
1. Introduction
The total surface area of the Great Lakes is over 94,250 miles 2. Consisting of five large lakes, they contain over 
one fifth of the world’s total surface fresh water, with depths of up to 400 m (EPA, 2020). The Great Lakes 
substantially influence the regional weather and climate via their effects on the atmospheric energy and water 
budget; open water typically has greater thermal conductance, lower albedo, and lower roughness compared to 
soil or vegetated surfaces (Notaro et al.,2013; Scott & Huff, 1996). The large thermal inertia of the lakes leads to 
a reduction in annual and diurnal temperature ranges across the Great Lakes Basin (Harris & Kotamarthi, 2005; 
Notaro et al., 2013). Mean minimum temperatures in the region are warmer during all seasons and over all five 
lakes, while maximum temperatures are cooler during spring and summer (Scott & Huff, 1996).

Lake thermal impacts and associated evaporation have a strong influence on regional precipitation patterns. While 
many studies have investigated the impact of lake surface temperature (LST) on the cold-season precipitation—
which is primarily a direct product of warmth and moisture from the Great Lakes (e.g., lake-effect snow; Notaro 
et al., 2021; Shi & Xue, 2019)—the impact of LST on summer precipitation has only rarely been studied. During 
early summer, the lake surface is still relatively cool compared to the atmosphere, resulting in condensation on 
the lake surface and a stable boundary layer that deters over-lake convective processes (Miner & Fritsch, 1997; 
Workoff et al., 2012). Due to the temperature differences over lake and inland, lake breeze can cause air to rise 
inland and increases the likelihood of over-land precipitation (Schulkowski, 2020). During late summer, while 
the land cools and the lakes remain warm, the temperature differential between land and lake surface coupled 
with baroclinic waves (e.g., cold front and trough) and/or the Great Plains low-level jets can generate enhanced 
precipitation (Feng et al., 2016; Miner & Fritsch, 1997). Therefore, changes in summer LST could potentially 
affect its feedback to atmospheric stability and change the water and energy budget over the entire Great Lakes 
Region (GLR). The summer is an ideal time to evaluate the influence of LST on the lake surface–atmosphere 

Abstract The surface of the Great Lakes interacts with the atmosphere, influencing the weather and climate 
over the Great Lakes Region (GLR). However, most climate models were not designed with sufficient emphasis 
on lake–atmosphere interactions, which could potentially cause model biases over the GLR. To understand 
how lake surface temperature (LST) affects the regional summer climate over the GLR, we conducted twin 
experiments using the Weather Research and Forecasting model at a spatial resolution of 4 km using two 
different LST data sets as the bottom boundary condition over the Great Lakes. Our simulations include 10 
ensemble members for the summer of 2018 and a single multiyear run for the summers of 2014–2020. Results 
show that variations in LST influence atmospheric temperature and moisture at a local scale—while affecting 
the convective environment and precipitation processes over a much larger spatial scale. In particular, an LST 
that is only 1°C–3°C warmer (depending on the lake) increases near-surface air temperature by 1.93°C and 
0.97°C over Lake Superior and Lake Erie, respectively, and increases evaporation over the lakes by 0.23 and 
1.1 mm day −1. The warmer LST reduces mesoscale convective precipitation upstream of the GLR; however, 
it increases isolated deep convective precipitation and nonconvective precipitation downstream of GLR due 
to increased local instability and enhancement of moisture transport. Our analyses confirm the robustness of 
these impacts, which is at least 2 times larger than the model internal variability and is seen across all simulated 
summer seasons.
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feedbacks, because the convective environment is highly dependent upon local instability in the summer, and 
sufficient surface observations are available on both land and lakes for model evaluation.

Furthermore, in the past few decades changes have been detected in the climate over the GLR. For example, 
observational analyses suggest that extreme summertime precipitation has increased (Kunkel et al., 2003, 2012) 
over the GLR over the past 30 years. Much of this increase is associated with convective systems that dominate 
warm season extreme precipitation in the region (Feng et al., 2016; Workoff et al., 2012), leading to deadly and 
destructive flash flooding (Hu et al., 2020; Schumacher & Rasmussen, 2020). These changes to the GLR climate 
are thought to be caused by the warming of LST in summer and the decline of winter ice cover under the influ-
ence of global warming (Austin & Colman, 2007).

Therefore, it is important to better understand the GLR climate and its changes going forward. However, most 
general circulation models (GCMs) do not even include the Great Lakes as a modeled surface element, and those 
that do include the lakes do not incorporate a dynamic coupling between the lakes and the atmosphere. Because 
the spatial resolution of GCMs is coarse (e.g., 100–300 km), the Great Lakes are either geometrically ignored 
or  treated as a water surface without much consideration to the accuracy of the LST (Delaney & Milner, 2019; 
Xiao et  al.,  2018). This can cause substantial model bias over the GLR—or over an even greater area—and 
regional climate models (RCMs) could also inherit this bias when they use GCMs as forcing data for dynamical 
downscaling. In RCMs, if the lakes are not resolved in the forcing data—especially if the lakes are geographically 
distant from resolved water bodies—a “search” option is employed to extrapolate LST from the closest water 
point with valid data (Spero et al.,2016; Xiao et al., 2018). For the Great Lakes, this means that the LSTs can 
come from the sea surface temperature (SST) of Hudson Bay and the Atlantic Ocean. This situation can cause the 
LST values to be either unrealistically too warm or too cold. For example, RCM studies using the Community 
Earth System Model (CESM) output for lateral boundary conditions found that extrapolation methods create 
nonphysical discontinuities where the temperatures are extrapolated from different bodies of water (Mallard 
et al., 2015; Spero et al., 2016). These discontinuities not only cause model biases near the lakes but also affect 
predicted extremes hundreds of kilometers from the lakes (Spero et al., 2016).

