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Abstract: Several recent studies have shown that knowledge of the spatiotemporal dynamics of
soil moisture intrinsically contains information on precipitation. In this study, we show how SMOS
measurements can be used to generate a near-real-time precipitation product with a spatial resolution
of 0.1◦ and a temporal resolution of 3 h. The principle consists of assimilating the SMOS data into
a model that simulates the evolution of soil moisture, which is forced by a satellite precipitation
product. The assimilation of SMOS soil moisture leads to an adjustment of the satellite precipitation
rates. Using data from more than 200 rain gauges set up in Africa between 2010 and 2021, we
show that the PrISM algorithm (for Precipitation Inferred from Soil Moisture) almost systematically
improves the initial precipitation product. One of the original features of this study is that we used
the IMERG-Early satellite precipitation product, which has a finer spatial resolution (0.1◦) than SMOS
(~0.25◦). Despite this, the methodology reduces both the RMSE and bias of IMERG-Early. The RMSE
is reduced from 8.0 to 6.3 mm/day, and the absolute bias is reduced from 0.81 to 0.63 mm/day on
average over the 200 rain gauges. PrISM performs even slightly better on average than IMERG-Final
in terms of RMSE (6.8 mm/day for IMERG-Final) but better scores are obtained by IMERG-Final in
terms of absolute bias (0.35 mm/day), which utilizes a network of field measurements to correct the
biases of the IMERG-Early product with a 2.5-month delay. Therefore, the use of SMOS soil moisture
measurements for Africa can be an advantageous alternative to the use of gauge measurements for
debiasing rainfall satellite products in real time.

Keywords: satellite precipitation product; PrISM; soil moisture; Africa; real-time; IMERG; SMOS

1. Introduction

Precipitation is a vital resource in Africa, where a large proportion of the population
depends on rain-fed agriculture. Africa is also one of the most vulnerable regions in the
world to climate change, which has an impact on natural resources (water, vegetation)
and consequently on the well-being of populations in societies where the economy is
mainly based on agriculture [1]. Knowledge of the spatiotemporal distribution of rainfall is
essential for various applications such as water resources management, flood forecasting,
dam management, agricultural crop yield estimates, groundwater recharge estimation and
irrigation demand. Rain gauges provide the most common and direct measurement of
precipitation at a point and are therefore generally considered the most accurate method of
measuring rainfall. However, Africa does not have a dense network of rain gauges and
operational radar facilities are almost non-existent [2]. The number of rain gauges is often
below the minimum recommended by the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) and
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rain gauge networks of several countries have deteriorated significantly over the past few
decades [3].

To compensate for this lack of in situ measurements, satellite precipitation products
represent an attractive alternative to provide information about rainfall in Africa. Nu-
merous studies have been carried out over the last few decades to evaluate the quality of
different satellite precipitation products. In the context of Africa, one can cite the following
papers [4–11]. While significant progress has been made in satellite precipitation estima-
tion in recent years, there are still significant uncertainties and biases (wet or dry) so that
products have to use rain gauge measurements to reduce them [12]. Thus, most satellite
precipitation products are available in two versions: a real-time version that relies only on
satellite data or model outputs, and a final version (sometimes called adjusted or debiased)
that uses information from ground-based rain gauge networks to correct the biases of the
real-time version. These versions are often available after a delay, 1 to 3 months between
measurement and availability of the product.

Since the first use of military radar (active microwave sensor) for precipitation estima-
tion by David Atlas in the 1950s, precipitation estimation algorithms have been continu-
ously improved to consider the complexity of a precipitation field. Indeed, a precipitation
field generally contains icy hydrometeors at high altitudes, which turn into snow around
0 ◦C, then into raindrops above 0 ◦C. All these hydrometeors are of different sizes and
shapes, which makes the relationship between radar reflectivity and precipitation rate very
difficult to find, and leads to radar precipitation fields that are still uncertain today. The
difficult conversion of radar measurements into precipitation rates is even more difficult
with satellite-based radar measurements. The acquisition frequency of satellite microwave
sensors (active and passive) is only a few measurements per day, whereas ground-based
radar obtains measurements every 5 min. To compensate for the limited temporal sampling
available from satellites, current precipitation algorithms combine as many microwave
satellite sensors as possible, as well as geosynchronous infrared (IR) imagers mainly used
to propagate in time precipitation estimates between microwave measurements. Currently,
IMERG—the most advanced and widely used satellite precipitation product—uses 16
microwave sensors, 3 low-orbit IR sensors, and 5 geostationary IR satellites [13]. Despite
this, it is still necessary to apply a bias correction procedure to IMERG by incorporating a
precipitation gauge analysis that controls the bias.

Recently, several studies have been conducted to assess how the soil moisture mea-
sured from space-based sensors can be used to improve satellite-based precipitation es-
timates. Pioneer studies, [14,15] studied the potential of soil moisture to correct existing
satellite precipitation products. Later, the SM2RAIN methodology [16–19] was developed
to derive precipitation estimates from a water balance model and satellite soil moisture
measurements. Other methodologies were also developed and applied to different regions
of the world [20–23]. Among these methods, the PrISM (Precipitation Inferred from Soil
Moisture) methodology [24] was recently developed to improve the CMORPH precipita-
tion product using SMOS measurements over Africa at the 0.25◦ spatial resolution. The
results showed that the PrISM resulting precipitation estimates significantly improved
the CMORPH estimates and often performed better than other existing satellite products
(IMERG, TRMM, PERSIANN, TAMSAT, CHIRPS) including those rescaled with rain gauge
measurements.

