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Abstract: In November 2019, tropical cyclone (TC) frequency over the western North Pacific reached
its record high. In this study, the possible causes and formation mechanisms of that record high TC
frequency are investigated by analyzing the effect of large-scale environmental factors. A comparison
between the extremely active TC years and extremely inactive TC years is performed to show the
importance of the large-scale environment. The contributions of several dynamic and thermodynamic
environmental factors are examined on the basis of two genesis potential indexes and the box
difference index that can measure the relative contributions of large-scale environmental factors to
the change in TC genesis frequency. Results indicate that dynamical factors played a more important
role in TC genesis in November 2019 than thermodynamic factors. The main contributions were
from enhanced low-level vorticity and strong upward motion accompanied by positive anomalies in
local sea surface temperature, while the minor contribution was from changes in vertical wind shear.
Changes in these large-scale environmental factors are possibly related to sea surface temperature
anomalies over the Pacific (e.g., strong Pacific meridional mode).

Keywords: tropical cyclones; western North Pacific; genesis potential index; large-scale factors

1. Introduction

Tropical cyclones (TCs) are one of the most disastrous weather systems in the world
because of their associated whole gales and torrential rains. In the past decades, TCs have
brought severe destruction as well as economic hardship, and thus have become a major
focus of tropical meteorology [1]. Research on TCs at various time scales would improve
the understanding of TC activity in response to climate change and help protect us from
injury and economic damage [2,3]. Approximately 35 TCs occur over the western North
Pacific (WNP) basin each year, accounting for ~33% of TCs worldwide [4,5]. Obviously,
the WNP is the most active basin for TC genesis. TC activity over the WNP basin often
causes serious damage to China and the adjacent regions.

The WNP basin in November 2019 was characterized by an exceptionally high fre-
quency of TCs. Unless otherwise specifically stated, the WNP basin in this study refers to
the WNP basin (equator to 30◦ N, 120◦ to 180◦ E) and the South China Sea (SCS: equator to
22◦ N, 105◦ to 120◦ E). Six TCs were observed in November 2019 over the WNP based on the
best track data available from the Joint Typhoon Warning Center (JTWC), constituting the
highest TC frequency since weather satellites began routine monitoring in 1965. We used
three best track datasets available from the JTWC, the Regional Specialized Meteorological
Center of the Japan Meteorological Agency (JMA), and the Shanghai Typhoon Institute of
China (CMA_STI), and found consistent results for the record-high TC genesis frequency
in November 2019. Previous studies have suggested that TC activity in the WNP basin is
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strongly influenced by various modes of natural climate variability, such as intra-seasonal
oscillations [6–8], inter-annual variations [9–11], as well as decadal and inter-decadal vari-
abilities [12–15]. Previous studies have also discussed the changes in TC genesis during
the past decade or so [16–18]. To our knowledge, the unusually high TC frequency in
November 2019 has not received much attention. It is a puzzle as to why the abnormal
frequency of TC genesis occurred in November 2019. Therefore, it was of great interest to
explore the possible causes and formation mechanisms of TC activity in that year.

In this study, our objective was to examine why TC frequency was high in November
2019 over the WNP basin. The influence of large-scale environmental factors and regional
sea surface temperature (SST) changes over different oceans related to TC activity was
emphasized to shed light on the highest recorded TC number. The remainder of this paper
is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the data and methodology. The spatio-temporal
characteristics of TC activity in November 2019 are revealed in Section 3.1. Large-scale
anomalies associated with the record-high TC frequency in November 2019 are analyzed
and compared in Section 3.2. Diagnosis of key dynamical and thermodynamic factors
affecting TC genesis is carried out in Section 3.3. The role of regional SST changes in the
event of record high TC frequency is discussed in Section 3.4. Finally, a summary is given
in Section 4.

