017 over China (see Table 2 for the validation
statistics summary). AHI AOD shows the highest R value of 0.82, lowest RMSE of 0.23, and moderate
MARE of 0.56, while MERRA-2 and CAMS AODs have lower R values (0.74, 0.72) and higher RMSE
(0.28, 0.26). There is significant underestimation in the MERRA-2 product at the high AOD range.
Missing nitrate aerosols in the reanalysis models might be an important contributing factor [16,31].

Table 2. Validation statistics of AOD products under different conditions.

AHI V030 MERRA-2 CAMS

R RMSE MARE R RMSE MARE R RMSE MARE

All
sites

All 0.82 0.23 0.56 0.74 0.28 0.39 0.72 0.26 0.62
morning 0.89 0.22 0.39 0.70 0.30 0.41 0.74 0.27 0.60

noon 0.84 0.23 0.70 0.79 0.28 0.40 0.75 0.26 0.66
afternoon 0.77 0.24 0.53 0.69 0.25 0.35 0.61 0.27 0.58

NCP

All 0.87 0.22 0.55 0.79 0.29 0.34 0.81 0.26 0.66
AOD ≤ 0.5 0.48 0.18 0.74 0.68 0.10 0.31 0.63 0.21 0.88
AOD > 0.5 0.80 0.27 0.24 0.54 0.46 0.40 0.60 0.33 0.29

AE ≤ 1 0.87 0.23 0.78 0.82 0.30 0.33 0.82 0.26 0.85
AE > 1 0.88 0.21 0.47 0.77 0.28 0.35 0.80 0.26 0.59

HK
All 0.82 0.22 0.32 0.80 0.22 0.32 0.72 0.23 0.40

AOD ≤ 0.5 0.50 0.12 0.34 0.53 0.10 0.34 0.46 0.13 0.47
AOD > 0.5 0.74 0.32 0.29 0.66 0.33 0.30 0.60 0.34 0.30

TW

All 0.67 0.27 0.43 0.47 0.30 0.45 0.44 0.30 0.47
AOD ≤ 0.5 0.44 0.15 0.46 0.45 0.11 0.44 0.44 0.11 0.46
AOD > 0.5 0.42 0.40 0.37 0.15 0.47 0.47 0.13 0.48 0.49

AE ≤ 1 0.69 0.44 0.70 0.47 0.54 0.71 0.36 0.56 0.83
AE > 1 0.67 0.24 0.39 0.52 0.25 0.42 0.50 0.26 0.43

Baotou
All 0.59 0.17 0.69 0.77 0.07 0.37 0.59 0.13 0.68

AE ≤ 1 0.57 0.17 0.72 0.84 0.06 0.30 0.58 0.18 0.92
AE > 1 0.60 0.17 0.68 0.73 0.08 0.41 0.69 0.09 0.53

Taihu

All 0.75 0.23 0.39 0.67 0.21 0.34 0.83 0.26 0.65
AOD ≤ 0.5 0.48 0.16 0.47 0.59 0.11 0.37 0.67 0.26 0.90
AOD > 0.5 0.60 0.29 0.29 0.33 0.28 0.30 0.71 0.26 0.35

AE ≤ 1 0.72 0.21 0.44 0.56 0.17 0.24 0.76 0.19 0.46
AE > 1 0.75 0.23 0.38 0.67 0.21 0.35 0.84 0.26 0.66

The performance of AHI and reanalysis AOD datasets vary in different regions, which can be
mainly ascribed to the different local pollution levels. In the NCP, HK, TW, and Taihu regions, AHI AOD
shows better performance than MERRA-2 and CAMS AODs, and its accuracy could be improved with
the increase of AOD levels. While in Baotou, MERRA-2 AOD shows the highest consistency with
ground-based observations. It should be cautious to use AHI AOD in bright surface area. AHI product
is reliable in regions with high aerosol pollution levels like the central and eastern China, while in the
vast western or northwestern China, the MERRA-2 AOD product may be more suitable.

The accuracy of all three AOD products shows diurnal and seasonal variability. AHI AOD
performs better in the morning, which might be mostly contributed by a higher AOD level. Reanalysis
AODs have the best consistency with ground-based observations at noon due to the assimilated MODIS
AOD from Aqua with higher accuracy than from Terra. AHI AOD illustrates better performance in
summer in the NCP region, and MERRA-2 AOD can be considered proper surrogate-data during
periods with low pollution levels like spring and autumn. All AOD datasets show lower accuracy in
TW during summertime due to the low pollution levels and high RH conditions, accompanied by the
weakly reliable surface reflectance assumption. The significant underestimation of reanalysis AODs in
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TW should be mainly ascribed to the water-uptake by hydrophilic sea-salt aerosols under a relatively
high humidity condition. AHI AOD is considered more reliable over the whole time in TW.

Overall, the comprehensive evaluation work between Himawari-8/AHI and reanalysis AOD
products provides detailed guidance for choosing different aerosol data on different occasions. In the
future, by involving more adequate ground-based observations, more accurate comparisons for the
satellite and reanalysis aerosol products can be conducted.
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