The aim of this study is to assess the impact of using satellite-based soil moisture
measurements to improve satellite-based precipitation estimates at higher resolution than
the soil-moisture product. We use the PrISM methodology with IMERG-Early, an unscaled
precipitation product at a finer spatial resolution (0.1◦) than SMOS (~0.25◦). The idea is
to investigate whether knowledge of soil moisture at a coarse resolution can be useful to
correct a fine-resolution precipitation field. More than 200 rain gauge stations in West,
Central and East Africa are used to assess the methodology. At the same time, the paper
investigates the use of a real time SMOS product (SMOS-NN) which can improve the
availability of the PrISM precipitation product from 6 days to 1 day after the measurement.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Ground-Based Precipitation Measurements

Five in situ rain gauge networks were used in this study (Table 1). The first two net-
works are provided by the AMMA-CATCH (African Monsoon Multidisciplinary Analysis—
Coupling the Tropical Atmosphere and the Hydrological Cycle) Observatory located in
Niger and Benin [25,26]. Both networks cover an area of 100 × 100 km2 (Figure 1) and
include 41 and 40 rain gauges, respectively. For both networks, a spatial interpolation
(block kriging) of data was performed at the 0.1 × 0.1◦ spatial resolution in order to com-
pare directly with IMERG. The 0.1◦ grid is presented in Figure 1. The third rain gauge
network was provided by the National Meteorological Department of Burkina Faso. This
precipitation network contains 20 stations located in Burkina Faso. The amount of missing
data is rather small (13%). The fourth rain gauge network is the “WaTFor” dataset in
Central Africa. This precipitation network contains stations located in Gabon, Cameroon,
Central Africa, the Republic and the Congo and were provided by monitoring projects and
National Meteorological Services [7]. The ratio of missing data is quite significant (48%).
Last of all, a rain gauge network of 65 stations located in seven countries in East Africa
(Ethiopia, Somalia, Djibouti, Uganda, Rwanda, Kenya and Tanzania) was used [27]. As in
Central Africa, this network exhibits a significant ratio of missing data (53%).

Table 1. Precipitation networks used for assessment in this study.

Data Set Nb Stations Period Time-Scale Missing Data

Niger 41 2010–2021 3 h 0%
Benin 40 2010–2021 3 h 0%

Burkina Faso 20 2010–2015 Daily 13%
Central Africa 55 2010–2015 Daily 48%

East Africa 65 2010–2013 Daily 53%

2.2. Satellite-Based Precipitation Products

In this study, the IMERG product (Integrated Multi-satellitE Retrievals for GPM) was
used. The IMERG algorithm was designed to interpolate many satellite microwave rainfall
estimates, together with infrared satellite estimates and rain gauge analyses [13]. Firstly,
released in early 2015 [28], the IMERG product is provided at 0.1 × 0.1◦ spatial resolution
and 30 min temporal resolution. Three modes are provided with different accuracies and
latencies: “Early” run (latency of 4–6 h after observation), “Late” run (12–18 h), and “Final”
run (~2.5 months). Conversely to the “Early” and the “Late” run products, the “Final”
run product uses monthly gauge data to produce a research-level product available with a
2.5-month delay. In this study, the IMERG-Early and IMERG-Final runs were used. The
two products were upscaled to a 3-hourly timestep. Note also that IMERG is available from
2000 (Table 2).
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Figure 1. Location of the 221 rain gauges located in Burkina Faso (20 stations), Central Africa (55 
stations), East Africa (65 stations), and of those in the two AMMA-CATCH sites located in South 
Western Niger (41 stations) and North Benin (40 stations). The bottom graphs represent the 0.1° 
grids used to derive precipitation fields using a block-kriging procedure. Red pixels are those 
shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1. Location of the 221 rain gauges located in Burkina Faso (20 stations), Central Africa
(55 stations), East Africa (65 stations), and of those in the two AMMA-CATCH sites located in South
Western Niger (41 stations) and North Benin (40 stations). The bottom graphs represent the 0.1◦ grids
used to derive precipitation fields using a block-kriging procedure. Red pixels are those shown in
Figure 2.

Table 2. Satellite precipitation products used in this study.

Data Set Spatial
Resolution Time-Scale Period Latency Ground

Calibration

IMERG-
Early 0.1◦ 0.5 h -> 3 h 2000-present ~4 h no

IMERG-Final 0.1◦ 0.5 h -> 3 h 2000-present ~2.5 month yes
PrISM 0.1◦ 3 h 2010-present ~24 h no
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Figure 2. Comparison between daily rain gauge stations (in gray) and the 3 satellite rainfall products
(IMERG-Early (green), IMERG-Final (red) and PrISM (blue)) at 4 sites located in Niger (13.65◦ N,
2.65◦ E), Benin (9.65◦ N, 1.65◦ E), north Congo (3.28◦ N; 16.76◦ E) and central Congo (1.41◦ N, 16.32◦ E)
from top to bottom (see Figure 1 for localization). Cumulative rainfall are plotted in the right y-axis.
Statistical scores are indicated in each graph.