The need for more comprehensive coupled land–lake–atmosphere RCMs to address these deficiencies has been 
stressed before (Sharma et al., 2018). In the Coordinated Regional Climate Downscaling Experiment—North 
American project, some RCMs (e.g., Canadian regional climate model, Scinocca et  al.,  2016) couple with a 
one-dimensional lake model called the Fresh Water Lake model (Mironov et  al.,  2004), which can provide 
improved results compared to the interpolation approach (Gula & Peltier, 2012; Xiao et al., 2018). Other research-
ers have developed more complex coupled modeling systems using three-dimensional hydrodynamic lake models 
that were shown to be even more accurate than the RCMs with one-dimensional lake models (Sun et al., 2020; 
Xue et al., 2017).

Nevertheless, the effects of Great Lakes surface temperature on the GLR summer climate have not been fully 
investigated. Spero et al. (2016) demonstrated such impacts on daily maximum temperature and sea level pressure 
in July and December based on 3 years of simulation at a spatial resolution of 36 km, using CESM and the lake 
model within the Community Land Model as two different LST data sources for bottom boundary conditions in 
an RCM. A more complete assessment of LST impacts on summer climate and precipitation remains unclear. 
Providing this information would help contextualize previous studies that did not consider atmosphere–lake inter-
actions when projecting the future climate over the GLR (e.g., Christensen et al., 2007; Mearns et al., 2009; Wang 
& Kotamarthi, 2015).

The goal of our study is to understand how different LST data sets can potentially influence atmospheric simula-
tions over the larger GLR during the summer (June–August) in an RCM, focusing on how convective processes 
and precipitation are affected. To this end, we conduct a historical reanalysis of the years 2014–2020 (with 10 
ensemble members for 2018) using different observational LST data sets for the Great Lakes. To evaluate the 
relative importance of these impacts, we compare them with model internal variability caused by model nonline-
arity and interannual variability caused by large-scale oscillations. By taking advantage of the recently developed 
state-of-the-art tracking algorithm for rainstorms (Feng et al., 2019; Li et al., 2021), we are able to distinguish the 
precipitation caused by mesoscale convective systems (MCSs), isolated deep convections (IDCs), and noncon-
vections. We show that if there are some errors in LST, it can affect evaporation and precipitable water (PW) at a 
local scale; moreover, it can affect moisture flux transport and convective available potential energy over a much 
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larger spatial scale. Consequently, the MCS-induced precipitation is decreased upstream of Great Lakes Basin, 
while IDC-induced precipitation is increased downstream of Great Lakes Basin. Understanding these impacts is 
important for both short- and long-term lake level predictions as well as weather predictions of convections near 
the lakes.

2. Model, Data, and Approach
2.1. RCM Configuration and Experimental Design

The RCM used in our modeling experiments is based on the Weather Research and Forecasting (WRF) model 
version 4.2.2 with the Advanced Research WRF dynamic core (Skamarock & Klemp, 2008). The model domain 
is centered at 45.5°N and 85.0°W and has dimensions of 544 × 485 grid points in the west–east and south–
north. Grid spacing is 4 km, covering the GLR as shown in Figure 1 with the Great Lake Hydrological Basin 
(GLHB) outlined. There are 50 stretched vertical levels topped at 50 hPa. The initial and boundary conditions are 
constructed from 3-hourly 0.25° European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts atmospheric reanalysis 
of the global climate, version 5 (ERA5; Bell et al., 2020). The WRF model incorporated Thompson microphys-
ics (Thompson et  al.,  2004,  2008), the Rapid Radiative Transfer Model for GCMs longwave and shortwave 
schemes (Iacono et  al.,  2008), the Yonsei University planetary boundary layer scheme (Hong & Lim,  2006; 
Noh et al., 2003) and revised Atmospheric Research Mesoscale Model Monin–Obukhov surface layer scheme 
(Jiménez et al., 2012), and Unified Noah land surface model (Chen & Dudhia, 2001). No subgrid cloud cover or 
shallow cumulus parameterizations are used. No boundary nudging is applied, so the model can develop its own 
variability (e.g., spatial and internal variability) across the region.

To explore the impacts of different LST data sets, we performed a set of twin experiments. In the first exper-
iment, the WRF model used SST data from ERA5 (ELST hereafter, see data description in Section 2.3) as its 
lower boundary condition over the Great Lakes. We refer to this experiment as WRF_ELST hereafter. Note that 
in WRF by default, no mask is applied for the SST data. This was a problem for the ERA5 SST downloaded from 
the Copernicus website, which caused missing SST values along the land–water interface. This is a particular 
issue for the GLR along the lake boundaries which can create nonnegligible bias in air temperature, evaporation, 
moisture, and wind largely over the lakes and the GLHB (see Supporting Information S1). In this study, we 
applied a land/water mask for the SST in the METGRID.TBL during preprocessing of WRF and fixed the issue in 
SST values along the land–water interface. The configuration of the second experiment was the same as the first 
experiment, except that the LSTs over the Great Lakes were replaced with a National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) Great Lakes Surface Environmental Analysis (GLSEA) data set (Schwab et al., 1992; 

Figure 1. Weather Research and Forecasting (WRF) model domain with terrain height in meters. We refer to this entire 
research domain as the Great Lakes Region (GLR). The Great Lakes Hydrological Basin (GLHB) is outlined in blue.
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GLST hereafter, see Section 2.3 for more information). We refer to this experiment as WRF_GLST hereafter. The 
SSTs for water points over the Atlantic Ocean are the same for both experiments.

Figure 2 shows the five lake-averaged summer (June–August) GLST and ELST, and the summer mean differ-
ence between GLST and ELST across the model domain (GLR hereafter). Overall, Lake Superior is the coolest 
and Lake Erie is the warmest. GLST is warmer than the ELST over all five lakes. Over Lake Superior, GLST 
is higher than ELST by 2.7°C averaged across the lake from June to August, with the largest difference being 
6.5°C in late June and early July. Over Lake Huron and Lake Michigan, the lake-average difference from June to 
August is 1.94°C and 1.8°C, respectively. The differences between GLST and ELST over Lake Erie and Ontario 
are smaller compared to other lakes: 1.27°C and 0.76°C, respectively. More importantly, the high-resolution 
(1.3 km) GLST data accurately represented the spatial pattern of the LST, including the warmer coastal waters 
and relatively cold offshore waters, especially those in the southern lakes in late spring and early summer (e.g., 
southern Lake Michigan, Lake Erie, and Lake Ontario; see Figure 3). Such spatial patterns are clearly missing 
in the relatively coarse-resolution ELST data, which may cause additional biases when these patterns are used as 
over-lake boundary conditions in WRF simulations. Hence, ELST is intended to represent the relatively biased 
LSTs used as boundary conditions for many large-scale models, whereas GLST is a more realistic data set based 
on high-resolution remotely sensed products. The experiment then evaluates the sensitivity of the RCM to the 
differences in the two LST products.

