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Saharan dust input to the Mediterranean. Comparison
of field data with SeaWiFS satellite outputs for five
years (1998 — 2002).
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The Saharan dust is an important component of the Mediterranean atmosphere, being
the main buffering agent of the regional atmospheric acidity, the dominant source of
terrigenous particulate matter for the Mediterranean open sea and having a potential
impact on the open sea fertility and the regional radiative budget. As its production,
transport and deposition is linked to meteorological processes, Saharan dust events
magnitude and frequency are related to climatic change.

Saharan dust plumes over the Mediterranean Sea during the period 1998-2002 was
monitored by daily SeaWifs images. Dust identification has been carried out by vi-
sual inspection of true colour images. Moreover SeaWiFS Aerosol Optical Thickness
at 670 nm has used to derive the Integrated Dust Load. The Mediterranean Sea was
partitioned in 18 main zones and the presence of dust in each zone has been cata-
logued day by day for the entire examined period. The information retrieved by the
cataloguing allowed to define the space-time distribution of dust throughout the years
examined.

Field deposition was monitored at a coastal site in the North-West of Corsica during
the same period and a calendar of dust plumes occurrence and dust deposition was
independantly established.

The comparison made between dust plumes catalogues obtained from SeaWiFs im-
ages and from field data shows a very good accordance between the two types of dust
plumes monitoring. SeaWiFs images are an excellent tool to monitor dust transport
over the Mediterranean. However dust deposition is not well retrieved from SeaWiFS



products due to the importance of wet deposition (at least in the Western Mediter-
ranean), the main dust fall events corresponding to wet deposition with very cloudy
situations.

This comparison shows that the field monitoring before SeaWiFS launching allows to
extend the period of observation and the establishment of decadal variations.

The link of these decadal variations with climatic variations and climate change is
discussed.