2. Data and Methods
2.1. Data

In this study, we focused mainly on the JTWC best track data set unless otherwise
specified. Since weather satellites began routine monitoring in 1965, we used the JTWC best
track records during 1979–2019. The TCs with tropical storm intensity or above (maximum
sustained surface wind speed of 35 kt or above) were taken into consideration. Note that
there are several organizations that maintain their own historical TC records for the WNP
basin (e.g., JTWC, JMA, the Hong Kong Observatory (HKO) of China, and CMA_STI),
but previous studies have suggested that the differences in TC tracks and TC genesis are
generally small, particularly in the satellite-observation areas [19–22]. To further improve
our analyses, we used the three best track data sets available from the JTWC, CMA_STI,
and JMA, and found consistent results for the record high TC frequency in November 2019.

To examine the impact of large-scale environmental factors on the highest TC frequency
in November 2019, our analyses utilized the environmental variables (i.e., wind, relative
humidity) from the National Centers for Environmental Prediction and National Center for
Atmospheric Research (NCEP/NCAR) Reanalysis I data set, which had a 2.5◦ × 2.5◦ grid
resolution and 17 vertical pressure levels [23]. The SST data were the extended reconstructed
SST (ERSST version 3) data from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) with a 2◦ × 2◦ resolution [24]. The significance of the correlations and differences
in this study was accessed by the student’s-t test. The correlations and differences appeared
to be significant if the p-value was lower than or equal to 5%.

2.2. Diagnostic Tools for Assessing the Relative Importance of Large-Scale Environmental Factors
in TC Genesis

(a) Genesis Potential Index

To explore key factors affecting the extremely high TC frequency in November 2019
from a non-linear perspective, the genesis potential index developed by Emanuel and Nolan
(ENGPI) [25] was adopted in this study. The ENGPI has been widely used to diagnose
the inter-annual and inter-decadal variabilities of TC genesis in the WNP [26,27] and to
understand the processes by which the El Niño-Southern Oscillation (ENSO) impacts TC
genesis globally [28]. The ENGPI is defined as follows:

ENGPI = (1 + 0.1 × Vs)
−2.0

(
RH600

50

)3( MPI
70

)3
×

∣∣∣ζa850 × 105
∣∣∣1.5

(1)
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where RH600 denotes the relative humidity (%) at 600 hPa; MPI represents the maximum
potential intensity (m s−1), which is an empirical value and is determined by the SST and
the vertical structure of temperature and moisture [29]; Vs is the magnitude of the vertical
wind shear (m s−1) between 200 and 850 hPa; and ζa850 is the absolute vorticity (s−1) at
850 hPa. The definition of MPI is based on Emanuel (1995) and modified by Bister and
Emanuel (1998):

MPI2 =
Ck
CD

Ts − To

To
(ho

∗ − h∗) (2)

where Ck and CD denote the surface enthalpy and momentum exchange coefficients,
respectively; Ts is the sea surface temperature; To is the outflow temperature; ho

∗ is the
saturation moist static energy of the sea surface; and h∗ is the saturation moist static energy
of the free atmosphere. The details on the computation of MPI can be found in Bister and
Emanuel [29].

In addition, previous studies found that dynamical variables are of primary importance
for separating developing and non-developing disturbances in the present-day climate
in the WNP [30]. Thus, to corroborate the results of the ENGPI and further reveal the
dynamical key factors that affected TC genesis in November 2019, the dynamical genesis
potential index (DGPI) more recently developed by Wang and Murakami was adopted in
this study [31]. The DGPI, consisting of four dynamical parameters, provides a diagnostic
tool for understanding the changes of TC genesis. The DGPI formula is as follows:

DGPI = V−1
s U2

yω3ζ2
ae−12 − 1.0 (3)

where the terms Vs and ζa are the same as those in the ENGPI; ω is the vertical velocity at
500 hPa, Uy denotes meridional gradient of zonal wind at 500 hPa, and e stands for exponential
function. In addition, Wang et al. [31,32] assumed that the TC genesis latitudes are 5 degrees
away from the equator and the SST is higher than 26 ◦C. Therefore, the DGPI is set as zero
over the grids where the SST is smaller than 26 ◦C or the latitude is within 5 degrees around
the equator. The DGPI and ENGPI have comparable ability to portray climatological mean
distribution and the relationship between TC genesis and ENSO [31,32]. The relative roles of
thermodynamic and dynamical factors influencing TC formation in November 2019 over the
WNP basin are fully discussed in our study by comparing the DGPI and ENGPI.