While Figures 2 and 3 show an example from summer 2018, the same spatiotemporal patterns are seen in the 
other years analyzed (2014–2020) as well. The warmer GLST can potentially influence the water and energy 
budget over the GLR. Even for Lake Erie and Lake Ontario, where the differences in LST are small, the GLST 
warming effects on the atmosphere over these two lakes could be complicated, because (a) they are downwind of 
the GLR, which shows the largest response from the lake effect (Notaro et al., 2013; Scott & Huff, 1996) and (b) 
there is a rise in elevation east of Lake Erie and Lake Ontario.

Figure 2. Daily lake surface temperature (LST) from ERA5 (“ELST”) and Great Lakes Surface Environmental Analysis (“GLST”) averaged over the five lakes from 
June to August in 2018. Other years show similar LST differences between the two data sources. Lower right: LST difference between GLST and ELST across the 
entire GLR.
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We conducted 10 ensemble members for each of the twin experiments in 2018, generating the model simulations 
from different hours of a day or different days of a month. The 10 members started with initial conditions 12 hr 
apart between 0000 UTC on 12 May 2018 and 1200 UTC on 16 May 2018; they ended on 0000 UTC 1 September 
2018. Therefore, the 10 members overlapped for the entire summer of 2018, with a spin-up period varying from 
15 to 19 days. We also conducted one-member simulations for both experiments (WRF_GLST and WRF_ESLT) 
for a longer period from 2014 to 2020 (pre-2014 data sets have significant bias, see description in Section 2.2). 
The total 7-year one-member run provides more data, which allows for more robust statistical analysis (e.g., 
investigating the interannual variabilities and calculating the upper percentiles of different quantities). The 7-year 
run started on 0000 UTC on 12 May and ended on 0000 UTC 1 September of each year. The resulting simula-
tions were all analyzed starting 1 June 2018 after a spin-up period ranging from 15 to 19 days (depending on the 
starting point for each ensemble member).

2.2. Data

The SST data used in ERA5 come from two external providers. Before September 2007, SST from the Met Office 
Hadley Center’s SST version 2 data set was used, which is a combination of monthly globally complete fields of 
SST and sea ice concentration on a 1° latitude–longitude grid from 1850 to the present. From September 2007 
onward, the Operational SST and Ice Analysis data were used, which are a high-resolution (∼5 km) daily SST 
operationally produced at the UK Met Office (Donlon et al., 2012), with various types of instruments analyzed 
together. In the pre-2014 ERA5 SSTs of the Great Lakes, there are significant cold biases in winter and a warm 
bias in summer due to model errors and unrealistically high temporal variabilities (Simmons et al., 2021). There-
fore, for a fair comparison, we only conducted simulations for the 2014–2020 period when ERA5 SST is reliable. 
The NOAA GLSEA provides daily digital maps of the Great Lakes LSTs stored as 1,024 × 1,024-pixel maps 
with a horizontal spatial resolution of ∼1.3 km. The GLSTs are derived from Advanced Very High-Resolution 
Radiometer onboard polar-orbiting satellites, with an observation frequency of 2–3 times per day. The LST 

Figure 3. ELST (top row) and GLST (bottom row) on 12 May 2018, both derived from the lower boundary conditions of WRF (namely wrflowinp_d01) at a spatial 
resolution of 4 km. ELST is based on a spatial resolution of 0.25° (∼27.5 km), and GLST is based on a spatial resolution of 1.3 km.
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information was updated daily using the cloud-free portions of the satellite imagery. We studied the summer 
months here because this data set is more accurate in summer, without too much interruption from clouds, unlike 
the winter season. Comparing the time series of ELST and GLST since 2014, we found ELST is systematically 
lower than the GLST, as shown in Figure 2, which provides a good opportunity to explore the impacts of a 
consistent difference in the LSTs.

In situ NOAA National Data Buoy Center (NDBC) buoy observation data were used to evaluate LST, near-surface 
air temperature, and winds and estimated heat fluxes of ERA5, WRF-ELST, and WRF-GLST at nine selected 
sites (shown in Figure 5) over the five lakes. NDBC provides hourly measurements of LST, air pressure, wind 
velocity, and air and dewpoint temperature at arbitrary heights. We used Monin–Obukhov theory with coeffi-
cients and equations from Laird and Kristovich (2002), with modification of the Charnock coefficient to 0.0185 
to match that used in WRF, to compute wind and air temperature at standard heights (10 and 2 m, respectively), 
as well as sensible and latent heat fluxes. Note that the dewpoint temperature needed for the latent heat flux esti-
mate was more scarcely observed (5%–92% of the time depending on the buoy) than other quantities resulting in 
a more limited time series.

2.3. Metrics for Model Validation

To evaluate the model performance and potential changes when different SSTs were used as the lower bound-
ary conditions in the WRF simulations, we compared the output from the twin experiments (WRF_ELST and 
WRF_GLST) with observations over the Great Lakes and the surrounding land. We assessed the model perfor-
mance in seasonal mean, diurnal patterns, and extremes, such as 95th percentiles of hourly near-surface (2-m) 
air temperature, near-surface (10-m) wind speed and direction, precipitation, sensible heat flux, and latent heat 
flux. The model evaluations were conducted using the 7-year model output at hourly interval from 2014 to 2020. 
To examine the impact of a different LST on the atmosphere, we compared the twin experiments regarding the 
variables that can potentially influence the water and heat budget in the atmosphere. The variables include 2-m 
air temperature, evaporation calculated from latent heat flux, PW, integrated water vapor transport (IVT; Lavers 
& Villarini, 2013), and the maximum convective available potential energy (MCAPE) computed by lifting the 
air parcel with the maximum equivalent potential temperature found in the first 3 km; lifting condensation level 
(LCL), which is a useful proxy for the moisture deficit in the lower atmosphere that could inhibit convection 
(Lahmers et al., 2020; Santanello et al., 2018); and the amount of various types of precipitation (see description 
in Section 2.4). The analyses were conducted using both 2018 ensemble simulations and 7-year (2014–2020) 
simulations.