2.3. SMOS Soil Moisture Datasets

The Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity [29,30] satellite (launched in late 2009) started
delivering data in January 2010. The goals of this ESA mission were to determine surface soil
moisture over land, and sea surface salinity over the oceans at a global scale. In this study,
two SMOS products were used: the SMOS-L3SM product from CATDS (Centre Aval de
Traitement des Données SMOS, CNES, https://www.catds.fr) (accessed on 10 October 2021)
and the SMOS NRT soil moisture product developed by [31–33] using a neural network and
available in near real-time from the ESA website (https://smos-diss.eo.esa.int/oads/access)
(accessed on 10 October 2021) and the EUMETCast service by EUMETSAT. The two SMOS
products were regridded to the IMERG 0.1◦ × 0.1◦ regular grid using NCO internal routines
to perform bilinear interpolation on gridded data sets. The bilinear interpolation used
in this study is the function “bilinear_interp_wrap” which performs wrapping (Y) and
extrapolation (X) for points off the edge of the grid.

The SMOS-NRT soil moisture dataset was used to provide near-real-time PrISM
products since it is available with a 24-hour delay, whereas SMOS-L3SM is only available
with a 6-day delay. As described in [31,32], there are slight differences between the two
products in terms of soil moisture estimates and number of soil moisture retrievals. The
swath width used to generate the SMOS-NRT product is smaller than that of SMOS-L3SM.
For this reason, the procedure chosen was to use the SMOS-NRT to generate the near-real-
time precipitation product (d + 1 to d + 5) and to use the SMOS-L3SM to generate all other
dates. In other words, in the final PrISM product, only the SMOS-L3SM data are used,
except for the 5 days close to present time.

2.4. The PrISM Algorithm

The PrISM (Precipitation Inferred from Soil Moisture) algorithm was published in a
recent article [24]. The concept is to exploit satellite soil moisture measurements (SMOS in
this study) to correct the rainfall intensities of an existing satellite rainfall product (IMERG-

https://www.catds.fr
https://smos-diss.eo.esa.int/oads/access
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Early in this study). The algorithm uses of a simple soil moisture model (S2M) and an
assimilation scheme (Particle Filter).

2.4.1. The Soil Moisture Model (S2M)

A simple soil moisture model (S2M) has been developed in previous studies [24,34]
to generate a surface soil moisture time series from a precipitation time series. The soil
moisture model (hereafter denoted as the S2M model) can be expressed as:

θ(t) =
(

θ(t−1) − θres

)
·e

−∆t
τ +

(
θsat −

(
θ(t−1) + θres

))
·
(

1 − e
−P(t)
dsoil

)
+ θres (1)

where θ(t) is the surface soil moisture in m3/m3, P(t) is the cumulative rainfall amount
(mm) during the ∆t period (in h) and τ is the soil moisture drying-out rate (in h). The soil
moisture value at saturation (in m3/m3) is represented by θsat; dsoil is an equivalent soil
thickness (in mm), and θres is the residual soil moisture (in m3/m3). To correctly assimilate
SMOS ascending (6 am) or descending (6 pm) measurements, the S2M model requires
the use of a rainfall product at sub-daily resolution (3 h or less) to determine the timing
of precipitation with respect to SMOS orbits. Based on previous works [34], a calibration
of the τ, θres, θsat and dsoil parameter of the S2M model was conducted over 10 sites at a
global scale. It was shown that a constant value for θsat = 0.45 m3/m3 provided reliable
results. To the contrary, the θres, dsoil and τ parameters require a spatial distribution. Finally,
the τ parameter was also found to be variable in time to consider the effect of the seasons
on the drying-out velocity, even if this effect is weak in Africa. Based on surface soil
moisture measurements obtained over the 10 sites presented in [34], the simple following
formulation of the τ, θres and dsoil parameter was proposed:

θres = 0.04676 + 0.05936
(

NDVI
)
− 0.00136

(
Tair

)
(2)

dsoil = 120 − 80

1 + 178482301e(−100∗NDVI)
(3)

τ(t) = 400 −
(

350(
1 + e−0.1(Tair−7.5)

)) (4)

