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I Introduction and basic principle

II Moist convection and clouds
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The atmosphere is stratified:
● Exponential decay of pressure 
and density from ground to 100 
km
● Several layers distinguished 
from the tempearture profile 

Troposphere from 0 to 12 km 
(18 km at tropical latitudes)

● Stratosphere above until 50 
km 

● Mesosphere from 50 to 90 km
● 90% of the mass under 20 km
● Standard density (à 1013 hPa 

et 273K): ρ=1,29 kg m-3

 Troposphere and stratosphere are separated by the tropopause 

I.1 Stratification and 
composition

tropopause
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Atmospheric composition*

Nitrogen N2 0,7808 homogeneous

Oxygen O2 0,2095 homogeneous

Water H2O <0,030    highly variable

Argon A 0,0093 homogeneous

CO2 412 ppmv ~homogeneous (to be upda-
 pre-ind: 285 ppmv ted each year, 2.3 ppmv/y)

Ozone O3 10 ppmv stratosphere

Methane CH4 1,6 ppmv decreases with z

Nitrous oxide  N2O 350 ppbv decreases with z

CO 70 ppbv

NO, CFC-11, CFC-12 < 0,3 ppbv

Mean molar mass M=28,96 g

*: composition is indicated as 
volume mixing ratio
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Note: Definition of mixing ratios

The proportions of gaseous compounds in the air can be described in terms of mass or volume 
mixing ratio.
We take as the reference the dry air (without water vapour) with a molar mass of 28.96 g 
and the corresponding density ρ

d
. Then a minor component with molar mass M and density ρ 

exhibits a mass mixing ratio  r
m
 = ρ/ρ

d
. Equivalently, one might consider the volume mixing 

ratio defined as the ratio between the partial pressure p of the component to that of the 
dry air pd, rv = p/pd. Under the kinetic approximation, the volume mixing ratio is also the 
proportion of the minor component in number of molecules in the gas. The relation between 
the two ratios is given by  rv = rm Md/M. As the mixing ratio is often very small, multiplicative 
factors are used and the mixing ratio units are ppmv (part per million in volume, factor 106), 
ppbv (part per billion in volume, factor 109) or pptv (part per trillion in volume, factor 1012). 
Similar notation exists for mass mixing ratio (ppmm, ppbm, …). Be careful of the notation ppm 
which is sometimes ambiguous.

Only water, which can reach 3% in volume mixing ratio in warm and moist areas, is able to 
change the density of air in significant way. This needs to be accounted for motion in the 
atmospheric boundary layer. The other minor components are in too small proportion to 
affect the density. 

It is more natural to use the mass mixing ratio to describe the thermodynamical properties 
of the moist air. On the contrary the volume mixing ratio is the most common to describe 
atmospheric chemistry.
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The mean 
components (N2, 
O2) composition 
of the atmosphere 
is quasi constant up 
to 100 km. 

There are large 
variations of the 
minor components 
(H2O, O3, …) in this 
range of altitudes
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I.2 Dry air thermodynamics

 Perfect gas law                     p = ρ RT where R = R*/Md= 287 J kg-1 K-1

● Perfect gas enthalpy     H = Cp T where Cp = 1005 J kg-1 K-1 , thermal 
capacity per unit mass at constant pressure. H depends only of the 
temperature.

● At constant pressure, for a quasi-stic transformation:
 δ Q = Cp dT = dH = T dS       ( S: entropy)

● Plus généralement
δ Q = T dS = dU + p d(1/ρ)- 1/ρ dp 
= Cp dT - 1/ρ dp = Cp dT - RT/p dp = Cp (T/θ) dθ
où on introduit la température potentielle

θ = T(p0/p)κ avec κ = R/Cp=2/7
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I.3 Hydrostatic law and stratification

Along the vertical, the air is mainly under hydrostatic equilibrium: upon averaging 
over an horizontal box of a few km2, the vertical speed is of the order of a few 
cm/s and the vertical acceleration is negligible with respect to gravity.  

● Hydrostatic law dp/dz + ρ g = 0

Combining with the perfect gas law obtains dp/p = -g/RT dz and, for a 
uniform temperature profile (a coarse approximation valid to within 20 % 
error) T0 = 255 K , results into  
                               p = p0 exp (-z/H) 
with H = RT0/g ≈ 7,4 km, defined as the scale height of the atmosphere.
Atmospheric pressure decreases by about one-half every 5 km (since H 
ln(2) ≈ 5 km)
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I.4 Temperature distribution
Variations of the vertical 
temperature profile 
● At the ground, variations of 
the order of 100 K at same 
location but 50 K on the 
average between pole and 
equator.
● At tropopause level, the 
temperatures vary within a 
smaller range but reach very 
small values (190K at tropical 
topopause). Very small values 
are also reached in the polar 
stratosphere during winter.