2.4. Tracking Algorithm for Different Types of Precipitation

Precipitation generated by MCSs and IDCs showed a clear seasonal pattern; over the central and east portion of 
the continental United States (Li et al., 2021), including the GLR, the amount nearly doubled during the spring 
and summer (∼100 mm) compared to the autumn and winter (∼56 mm). Therefore, it is important to investi-
gate summer storms and to understand how LST affects the different types of summer storms over GLR. In this 
study, instead of looking at the overall precipitation change as in previous studies (e.g., Liu et al., 2017; Zobel 
et al., 2018), we used the Flexible Object Tracker (FLEXTRKR) algorithm developed by Feng et al. (2018, 2019) 
and enhanced by Li et  al.  (2021), to distinguish MCSs, IDC, and nonconvective precipitation based on their 
unique spatiotemporal convective characteristics.

Many tracking algorithms focus on the change of storms’ characteristics and morphology, such as intensity, size, 
and duration (e.g., Chang et al., 2016; Prein et al., 2020; Workoff et al., 2012); however, most tracking algorithms 
only examine the horizontal dimensions and cannot distinguish between the MCS and the IDC. In contrast, the 
FLEXTRKR algorithm can identify the three-dimensional structure of convective systems and has shown its 
applicability using both observation-based data and model simulations (Li et al., 2021). By tracking the MCS 
and IDC in the twin experiments, we focused on changes in the amount of precipitation from MCS, IDC, and 
nonconvective precipitation.
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2.5. Model Internal Variability Evaluation

A model’s internal variability could be large due to the nonlinearity of the WRF model when the model simula-
tion is at a higher spatial resolution. For example, the internal variability for a simulation with 12-km resolution 
is twice as large as that for a simulation with 50-km resolution in the summer over the central and eastern United 
States (Wang et al., 2018). The internal variability is especially important during the summer over the GLR, 
because part of the summer precipitation is driven by local convective processes that are much more prone to 
triggering internal variability within the RCM. To evaluate the relative importance of the impacts of a different 
LST, we assessed the internal variability in our twin experiments at a grid spacing of 4 km. Internal variability 
was quantified using the standard deviation of the 10 ensemble members of the variables of interest (see details 
in Wang et al., 2018). The internal variability is especially important during summer over the GLR, because the 
internal model variability related factors such as random and nonlinear behavior in the convection and precipita-
tion process as well as associated local land–atmosphere interactions are maximum in summer, while in winter 
stronger westerly flow can sweep away much of the internal generated model response.

2.6. Statistical Verifications

Because we evaluated LST impacts on a seasonal scale, we conducted statistical verifications at the same scale 
in order to understand the relative importance of the LST impacts compared with internal variability and inter-
annual variability. To compare internal variability versus LST impacts on the atmosphere, we first calculated the 
seasonal average of each ensemble member and then the standard deviation of the 10 members. The internal vari-
ability at seasonal scale was considered as noise relative to the impacts from a different LST on the 10 ensemble 
simulations, which were also quantified using a seasonal mean. If the impact on a certain atmospheric variable 
was more than twice the noise caused by the internal variability, then the difference between the twin experiments 
(WRF_GLST vs. WRF_ELST) for that variable was considered statistically significant at the 95% confidence 
level by assuming the seasonal-averaged variables on (or close to) a Gaussian distribution.

For interannual variability, we tested the significance of the difference between the two experiments for the 7-year 
simulations using a Student’s t-test, with a p-value smaller than 0.05 indicating a 95% confidence level. We did 
not use signal-to-noise ratio to compare the LST impacts versus the interannual variability, because the interan-
nual variability of the 7-year data was expected to be much larger than the impacts caused by a different LST.

3. Results
3.1. Impacts of Great Lakes Surface Temperature on Local Atmosphere

Compared to in situ LST observations at the NDBC lake buoys throughout June–August 2014–2020, both ELST 
and GLST data sets had a systematic bias of similar magnitude, but of opposite sign (Figure 4). The ELST was 
found to have a mean cold bias of 0.68°C ± 0.39°C (value after the ± indicates the standard deviation), while the 
GLST had a mean warm bias of 0.70°C ± 0.30°C at nine locations (Figure 5). The root-mean square errors of both 
LST sources were also comparable (∼1.5°C on average). Note that the in situ LST observations are the measured 
lake temperature at depths of ∼1 m and therefore have some bias of their own compared to the skin temperature of 
the lake (Liu et al., 1979). Based on our own three-dimensional lake simulations (Xue et al., 2017), we estimated 
that on average the lake temperature at the surface is 0.26°C ± 0.13°C warmer than that at the buoy-measured 
depths during the summer months. Hence, it is likely that the warm bias of GLST is smaller and the cold bias of 
the ELST is greater than the values quoted above by about a quarter of a degree (Celsius). In any case, rather than 
focus on the accuracy of the two LST data sources, we instead highlighted the systematic discrepancy (∼1.4°C) 
between the warmer GLST and the colder ELST (Figure 2), and the resultant effects of this LST difference on 
the atmosphere and climate (Section 3.2). As mentioned earlier, GLST can capture finer spatial variabilities (e.g., 
warmer coastal waters and the relatively colder waters offshore) due to its higher spatial resolution, which can 
potentially affect the model solution for the lakeshore (e.g., lake breeze, urban heat island) and even regions far 
away from the shoreline (see Section 4).