The residual soil moisture θres was assumed to be proportional to the annual mean
2 m air temperature Tair (in ◦C) and to the annual mean NDVI value (value calculated
from ESA-CCI-LC-L4-NDVI). In Africa, calculated residual soil moisture values range from
0.016 to 0.060 m3/m3 which is consistent with ground measurements obtained in Niger and
Benin. The dsoil coefficient (in mm) can be seen as the soil thickness. It expresses the rate of
soil moisture dampening during a precipitation event. A dsoil value of 35 mm was found
consistent over 9 out of the 10 sites studied in [34], but a value of dsoil equal to 100 mm
was found in the only semi-arid site (Niger). Paradoxically, infiltration in the Sahel, which
has a very sandy texture, is much lower than in areas with a more clayey texture. This
paradox is known in the Sahel and is linked to the presence of a very impermeable surface
crust (1 or 2 mm) which forms during the dry season and results in very low-permeability
soils all year round. Consequently, the dsoil parameter was related to the presence/absence
of vegetation, using a simple relationship (sigmoid) proportional to annual mean NDVI
value (Equation (3)). Over Africa, the dsoil values are quite binary: 120 mm in arid and
semi-arid areas and 40 mm elsewhere. Finally, the τ parameter in Equation (4), which is
related to the drying-out rate of the surface soil moisture, was assumed to be proportional
to air temperature. It was also considered that there is a seasonal variation of the drying-out
velocity of the soil, and then the τ parameter was calculated using 30-day smoothed Tair
values (◦C) obtained from MERRA-2 database (2013). Over Africa, the τ parameter was
found to range between 80 h (hot regions and hot seasons) and 350 h (more temperate
regions and colder seasons).
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2.4.2. The Particle Filter Assimilation Scheme

The PrISM algorithm uses the S2M soil moisture model (Equation (1)) complemented
by an assimilation of SMOS soil moisture. Before any assimilation implementation, it
is necessary to scale observations (SMOS soil moisture) to the S2M outputs using the
cumulative distribution function (CDF)-matching procedure. To this end, the S2M model
(Equation (1)) was used with the IMERG-Final precipitation product (assumed to be a
reference and unbiased precipitation product) in order to obtain a reference soil moisture
simulation at the Africa scale. Then, this reference soil moisture simulation (2016) is
used to calculate the two linear CDF-matching pixel-based coefficients (p1 and p2) to
obtain SMOSCDF values whose mean value and variance are identical to the soil moisture
simulations. SMOSCDF values are related to SMOS initial values as:

SMOSCDF = p1 + p2.(SMOS)p2 =
σSMmodel
σSMsmos

p1 = SMmodel − p2.
(
SMsmos

)
(5)

In a second step, the PrISM methodology consists of using the Particle Filter (PF)
assimilation scheme to correct the IMERG-Early precipitation product. The PF assimilation
scheme is based on random stochastic perturbations of a given variable (rainfall rate in this
study) with the aim of propagating the precipitation uncertainties in the associated soil
moisture outputs [35–37]. This method is particularly suitable when the main source of
uncertainties of a model is identified, as well as for non-linear models. For a more formal
description of the PF, the reader should refer to [38].

An example of the PF assimilation scheme is shown in Figure 3 (Benin site, 25 Septem-
ber to 3 October 2012) which is used to illustrate the technical details of the methodology.
During each of the three 5-day assimilation periods shown, 100 stochastic perturbations
(gray bars) of the IMERG-Early initial precipitation rate (red bar) are generated, producing
an ensemble of 100 soil moisture potential trajectories (gray curves). Then, the SMOSCDF
values available over the 5-day period (red diamonds) are used to choose the 30 most likely
changes in soil moisture (orange curves) and to determine the mean soil moisture (blue
curve) associated with the PrISM rainfall rate (blue bars). In this example, it can be noted
that for the first 5-day assimilation period (Figure 3a), the IMERG-Early precipitation rate
is reduced for the two first rain events (26/09 and 27/09) which is consistent with the rain
gauge station (black bars). On the contrary, the 29/09 rain event is initially unchanged
(and largely overestimated) due to a lack of SMOS soil moisture measurements after the
rain event (Figure 3a). At this stage, it is interesting to observe that the PrISM uncertainty
associated with the 29/09 (Figure 3a) is large as there is no data to assess the relevance of
the IMERG-Early precipitation rate. The uncertainty of PrISM is calculated as the maximum
and the minimum value of the 30 most likely rainfall time series. The availability of a
new SMOS measurement on 30/09 leads to a sharp decrease in IMERG-Early rainfall rate
for the 29/09 event in agreement with in situ measurements (Figure 3b). This decrease
is confirmed successively for the next 5-day assimilation period covering this rain event
(Figure 3b–e). Ultimately, the PrISM precipitation rate is calculated as the average of the
5 successive precipitation estimations.

The length of the assimilation window (5 days), the choice of the number of per-
turbations (100 particles), and number of selected best perturbations (30) were chosen
after a sensitivity analysis. A 5-day assimilation period represents a compromise between
too short periods with too few SMOS retrievals (e.g., giving a lot of weight to individual
SMOS measurements) and longer periods which can be conducted to consider 3 or more
soil moisture measurements after a rainfall event. Similarly, an increased performance
of the methodology was observed from 10 to 100 perturbations and become stable after
100 perturbations. Lastly, keeping the 30 most probable perturbations was found to be
optimal compared to 10–20 or 40–50. Similar to [24], the perturbations of rainfall were built
using a random multiplicative factor ranging from 0 to 2 following a uniform distribution.
Thus, each rainfall event can be multiplied by a factor between 0 (rainfall event removed)
and 2 (rainfall rate multiplied by 2).
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Figure 3. Illustration of 3 (out of 5) successive PF assimilation schemes for a 5-day assimilation
window in the Benin site in 2012. A first assimilation period ((a), 25–29 September) is followed by a
second one ((b), 26–30 September) and so on until (e). The 29/09 rainfall event is therefore corrected
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curves) and to determine the mean soil moisture evolution (blue curve), associated with the PrISM
rainfall rate (blue bars). In situ measurements of rainfall are provided as black bars.