The temperature profile cannot be explained with simple laws. It depends 
on the radiative equilibrium (absorption and emission) of the vertical heat 
transport by  de chaleur by the motion of air parcels.
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DT/dz = -6,5 K/km
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Meridional distribution of temperature during boreal winter 

The direction of the meridional temperature gradient changes sign 
by 200 hPa or 12 km.
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To be retained

●  The atmosphere up to 100 km is composed of nitrogen (N2, 78%), oxygen (O2, 21%) and argon in 
fixed proportions to which other minor compounds are added in variable proportions. The most 
important is water vapour which is highly variable in a ratio 1 :10000 from up to 35g/kg at the 
ground in moist tropical regions to a few mg/kg at the tropical tropopause and in the stratophere.

● Temperature decays by about 6.5 K/km in the troposphere up to the tropopause, above which the 
temperature rises again in the stratosphere up to the tropopause at about 55 km. The height of the 
tropopause varies according to the latitude. It is about 6 km at high latitudes, 12 km (300 hPa) at 
mid-latitudes and 18 km (100 hPa)  in the tropical band near the equator. The temperature of the 
tropical tropopause is very low, near 200 K.
 
●  The atmospheric ozone is for 90 % concentrated in the stratosphere. It filters the solar UV 
under 290 nm and converts this energy into heating, resulting in the increasing temperaure profile 
of the stratosphere from the tropopause to the stratopause..
.

● The atmosphere is stratified. It is basically in hydrostatic equilibrium for all motion as horizontal 
scales larger than 10 km. This equilibrium is locally broken by convection and turbulent mixing. 
Pressure and density decrease with altitude as an exponential law in first approximation, decreasing 
by half every 5 km.

● Air thermodynamics can be effectively described by the perfect gas law.
. 
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I.5 Dry air thermodynamics (cont’d)

● Perfect gas law         p = ρRT where R = 287 J kg-1 K-1

● Perfect gas enthalpy    H = Cp T where Cp = 1005 J kg-1 K-1 , thermal 
capacity per unit mass at constant pressure. H depends only of 
temperature

● At constant pressure, for a quasi-static transform:
 δQ = Cp dT = dH = T dS       ( S: entropy)

  More generally

δQ = T dS = dU + p d(1/ρ) = dH - 1/ρ dp 
      = Cp dT - 1/ρ dp = Cp dT - RT/p dp
dS  = Cp dT/T - R dp/p = Cp  dθ/θ 
Where we define the potential temperature
θ = T(p0/p)κ  with κ = R/Cp  (= 2/7 for a di-atomic perfect gaz)
P0 = 1000 hPa
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I.5b Potential 
temperature 

Fast convective motion is 
essentially adiabatic since 
the heat exchanges are 
much slower than the 
pressure equilibration of 
the rising parcel and as 
long as the parcel does 
not mix with its 
environment.

Conservation of 
potential temperature

θ = T(p0/p)κ

with  κ = R/Cp 

In first approximation,  convective motion is adiabatic, that is at constant θ
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I.6 Convective instabity of vertical motion as a 
fucntion of the ambiant temperature profile 
Vertical gradient of temperature Γ = - dT/dz = -
6,5 K/km (lapse rate)
Adiabatic gradient   Γ' = g/Cp = -10 K/km

The vertical 
motion of the air 
parcel is assumed 
adiabatic and its 
new temperature 
 T' is then 
compared to the 
local ambient 
temperature to 
determine where 
the air column is 
stable or 
unstable.

We use 0=δ Q=C p dT− 1
ρ dp  et 

dp
dz

+ρ g=0

to obtain 
dT
dz

=−g
C p

 during an adiabatic displacement
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Instability as a function of  G and of the potential temperature q

Criterion  Γ > Γ' or dθ/dz < 0
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Notations:
-  Thermodynamic properties of the ambient air : p̄ , ρ̄ , T̄
-  Thermodynamic properties of the moving parcel : pp ,ρ p ,T p

Ambient air is in hydrostatic equilibrium: 
∂ p̄
∂ z

+ρ̄ g=0 (1)

The pressure of the moving parcel equilibrates instantly 
 with the ambient pressure : pp= p̄

The equation for the vertical motion of the air parcel is  ρ p

d2δ z p

dt2
+ρ p g+ ∂ p̄

∂ z
=0 (2)

Combining (1) and (2), we obtain 
d2δ z p

dt2
=g

ρ̄−ρ p
ρ p

=g
T p−T̄

T̄
=  buoyancy

acceleration, the second equality being obtained by using the perfect gas law.