Figure 5 shows the statistical distribution of T2 from buoy observations, ERA5 data, WRF_ELST output, and 
WRF_GLST output at the NDBC buoy locations throughout June–August 2014–2020. In general, both ERA5 
reanalysis and the WRF simulations captured the spatial variability of air temperature across all five lakes. ERA5 
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showed an air temperature similar to buoy observations with a mean bias of −0.20°C ± 0.22°C. WRF_ELST 
underestimated the air temperature over all lakes in both the mean (−1.3°C ± 0.33°C) and the extremes (the 
overall distribution is shifted colder). WRF_GLST did not suffer from this cold bias; instead, it matched closer 
to the buoy observations and ERA5, with a mean bias of +0.25°C ± 0.24°C (Figures 4b and 5). These results 
indicated the importance of high-resolution and more accurate LST information for over-lake boundary condi-
tions for the simulation of air temperature. The sensible heat fluxes at the NDBC buoys in WRF_GLST also had 
a smaller mean bias (0.67 ± 1.3 W m −2) and standard deviation than both WRF_ELST (1.3 ± 3.4 W m −2) and 
ERA5 (−4.9 ± 2.2 W m −2) compared to buoy measurements (Figure 4c). The reduction in bias of both T2 and the 
sensible heat fluxes by using the warmer GLST was found to be statistically significant (t test) at all buoy loca-
tions except for 45006 for the heat flux. On the other hand, both WRF models overestimate latent heat fluxes and 

Figure 4. June–August 2014–2020 mean error (ME) versus root-mean square error (RMSE) scatter plots at nine in situ National Data Buoy Center (NDBC) 
observations (locations shown in Figure 5) for the ERA5 reanalysis data and the WRF models: (a) lake surface temperature (LST), (b) 2-m air temperature (T2), (c) 
sensible heat flux (SHF), (d) latent heat flux (LHF), and (e) 10-m wind speed (U10) calculated by zonal and meridional winds.
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10-m wind speeds and the mean biases were greater in the WRF_GLST (21 ± 9.2 W m −2, 0.84 ± 0.14 m s −1) than 
WRF_ELST (9.6 ± 12 W m −2, 0.66 ± 0.21 m s −1; Figure 4e). This may indicate that the lake surface boundary 
layer scheme in the WRF model needs adjusting as these were developed for the open ocean, similar to sugges-
tions for shallow ocean waters (Jiménez & Dudhia, 2018).

Figure 5. Geographic locations and seasonal mean 2-m air temperature (T2) of NDBC lake buoys (bottom) and T2 distributions (box plots) during 2014–2020 
June–August, comparing in situ observations, ERA5 reanalysis data, WRF_ELST, and WRF_GLST. The box plots were created based on hourly T2 over the 7 years. 
Black lines: median. Box edges: 25th and 75th percentiles. Whiskers: 1st and 99th percentiles. Lake Superior refers to buoys 45001, 45004, and 45006; Northern Lake 
Michigan and Lake Huron refer to buoys 45002, 45003, and 45008; and Southern Lake Michigan, Lake Erie, and Lake Ontario refer to buoys 45007, 45005, and 45012.
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3.2. Impacts of Great Lakes Surface Temperature on Regional Atmosphere

3.2.1. Near-Surface Air Temperature and Evaporation

Next, we investigated the LST impacts across the entire GLR and over the GLHB (Figure 1). Although some 
atmospheric variables such as pressure were found to be largely unaffected by the different LST data sets, we 
did find changes in atmosphere and surface variables that influenced the water and energy budget over the GLR. 
These changes could potentially affect the convective environment and different types of precipitation, such as 
those associated with MCSs and IDCs. Figure 6 (top row) shows WRF_ELST simulated T2 and the difference 
in T2 simulated by WRF_ESLT and WRF_GLST. Both experiments captured the spatial variation in T2, but 
WRF_GLST simulated a warmer T2 than WRF_ELST, consistent with the evaluations against buoy stations 
(Figures 4 and 5). The magnitude of the warming in T2 was 2 times larger than the internal variability of T2 over 
most of the GLHB; therefore, we considered the impact of LST on T2 to be statistically significant at the 95% 
confidence level over these areas.

Figure  6 (bottom row) shows the evaporation calculated with latent heat flux from the WRF output and the 
difference in evaporation between WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST. Because lake surface was still cooler than 
the surrounding atmosphere throughout most of the months (June–August) studied here, there were very minor 
negative evaporation values (condensation) over the northern lakes, consistent with observations (Lenters, 2004; 
Lenters et al., 2013). The evaporation rates on the Great Lakes typically start increase in late fall and reach the 
maximum in early winter due to a large temperature difference between water and air (i.e., warm water and cold 
air), low relative humidity, and high wind speeds. In summer months, evaporation over land and the warmer 
southern/shallow lakes (e.g., Lake Erie) was larger than that over northern lakes. Compared to WRF_ELST, 
WRF_GLST simulated significant increased evaporation caused by more latent heat flux due to the warmer 
GLST, especially over the southern lakes. For example, over Lake Erie and Lake Ontario, the evaporation 
increased in WRF_GLST by almost 50% along the southern coast. Similar increases were also seen over the 
southern coast of Lake Michigan and Lake Huron, adding extra moisture to the atmosphere and providing a 
favorable condition for precipitation development.

3.2.2. Moisture

Figure 7 (top row) shows the IVT in June–August simulated by WRF_ELST, and the difference in IVT between 
WRF_GLST and WRF_ELST. The IVT represents the net moisture transported in and out of an atmospheric 
column. In summer, the warm moisture comes from the Southern Great Plains and is transported to the eastern 
GLR. With the warmer LST used in WRF_GLST, an anomalous cyclonic circulation formed over the majority 
of the GLR. This cyclonic circulation indicated different impacts on the moisture transport over the western 
GLR and eastern GLR. Over the western GLR (e.g., Iowa, Wisconsin, and Minnesota), WRF_GLST reduced the 
south-to-north moisture flux transport, which potentially decreased the chance of MCS-induced precipitation that 
propagates from the western United States. Over the southern and the eastern GLR, WRF_GLST intensified  the 
warm moisture transport to the northeastern GLR, providing extra moisture for precipitation development.