3. Results

To assess the performance of the PrISM product, we compare its performance against
those of (i) IMERG-Early—the initial precipitation product to be corrected—and (ii) IMERG-
Final—the debiased product based on rain gauge measurements and available 2.5 months
later. The performance assessment was conducted using 221 daily rain gauge measure-
ments for different periods between 2010 and 2021 and using three statistical scores: the
Pearson correlation coefficient (R), the Root-Mean-Square Error (RMSE) and the Bias. This
evaluation was performed at a daily time-step and using the full temporal depth of each
ground-based precipitation time-series available. In Niger and Benin, the density of the rain
gauge network allowed us to produce reference daily precipitation maps at a resolution
of 0.1◦ using a block kriging method. At the other sites (Burkina, Central Africa and East
Africa), a direct comparison between the local measurements (rain gauge) and the satellite
estimates was carried out.

3.1. Temporal Assessment

To get the first general overview of the accuracy of the three precipitation products,
Figure 2 presents time series of daily rainfall observed at four locations in Niger (13.65◦ N;
2.65◦ E), Benin (9.65◦ N; 1.65◦ E), north Congo (3.28◦ N; 16.76◦ E) and central Congo
(1.41◦N, 16.32◦ E) in 2016. In situ precipitation measurements are presented in gray and
the 3 precipitation products are presented in color (IMERG-Early in green; IMERG-Final in
red; PrISM in blue). The three statistical scores (R, RMSE and Bias) are also provided. In
these four examples, IMERG-Early shows lower performances and tends to overestimate
the annual rainfall, except in the Benin site where the annual rainfall is close to the in
situ rainfall compared to the two other products. IMERG-Final systematically reduces
the annual bias of IMERG-Early and almost systematically improves the R and RMSE
scores. Similarly, the PrISM product also systematically reduces the annual bias and almost
systematically produces better scores than IMERG-Early and similar statistical scores to
IMERG-Final.

A statistical analysis was conducted at the Niger and Benin sites where a block-kriging
procedure was carried out to provide 0.1◦ resolution daily precipitation measurements
for the 2010–2020 period. The 0.1◦ spatial resolution precipitation maps were created
to allow a direct comparison between satellite products and ground-based precipitation
measurements. Based on this reference dataset, Figure 4 shows the potential improvement
(in blue) or deterioration (in red) gained with the PrISM methodology compared to IMERG-
Early. The two left graphs of Figure 4 show that the correlation coefficients (R) for the
PrISM product are always better than IMERG-Early product in both sites (+0.032 in Niger,
+0.028 in Benin in average). Similarly, the two middle graphs of Figure 4 show that the
Root Mean Square Error (RMSE) is reduced on each pixel of Niger (−2.61 mm/day in



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 746 9 of 17

average) and Benin (−1.32 mm/day). Lastly, the daily bias between IMERG-Early and
PrISM is also reduced from +0.97 to −0.06 mm/day for the Niger site (i.e., a reduction
in the absolute bias of 0.91 mm/day). On the contrary, the bias is slightly deteriorated
from +0.14 to −0.24 mm/day for the Benin site, i.e., a deterioration of the absolute bias of
0.10 mm/day.
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ology compared to IMERG-Early for Niger (upper panels) and for Benin (bottom panels). Pearson
correlation (left), RMSE (middle), and bias (right).

A more comprehensive study was carried out using the three other rain gauge net-
works located in Burkina Faso (20 stations), Central Africa (55 stations) and East Africa
(65 stations) using the longest possible time series (from 4 years in East Africa to 6 years in
Burkina Faso and Central Africa). For these three networks, and in contrast to Niger and
Benin, comparison was made between a point (rain gauge station) and a satellite pixel at
a spatial resolution of 0.1◦. Statistical scores are examined using box plots averaged over
the five regional networks (Niger, Benin, Burkina Faso, Central Africa and East Africa).
The results are presented in Figure 5 as box plots with the median value, the 5 and 95%
quantiles and the minimum and maximum score values.
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The very first observation in Figure 5 concerns the much better scores associated with
lower variability for Niger and Benin (and, to a lesser extent, Burkina Faso) compared to
Central and Eastern Africa. This behavior is firstly due to the presence of a dry season in
West Africa (Niger, Benin, Burkina Faso) which artificially reduces the RMSE and the bias
compared to Central Africa and part of East Africa. Secondly, the in situ measurements
in Niger and Benin (AMMA-CATCH network) and Burkina Faso contain very few gaps,
whereas the measurements in the Central and East African networks contain a lot of missing
data (48 and 53%, respectively), which leads to the calculation of scores on small samples
(less than 50 measurements in four years for some cases). Moreover, the missing values
imply that many zero values of precipitation are also not considered, which mechanically
increases the bias and RMSE.