I.7 Vertial motion of an air parcel 

displacement
δ z p

initial position
z p ,T S=T̄ ( z p)

Displaced parcel p

Ambient air
p̄ , ρ̄ , T̄

p p , p ,T p
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If T S  is the temperature of the parcel and the ambient air at ist initial location,
the tempeartures of the parcel and ambient air at the displaced location δ z p

are perturbations of T S , that is T̄=T S+δ T̄  and T p=T S+δ T p ,
hence T p−T̄=δ T p−δ T̄ .

The potential temperature, being defined as θ =T( p0
p )

κ

,  leads to δ θ̄
θ̄

=δ T̄
T̄

−κ δ p̄
p̄

 for the ambient air et 0=
δ T p

T̄
−κ δ p̄

p̄
 for the adiabatically displaced parcel

hence 
d2δ z p

d t2
=−g δ θ̄

θ̄
=−N 2δ z p  with N2= g

θ̄ (∂θ̄
∂ z ).

 N is the Brünt -Vaissala frequency

For ∂θ̄
∂ z

>0,  the Brünt-Vaissala is real and the parcel oscillates in the vertical

with this pulsation.

For ∂θ̄
∂ z

<0,  the atmosphere is unstable and convective motion is generated

that stirs the air until mixing is performed and neutral equilibrium is restored.
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In the troposphere, N is of the order of 10-2 s-1 (10 minutes period) and twice 
larger in the stratosphere
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TO RETAIN

● The vertical atmospheric displacements are adiabatic over a 
time scal comparable with convection, which leads to use 
potential temperature as a conserved quantity.
●

● The vertical stabillity of the atmosphere depends on the value 
of the actual lapse rate with respect to the adiabatic lapse 
rate. Instability occurs when the temperature decays with 
height faster than for the adiabatic lapse rate or when the 
potential temperature decays with altitude.
●
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I Introduction et principes de base

II Convection humide et nuages
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II.1 Thermodynamic diagram of pure water 

The conditions of Earth atmosphere are such that water can be found under 
its three phases.

Venus

Mars

Earth

Partial 
pressure

647K

2.21 105 hPa

Glaciation/fusion

Condensation/vaporisation

Equilibrium vapour / supercooled water

Nucleation/sublimation
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r
s

r
s
(z)

rs(T adiabatique)

LCL (lifting condensation level): level at 
which parcels rising from the ground 
condensate

rs(T sol)

III.2 Moisture condensation

Water vapour in the air can be 
characterized by its partial presure  soit 
par sa pression partielle e, or by its  mass 
mixing ratio 
rv = ρv/ρd = (e/pd)(Rd/Rv)
where the index d refers to dry air.
The saturation partial pressure depends on 
the temperature through the Clausius-
Clapeyron law  d ln(e

S
)/dT = L/R

v
T2

Approximate formula (in hPa) 
es

liquide = 6,112 exp(17,67 (T-273.15) /(T-29.65))
es

glace = exp(23,33086-6111,72784/T + 0,15215 ln(T))

Exemples of saturating ratios
at 1000hPa and T=20°C:    rs = 14,5 g/kg, 
at 800 hPa (2000m) and T = 7°C: rs =7,8 g/kg, 
at 500 hPa and T=-30°C rs =0,47 g/kg, 
at 100 hPa and T =-80°C rs =0,003 g/kg, 
(the atmospheric water content is divided by 
approximately 4 orders of magnitude between 
the ground and 100 hPa in the tropics)
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III.3 Formation of convective clouds

cumulus cumulonimbus
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III.6 Large-scale cloud organisation

IR false colour composite image, obtained from 5
Geostationary satellites on  22/09/2005 18:00TU
(GOES-10 (135O), GOES-12 (75O), METEOSAT-7 (OE), METEOSAT-5 (63E), MTSAT (140E)) 

Rita 
hurricane

Rita 
hurricane

Subsidence zones without 
clouds

Subsidence zones without 
clouds

Cloud bands 
associated with mid-
latitudes 
perturbations

Cloud bands 
associated with mid-
latitudes 
perturbations

Source: 
http://www.satmos.meteo.fr 

Clusters of convectives clouds 
In the tropical region 
(15S – 15 N)

Clusters of convectives clouds 
In the tropical region 
(15S – 15 N)
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c

Cloud cover from  
ISSCP

January – July
comparison
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