Figure 7 (bottom row) shows the WRF_ELST simulated PWAT and the changes caused by the warmer LST from 
WRF_GLST. Averaged across the summer season there was only a minor impact on the PWAT. Looking at the 
3 months individually, we found that the PWAT increased more significantly in June and August over the eastern 
GLR, namely Lake Michigan, the state of Michigan, Lake Huron, and Lake Erie. The PWAT was increased by 
0.2–0.4 mm day −1 (statistically significant) over the majority of these lakes and central and southern Michigan 
State. The spatial pattern of increased PWAT was also consistent with the increases in evaporation, indicating 
that the increased evaporation caused by the warmer GLST may enhance moisture availability and transport, 
particularly to eastern GLR. The effect of these changes on precipitation patterns is discussed in Section 3.2.4.

3.2.3. Convective Environment

Figure 8 (top row) shows the MCAPE computed by lifting the air parcel with the maximum equivalent potential 
temperature simulated by WRF_ELST, and the difference in MCAPE between WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST. 
In both WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST, the MCAPEs were relatively large (up to 1,000 J kg −1) over land (e.g., 
the southwestern GLR), which was beneficial for MCS development and maintaining their propagation from the 



Journal of Geophysical Research: Atmospheres

WANG ET AL.

10.1029/2021JD036231

11 of 20

western United States. The MCAPEs were smaller over the Great Lakes and the downstream over the northeastern 
GLR because stable conditions were created by the temperature difference between the lake (e.g., cooler) and the 
atmosphere (e.g., warmer).

With the warmer GLST used in the WRF_GLST simulations, the MCAPE was significantly larger, on the order of 
40–60 J kg −1, over the majority of the GLHB—especially over southern Lake Michigan, Lake Huron, Lake Erie, 

Figure 6. Left: WRF_ELST simulated 2-m air temperature (T2, °K) and evaporation (mm day −1) derived from latent heat flux. Right: difference in T2 and evaporation 
between WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST (WRF_GLST minus WRF_ELST). All results are based on the ensemble mean from the 10 ensemble members in summer 
2018. The stipples indicate that the differences are at least two times larger than the model internal variability.
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and Lake Ontario. We also saw significantly reduced LCL height (Figure 8, bottom row), indicating less moisture 
deficit, over most of the lakes because more moisture was available due to the warmer GLST. The decrease in 
LCL height was on the order of 60–120 m across much of the GLHB. These results suggest that the difference in 
LST could potentially influence the GLR convective environment and change the thermodynamic instability of 

Figure 7. Left: WRF_ELST simulated integrated water vapor transport (IVT, kg m −1 s −1) and precipitable water (PWAT, mm day −1) derived from vertical profile of 
temperature, water vapor mixing ratio, and wind components. Right: difference in IVT and PWAT between WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST (WRF_GLST minus WRF_
ELST). All results are based on the ensemble mean from the 10 ensemble members in summer 2018. The stipples indicate that the differences are at least two times 
larger than model internal variability.
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the atmosphere. These changes occurred because the warmer GLST used in WRF_GLST subsequently increased 
latent heating and available moisture, including the moisture evaporated from the lakes and transferred from the 
south (Figures 6 and 7). The added moisture made the atmosphere more convectively unstable, reducing the LCL 
height, and increasing MCAPE (Chen et al., 2020).

Figure 8. Left: WRF_ELST simulated maximum convective available potential energy (MCAPE, J kg −1) and lifting condensation level (LCL, m). Right: difference 
in MCAPE and LCL between WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST (WRF_GLST minus WRF_ELST). All results are based on the ensemble mean from the 10 ensemble 
members in summer 2018. The stipples indicate that the differences are at least two times larger than model internal variability.



Journal of Geophysical Research: Atmospheres

WANG ET AL.

10.1029/2021JD036231

14 of 20

3.2.4. Precipitation

Finally, we examined the changes in precipitation caused by the differences 
in LST between ELST and GLST across the five lakes. Local moisture 
evaporated from the lakes played an important role in precipitation over the 
GLHB. In Figure 9, first we look at the total precipitation over the entire 
GLR. Overall, 3.3 mm day −1 of total precipitation was generated by WRF_
ELST; WRF_GLST generated 0.06  mm  day −1 (1.8%) more precipitation 
averaged across the entire GLR. There was substantial spatial variability in 
the change from WRF_ELST to WRF_GLST, but none of the changes were 
statistically significant.

Next, we looked at the convective precipitation including MCS- and IDC-in-
duced events tracked by the FLEXTRKR algorithm, and the nonconvec-
tive precipitation derived by subtracting the MCS and IDC precipitation 
amount from the total precipitation amount. We found that the MCS-induced 
precipitation was concentrated upwind of the GLHB or on the western side 
of the GLR and was much smaller over lakes and downwind of the GLHB 
because of the stable conditions caused by the relatively cool LST. There was 
0.7 mm day −1 (21.8% of the total precipitation) of MCS-induced precipita-
tion generated in WRF_ELST. WRF_GLST showed a very small increase 
(0.4%) in MCS-induced rainfall averaged across the entire GLR. However, 
there were local differences in the amount of precipitation simulated by the 
two WRF experiments. For example, WRF_GLST reduced MCS precip-
ita tion over Iowa, northern Missouri, and Ohio, but increased it over north-
ern Illinois and central Indiana, and the change can be up to 50% over certain 
locations. The decrease in MCS precipitation over the western side of the 
GLR could potentially be due to the reduction of south-to-north moisture 
flux transport over Minnesota all the way to Missouri (Figure 7, top right).

The IDC is a more localized storm type that can be generated by the local 
moisture evaporated from the Great Lakes and by the moisture transferred 
from the southwest of the GLR (Figure 7). Overall, WRF_ELST generated 
0.9  mm  day −1 of IDC-induced precipitation (27.5% of the total precipita-
tion) averaged across the GLR, more than the amount of MCS precipitation. 
WRF_GLST increased the IDC precipitation by 3.3% averaged across  the 
entire GLR, much more than the increase for the MCS. These increases 
occurred downstream of the GLHB or on the eastern side of Lake Erie and 
Lake Ontario, because extra moisture was available due to increased evapo-
ration and moisture transport, as well as the increase (decrease) in MCAPE 
(LCL) over these regions (Figure 8).