The left graph in Figure 5 presents the multi-year correlation coefficient (R). In Niger
and Benin, PrISM performs slightly better than IMERG-Early and IMERG-Final, respec-
tively. The correlation coefficients of the three products are quite high with a median value
around 0.8 for Niger and around 0.75 for Benin. Note that the R values given in Figure 2 are
slightly weaker because they were obtained using a single year (2016) while R values given
in Figure 4 are obtained using 11 years. On the contrary, in Burkina Faso, Central Africa
and East Africa, IMERG-Final performs slightly better than PrISM and IMERG-Early.

The middle graph in Figure 5 shows the performances of the three satellite precipi-
tation products in terms of RMSE. For all the networks, the PrISM methodology leads to
substantial improvements over IMERG-Early. Larger decreases in the RMSE scores are
observed in Niger (from 6.2 to 3.5 mm/day), Benin (from 5.8 to 5.1 mm/day) and Burkina
Faso (from 7.8 to 6.5 mm/day). Although RMSE scores remain high in Central Africa and
East Africa, they decrease from 12.7 to 11.7 mm/day in Central Africa and from 7.5 to
6.7 mm/day in East Africa. It is worth noting that PrISM also leads to better RMSE scores
than IMERG-Final on average for the 5 networks.

The right graph in Figure 5 illustrates the bias scores expressed in mm/day. Here
again, the bias of IMERG-Early is much higher than the ones of IMERG-Final and PrISM.
In Niger, IMERG-Early bias is close to 1 mm/day, i.e., about 360 mm/year for a mean
annual rainfall of 600 mm. This is a considerable overestimation of the precipitation rate.
In IMERG-Final the bias is decreased to 0.04 mm/day (i.e., 14 mm/year). Similarly, PrISM
reduces the initial bias to −0.08 mm/day (i.e., −29 mm/year). In Benin, IMERG-Early
shows a slight positive bias of +0.14 mm/day (i.e., 51 mm/year) while IMERG-Final
bias is reduced to −0.05 mm/day (i.e., −18 mm/year) and PrISM bias is −0.23 mm/day
(i.e., −84 mm/year). Similar results can be observed in Burkina Faso, where the initial
positive bias of IMERG-Early is reduced in IMERG-Final and PrISM (from 0.58 to 0.08
and 0.10 mm/day, respectively). In Central and East Africa, results show also a positive
impact of the PrISM methodology to correct IMERG-Early. The median bias of IMERG-
Early decreases from 1.44 to 0.74 mm/day (PrISM) and 0.90 mm/day (IMERG-Final) in
Central Africa and from 0.47 to 0.27 mm/day (PrISM) and 0.19 mm/day (IMERG-Final) in
East Africa.

The spatial distribution of the three scores (R, RMSE and Bias) is examined in Figure 6
and shows the improvement (or deterioration) of PrISM (left) and IMERG-Final (right)
compared to the IMERG-Early precipitation product.
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Figure 6. Evaluation of PrISM compared to IMERG-ER (left graphs) and IMERG-FR compared to
IMERG-ER (right graphs) based on 140 rain gauges located in Burkina Faso, Central Africa and East
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red pixels indicate a deterioration.

The three graphs on the left of Figure 6 show the improvement (blue circles) or
deterioration (red circles) of PrISM compared to IMERG-Early in terms of correlation
coefficient (top), RMSE (middle), and bias (bottom). As shown in Figure 5, it can be
observed that the PrISM methodology tends to improve statistical scores, except for the
correlation coefficient in Central Africa. PrISM’s methodology is particularly efficient in
terms of RMSE and bias scores. Geographically, better results are observed for Burkina Faso
with better scores obtained for almost all stations (except a few in terms of R score). On the
other hand, despite good performance in Central Africa in terms of RMSE and bias, PrISM
slightly deteriorates the correlation. A typical example is in the north Congo in Figure 2,
where the R score decreases from 0.62 to 0.52, whereas the RMSE score is improved from
10.2 to 9.0 mm/day and the annual bias is reduced from +652 to +157 mm. Finally, as
the results show a slight improvement in East Africa (Figure 5), there are almost as many
improvements as deteriorations.

The three graphs on the right of Figure 6 present the same analysis for the IMERG-
Final product. Globally, the IMERG-Final product performs better than the IMERG-Early
product despite some sites with poor performance. In terms of correlation, IMERG-Final
performs better than PrISM on average for the three networks. On the other hand, results
are more equivocal in terms of RMSE and bias scores.

3.2. Spatial Modification of the Precipitation Fields

It is instructive to look at how the initial precipitation fields from IMERG-Early are
spatially modified using the PrISM algorithm. Figure 7 gives an example of a daily precipi-
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tation map (2012, June 7–8th 6:00 to 6:00) for the Burkina Faso. It can be observed how the
IMERG-Early rainfall map (a) is modified into the PrISM rainfall map (b) when assimilating
the SMOS soil moisture information shown in (e). Figure 7 also shows the IMERG-Final
rainfall map (c) and the rain gauge precipitation measurements (d). Graphs (f) and (g)
show the differences (in % of precipitation) observed between PrISM and IMERG-Early (f),
respectively, and between IMERG-Final and IMERG-Early (g). Finally, the last graph (h)
presents the PrISM soil moisture map derived from the PrISM methodology.
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Figure 7. Illustration of the spatial modification of IMERG-Early precipitation product using the
PrISM methodology (region of Burkina Faso). The four top graphs show the 24 h cumulative rainfall
(from 2012 June 7th 06:00 to June 8th 06:00) respectively with IMERG-Early (a), PrISM (b), IMERG-
Final (c), and in situ rain gauges (d). The four bottom graphs show respectively the SMOS soil
moisture measurements at 5:55 UTC (e), the difference of precipitation (in %) between PrISM and
IMERG-Early (f), and between IMERG-Final and IMERG-Early (g), and PrISM soil moisture at 6:00
UTC (h).

On 8 June at 5:55 UTC, the SMOS satellite flew over Burkina Faso and provided a
spatial distribution of soil moisture (Figure 7e). This soil moisture distribution reveals
wet conditions in the North-West of Burkina Faso as well as in Northern Ivory Coast,
Ghana, Togo and Benin. On the other hand, dry soil conditions are detected in central
and northern Burkina Faso, Niger and central Mali. The IMERG-Early precipitation map
is globally consistent with SMOS as rainy conditions are observed over wet soils, while
there is no precipitation over dry soils. IMERG-Early is also in good agreement with rain
gauge measurements (Figure 7d) except for two rain gauges in the extreme North and one
in the extreme South of Burkina Faso. In addition, the SMOS soil moisture map indicates
that the spatial extend of precipitations in IMERG-Early seems overestimated in the north
of the domain. The PrISM precipitation map (Figure 7b) shows a significant reduction in
the precipitation rate in the north of the domain and a slight increase in the south. This
can be clearly observed in Figure 7f, which shows the spatial differences (in %) between
PrISM and IMERG-Early. Red areas indicate lower precipitation rates, whereas blue areas
indicate higher rates. It is worth noting that the correction performed in IMERG-Final is
very similar to the PrISM correction: a significant reduction in the precipitation rate in
the north of the domain (with local increases), and a mixture of a reduction/increase in
the south of the domain. This point is quite important, since the IMERG-Final uses rain
gauge measurements available with a delay of 2.5 months, whereas PrISM uses SMOS
measurements available with a delay of 1 day only.

More precisely, it can be observed that the two rain gauges located at the north of
Burkina Faso which do not record any rain have both reduced rain rates in PrISM and
IMERG-Final. Looking at the rain gauge at the southern tip of the domain and which does
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not record any rain, PrISM strongly reduces the precipitation rate by about −75%, whereas
IMERG-Final indicates a precipitation rate similar to IMERG-Early.

As the objective of the methodology is to provide an unbiased near-real-time precipi-
tation product in Africa, this last section presents an overview of the spatial distribution of
annual precipitation across the whole Africa for the year 2016 (Figure 8). We can observe
a high degree of similarity between IMERG-Final and PrISM. Both products result in a
reduction in the precipitation rate over most regions, except in certain regions (Ethiopia,
Tanzania, Mozambique) where there is a slight increase in cumulative annual rainfall. This
is interesting because this identical change in rainfall rate is achieved using two indepen-
dent sources of information: a rain gauge network for IMERG-Final, and the SMOS soil
moisture measurements for PrISM. The graph on the right shows the latitudinal distribution
of annual precipitation values. Distributions for IMERG-Final and PrISM are similar with
the exception of the tropics (from 10◦ S to 10◦ N) where PrISM produces 100–200 mm (i.e.,
0.27 to 0.55 mm/day) less precipitation than IMERG-Final. This result is consistent with
the observed positive bias of IMERG-Final in Central Africa (about 0.8 mm/day, Figure 5).
Elsewhere, the two products are very similar. Finally, PrISM generates more spatial variabil-
ity than IMERG-Final. This has not been investigated, but it may be due either to a kriging
method that attenuates the spatial variability of the IMERG-Final precipitation product,
or due to noise in the SMOS measurements that introduces non-real spatial variability
into PrISM.
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4. Discussion