The nonconvective precipitation was mainly from stratiform rain and likely 
caused by larger scale circulations such as jet streams and midlatitude 
cyclones (Knox et  al.,  2008). These circulations generate relatively small 
amounts of precipitation in western GLR and more precipitation in the north-
eastern United States. WRF_ELST generated 1.7 mm day −1 of nonconvective 
precipitation (50.7% of all precipitation) averaged across the GLR. WRF_
GLST increased the nonconvective precipitation by 1.8% averaged across the 
entire GLR. These results demonstrated that a different LST could influence 
different types of precipitation, caused by local and nonlocal systems, over 
and beyond the Great Lakes.

We also calculated the diurnal cycles of total precipitation, MCS- and IDC-induced precipitation, as well 
as nonconvective precipitation averaged across the GLHB as well as a subregion downstream of the GLHB. 
Figure  10 compares the results of the twin experiments in summer 2018 from 10 ensemble members. Both 

Figure 9. Top row: total precipitation amount. Second row: mesoscale 
convective system (MCS)-induced precipitation amount. Third row: 
isolated deep convection (IDC)-induced precipitation amount. Bottom row: 
nonconvective precipitation amount. Left: WRF_ELST produced precipitation. 
Right: the differences between WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST (WRF_GLST 
minus WRF_ELST); a 2-D Gaussian filter was applied to the original 
differences with a size of 321 × 321 km 2 and a standard deviation of 40 km. 
Data are from the 10 ensemble members in summer (June–August) 2018. The 
difference of precipitation is smaller than or similar to (location dependent) the 
model internal variability.
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Figure 10. Diurnal patterns of subregional-averaged precipitation, including mesoscale convective system (MCS)-, isolated 
deep convection (IDC)-, and nonconvection-induced precipitation in summer 2018 from the 10 ensemble members in the 
twin experiments WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST. Left: Great Lakes Hydrological Basin (GLHB, blue in Figure 1)-averaged 
precipitation; right: downstream of GLHB, outlined by red boxes in Figure 9.
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experiments showed that the maximum total precipitation would occur in early evening (∼6 p.m. central time), 
and the smallest precipitation amount during midday (11 a.m.) over both GLHB and the downstream region, which 
is consistent with previous studies investigating the rainfall events in the warm season (Miner & Fritsch, 1997; 
Workoff  et al., 2012).

The WRF_GLST generated more total precipitation than WRF_ELST at all times over GLHB, with the great-
est increase during early afternoon (7%). When we decomposed the total precipitation amount into convective 
(including MCS- and IDC-induced) and nonconvective precipitation, we found that over GLHB, the peak during 
nighttime (3 a.m.) was mostly contributed by MCS-induced precipitation, while the peak in the late afternoon 
(4–6 p.m.) was contributed by IDC-induced and nonconvective precipitation. This is consistent with previous 
studies, which indicted that IDC precipitation peaks in the late afternoon in summer, reflecting the impact of local 
instability driven by the solar forcing on IDC development (Li et al., 2021). The diurnal peaks for MCS events, 
on the other hand, vary across different regions of the United States. For example, over downstream GLHB, the 
peak of MCS-induced precipitation is in the early evening (5–6 p.m.), because in summer they are usually initi-
ated over the east of the Rocky Mountains (Front Range) and west of Kansas due to the strong diurnal heating 
over the Rocky Mountains in the local afternoon. With their subsequent eastward propagation into the GLR, the 
diurnal peaks of MCS occur in the nocturnal hours over the central and eastern United States (Feng et al., 2019), 
consistent with our finding.

While the MCS-induced precipitation did not change much over the GLHB, it is decreased over downstream of 
GLHB in the afternoon to early evening. The IDC-induced precipitation and nonconvective precipitation were 
both increased in WRF_GLST by up to 15.8% (midnight, for IDC events) and 6.2% (midday, for nonconvective 
events), respectively, over both GLHB and downstream of GLHB. This result suggests that even though the LST 
is only different over the Great Lakes, the impacts of such a difference on the atmosphere can extend to a larger 
scale and influence not only the relatively small-scale convection processes but also nonconvective processes that 
are associated with synoptic scale forcing. In this case, because of the intensification to the moisture transport 
(from south to northeast) due to the warmer GLST, the nonconvective precipitation was enhanced.

3.3. Internal Variability and Interannual Variability

In this section, we investigate how important the internal and interannual variabilities are when comparing with 
the impacts from the difference in LST. First, we conducted the same analysis as for the 10 ensemble members 
using the 2014–2020 summer results to examine the changes in T2, evaporation, IVT, and PWAT, as well as 
different types of precipitation due to the warmer GLST used in WRF_GLST compared with WRF_ELST. To 
test the robustness of the difference in these variables caused by the LST difference, Student’s t test for the hourly 
time series of the 7-year averages was conducted over each grid cell.

In general, we saw similar impacts of the LST difference in the 7-year simulations to the 10-ensemble simulation 
in 2018. For example, both T2 and evaporation were increased significantly over the GLHB. There were also 
anomalous cyclonic circulations generated by the warmer GLST over the GLR, which intensified the moisture 
flux transport and increased the IDC-induced precipitation over the eastern GLR. In terms of the diurnal pattern 
of precipitation, while the individual years generated different amount of precipitation (e.g., 2015 showed the 
lowest precipitation and 2017 showed the highest precipitation amount), WRF_GLST always generated more 
total precipitation than WRF_ELST in each single year. These results indicate that the response of the WRF simu-
lations to a different LST is always in the same sign, although they could be at different magnitudes, depending 
on the atmospheric conditions in a given year.

Next, we compared the interannual variability with the internal variability, demonstrated by the 7-year simula-
tions and 10 ensemble simulations in 2018, respectively. Figure 11 shows the mean, maximum and minimum 
of the 7-year simulation, and 10 individual ensemble members from the WRF_GLST for diurnal pattern of 
precipi tation in June–August, daily time series of T2, and evaporation, averaged across the GLHB. Note that 
calculating the daily and basin-wide mean of each variable significantly reduces both their internal and interan-
nual variabilities compared with the hourly data over individual grid cells, because the averaging smooths out the 
small-scale variabilities.

We see that for all variables, the internal variability (Figure 11, blue lines) is always smaller than the interannual 
variability (red shading, bounded by maximum and minimum at each time point). This is because the 10 ensemble 
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members are from the same year and only differ in their initial conditions; 
the seven-summer simulations could be influenced by atmospheric oscil-
lations at different time scales, including the very strong El Niño year in 
2015–2016 and moderate La Niña year in 2020. The differences between 
WRF_ELST  and WRF_GLST based on 2018 results (gray shading) for all 
the variables were mostly larger than the internal variabilities (except for 
precipitation) but smaller than the interannual variability. This implies that 
for this study the lateral boundary conditions were mostly dominant over the 
initial conditions and the lower lake boundary conditions, and the impact of 
the lower lake boundary is larger than the impact of initial conditions for most 
of the variables assessed here. The influence of LST difference in our study 
was relatively small because both LST data sets do a reasonably good job of 
reproducing LST observations overall. In addition, the impacts presented in 
this study are based on climatology rather than individual events. The impact 
(gray shading) could be much larger when using a LST that has a greater 
discrepancy with observations (e.g., Spero et al., 2016) and when examining 
the impacts of LST differential at an event-scale.

4. Summary and Discussion
This study conducted a set of twin experiments using the latest version of 
WRF model version 4.2.2 at a spatial resolution of 4 km forced by the ERA5 
reanalysis data to demonstrate the impact of using a different LST on the 
regional climate over the GLR. These experiments used the same model 
setup, except that they were driven by two different LST data sets as the lower 
atmospheric boundary condition over lake areas.

Overall, this study found that using different LST data sets as lower bound-
ary conditions in regional climate modeling can influence not only the local 
atmosphere but also the nonlocal atmospheric conditions, which shows how 
important it is for LST to be accurate over the Great Lakes. For example, 
forced by warmer GLST, WRF produced air temperatures over Lake Superior 
and Lake Erie were significantly warmer (by 1.93°C and 0.97°C, respec-
tively). The latent heat flux over the lakes was also significantly increased, 
causing more evaporations over the GLHB (0.23 and 1.1  mm  day −1 over 
Lake Superior and Lake Erie) and providing extra moisture for precipitation 
development. The moisture flux transport and the convective environment 
were also intensified downwind of the GLHB, providing conditions that were 
favorable for the formation of local precipitation on the eastern side of Great 
Lakes. The impact of the warmer GLST on precipitation, however, could 

expand beyond the GLHB due to the cyclonic circulation for moisture flux transport, which can weaken the 
potential of precipitation over the western GLR, but strengthen the precipitation potential over the eastern GLR. 
Therefore, the MCS-induced precipitation was lower over the western GLR, where it mostly occurs, while the 
IDC-induced and nonconvective precipitation was higher downwind of the GLR. These impacts indicate that use 
of inaccurate LST data can lead to biased evaporation and precipitation over the lake surface and near-coastal land 
surface, which can affect both short- and long-term forecasting of lake levels as well as convective precipitation 
near the lakes.

The LST difference in our twin experiments was relatively small compared with interannual variability of the 
LST, so not surprisingly, their impacts were also not large because the two LST data sets (ELST and GLST) were 
both from observations rather than from sensitivity experiments in which two scenarios can be exaggeratedly 
different (e.g., Spero et al., 2016). The impact is also relatively small because we focus on quantifying the climate 
impacts using summer average. We expect that such impacts could be much larger if the LST difference were 
larger than the difference studied here (around ∼1.4°C on average), which could be the case for many GCMs 
that use skin temperature as the LST over the Great Lakes (e.g., CESM version 2.0, used by the Coupled Model 

Figure 11. Internal variability (spread shown by the blue lines) and 
interannual variability (red shading bounded by minimum and maximum at 
each time point) of diurnal precipitation, daily T2, evaporation, and MCAPE. 
Red line: 7-year average. Gray shading: difference in each variable between 
WRF_ELST and WRF_GLST. All the data are from the experiment WRF_
GLST, except the difference in each variable, which is shown by WRF_ELST 
and WRF_GLST using the 10-ensemble mean in 2018.
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Intercomparison Project phase 6). Such impacts could be also larger if we examine individual events. While the 
basin-averaged precipitation change is minor, the precipitation change in each single event can be substantial in 
both magnitude and spatial patterns. On the other hand, if we put this LST difference (between ELST and GLST) 
in the context of climate change, it is equivalent to the LST warming under Representative Concentration Path-
way 4.5 by midcentury or even late-century (1–3°K). Such warming can cause 5%–10% increase for precipitation 
in future over the GLHB, based on a two-way coupled climate model with a 3-D lake model by Xue et al. (2022).

Although the approach used by this study (e.g., collecting and/or calibrating observations for more accurate LST) 
may have been sufficient for historical simulations because high-resolution observed water temperature data were 
available, it is not possible for RCM-based future projections. Instead, water temperatures from the nearest ocean 
SST in GCMs were often used, which likely caused significant bias in the modeled climate. For example, when 
using default CESM’s SST data as lower boundary conditions in WRF, the LSTs are more than 14°K warmer 
than Community Land Model-Lake prediction over the southern and eastern Great Lakes and are 5°K cooler over 
the western Lake Superior (Spero et al., 2016). Therefore, in RCMs, the atmosphere model needs to be coupled 
with a realistic model of the lake that can fully resolve the lake dynamics and physics and the atmosphere–lake 
feedback (Sharma et al., 2018; Xue et al., 2017) in order to properly represent the regional climate across the GLR 
as demonstrated here based on the effect of LST.

Data Availability Statement
Data sets used in this study may be downloaded at the following URL: ERA5: https://cds.climate.copernicus.eu/
cdsapp#!/dataset/reanalysis-era5-pressure-levels?tab=form. NDBC: https://www.ndbc.noaa.gov/. GLSEA satel-
lite-derived LST: https://coastwatch.glerl.noaa.gov/glsea/doc/.
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