In this study, we show that SMOS satellite soil moisture measurements at 0.25◦ spatial
resolution can be used to successfully correct a satellite precipitation product with a finer
spatial resolution. The methodology referred to as “PrISM” is based on the assimilation
of SMOS soil moisture measurements into a simple soil moisture/precipitation model
driven by an initial satellite precipitation product, IMERG-Early, at 0.10◦ resolution in
this study. The performance assessment conducted using rainfall measurements issued
from more than 200 rain gauges located in various climatic regions of Africa and for the
period 2010 to 2020 leads to the following results. In average over all the 221 rain gauges,
the RMSE is reduced from 8.0 mm/day (IMERG-Early) to 6.3 mm/day (PrISM), and the
absolute bias is reduced from 0.81 to 0.63 mm/day. It is also found that PrISM precipitation
product performs slightly better on average than IMERG-Final (RMSE = 6.8 mm/day and
bias = 0.20 mm/day) which is a quite remarkable conclusion, since the latter uses a network
of field measurements (rain gauges) to correct IMERG-Early biases and therefore provides
its rainfall estimates with a 2.5-month delay. In that respect, the use of PrISM methodology
which allows to remove biases in near-real-time (day + 1) is undoubtedly an advantageous
alternative to the use of gauge measurements for debiasing satellite precipitation products.
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A limitation of the PrISM approach is that it is not possible to create any rainfall event
which was not detected by the initial precipitation product. However, as IMERG-Early
generally contains more rainy days than those observed at the ground level, this can be
considered a minor limitation of the methodology. For example (not shown), the probability
of detection (the fraction of correctly predicted events) of IMERG-Early is always higher
than 85% in the four left graphs in Figure 2, while the false alarm ratio (the fraction of
predicted events that are actually non-events) is 36% on average. IMERG-Early, as is the
case for many satellite precipitation products, tends to overestimate the number of rainfall
events, which is an advantage for PrISM. This rate is slightly reduced to 29% with PrISM at
these four sites.

The PrISM dataset can be freely downloaded on the zenodo website (https://zenodo.
org/record/5780061#.Ybn2Md_jI2w) (accessed on 10 October 2021) which is updated
annually. The near-real-time version of the product can be downloaded on the Observatoire
des sciences de l’Univers de Grenoble (OSUG) website at http://osug-smos-rea.osug.fr:
8081/erddap/index.html (accessed on 10 October 2021). Note that the near-real-time PrISM
product is available with a latency of 1 day, but the product can be modified until day+5
due to the successive assimilation of SMOS measurements during the 5-day assimilation
window. The definitive version of the PrISM precipitation product is obtained after 5 days.

One of the possible perspectives of this work will be to apply the PrISM algorithm to
data from NASA’s SMAP space mission. Beyond the comparison of the performances of
the algorithm using SMOS or SMAP, it could be also interesting to evaluate the contribu-
tion of the two soil moisture measurements used simultaneously in the PrISM algorithm.
Doubling the number of soil moisture measurements should theoretically further improve
the performance of PrISM in estimating rainfall.

In the longer term, although we have shown that SMOS can correct precipitation at a
finer resolution, even better results can be expected in the future with a native resolution of
the order of 0.1◦ as proposed in the SMOS-HR satellite project [39].

Another interesting perspective of this work will be to analyze and exploit the 5 cm
soil moisture maps generated in addition to the precipitation estimates every 3 h and at the
0.1◦ resolution from the PrISM methodology. Indeed, these soil moisture maps are expected
to be better correlated with the soil moisture observed by SMOS than those derived from
IMERG. A quick overview of the quality of these soil moisture fields is given in Figure 9.
On the left, the maps represent, respectively, the SMOS measurements (a), the soil moisture
simulated with IMERG-Early and (Equation (1)) (b), the PrISM soil moisture (c) and the
soil moisture simulated with IMERG-Final and (Equation (1)) (d). Unsurprisingly, the
PrISM soil moisture map is in good agreement with the SMOS measurements, whereas the
other two maps show disagreements both in spatial distribution and soil moisture values
(especially map b). Finally, the three graphs on the right show a direct comparison of the
PrISM soil moisture product with in situ soil moisture measurements obtained at three
sites in Niger (Wankama site, 13.65◦ N; 2.65◦ E), Benin (Nalohou site, 9.65◦N, 1.65◦E) and
Senegal (Dahra site [40], 15.45◦ N; 15.35◦ W). The detailed analysis of the soil moisture
information provided by PrISM is an interesting aspect that should be performed in the
future in order to detect advantages and limitations of the methodology, for example those
related to the soil and land cover type of the studied area.

https://zenodo.org/record/5780061#.Ybn2Md_jI2w
https://zenodo.org/record/5780061#.Ybn2Md_jI2w
http://osug-smos-rea.osug.fr:8081/erddap/index.html
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2.65° E), Benin (9.65° N, 1.65° E) and Senegal (15.45° N, 15.35° W). 
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Figure 9. (Left) Spatial distribution of soil moisture on 2012, June 8th 06:00 around Burkina Faso from
SMOS (a) and from simulated soil moisture using (Equation (1)) and IMERG-Early (b), PrISM (c)
and IMERG-Final (d) precipitation products, respectively. (Right), the PrISM soil moisture product
(red) is compared to in situ soil moisture measurements (black and gray) in Niger (13.65◦ N, 2.65◦ E),
Benin (9.65◦ N, 1.65◦ E) and Senegal (15.45◦ N, 15.35◦ W).

Author Contributions: T.P. suggested the original idea, conducted the experimental design, analyzed
the data, and wrote the paper. A.Z. adapted the PrISM processing chain to the 0.1◦ resolution, set
up the automatic acquisition of SMOS and IMERG data and participated in the validation of the
algorithm, C.R.-C. contributed to the PrISM algorithm implementation, N.P. and G.P. provide rain
gauge datasets; Y.H.K., N.R.-F. and J.-M.C. contribute to the original idea. All authors have read and
agreed to the published version of the manuscript.
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