(b) Box Difference Index

The box difference index (BDI) can objectively and quantitatively identify control-
ling parameters by measuring the differences between developing and non-developing
disturbances [33]. The definition of the index is as below:

BDI =
MDEV − MNONDEV
σDEV + σNONDEV

(4)

where MDEV and σDEV(MNONDEV and σNONDEV) represent the mean and standard de-
viation of the variables for the developing (non-developing) cases. The sign of the BDI
reflects the physical nature of a variable and the magnitude measures how well a variable
can differentiate between the developing and non-developing disturbances. In this study,
we used the BDI to quantitatively identify the large-scale environment between years
with high and low TC frequency and between the year 2019 and the climatological mean.
Details will be shown in the latter section. In the calculation of the BDI, ENGPI and DGPI,
we compare the average environmental factors relative to the center of each TC genesis
time and location within the 10◦ × 10◦ domain for different TC cases.

3. Diagnosis of Possible Causes and Formation Mechanisms of the Record High TC
Frequency in the WNP in November 2019
3.1. The Spatio-Temporal Characteristics of TC Activities in November 2019

As shown in Figure 1 and Table 1, there is a pronounced inter-annual variability of TC
frequency over the WNP basin, with the mean frequency and standard deviation being



Atmosphere 2021, 12, 501 4 of 18

2.5 and 1.3 in the Novembers of 1979–2019. The 6 TCs observed in November 2019 were
the highest since 1979 and more than 3 above the mean. It is noteworthy that until 2020,
the TC frequency in November 2019 was still the record high.
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Figure 1. November TC frequency over the WNP basin from 1979 to 2019. The data was collected
from the JTWC best track dataset. The solid line represents the climatological mean over the 41 years.
Dashed lines stand for one standard deviation of TC frequency during 1979–2019.

Table 1. Years with high (≥mean value plus one standard deviation) and low (≤mean value minus
one standard deviation) TC frequency in November.

Years with high TC frequency in November 1979, 1981, 1983, 1986, 1990, 1991, 2007, 2019

Years with low TC frequency in November 1982, 1985, 1994, 1995, 2000, 2010, 2011, 2015

In this study, years with a TC frequency larger than or equal to 3.8, which is greater
than or equal to the mean value plus one standard deviation, were regarded as years with
high TC frequency. Conversely, years with a TC frequency below 1.2, which is lower than or
equal to the mean value minus one standard deviation, were considered as years with low
TC frequency. During years with high TC frequency, 36 TCs occurred over the WNP basin,
accounting for 83.33% of the total number from 1979 to 2019. By contrast, only 7 TCs oc-
curred during the years with low frequency. These results were also found in the other two
best track datasets (i.e., JMA and CMA_STI), suggesting that the record high TC frequency
in November 2019 was robust and not a spurious fact due to observational techniques.

Apart from the abnormality in TC frequency in November 2019, the significant charac-
teristic in TC genesis locations is also noteworthy. To better illustrate the difference of TC
locations, we distinguish the WNP from the SCS in this paragraph. In this study, the TC
formation location was defined as the location where tropical storm intensity was initially
attained. Following this definition, as shown in Figure 2, TCs that formed over the SCS
were counted in the SCS, and similarly, those that formed over the WNP excluding the
SCS were counted in the WNP excluding the SCS. Results show that in the years with
high TC frequency, 83.33% of the TCs appeared in the WNP and only 16.67% in the SCS.
Similar results can be found for November 2019, when 5 TCs appeared in the WNP while
merely 1 occurred in the SCS. However, in the years with low TC frequency, 57.14% of all
TCs occurred in the WNP, which means relatively more TCs occurred in the SCS in these
years [26,27].
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Figure 2. The genesis locations of TCs in November in the year 2019 (black), the years with high TC
frequency (red), and the years with low TC frequency (blue), with different geographic locations for
the WNP basin (equator to 30◦ N, 120◦ to 180◦ E) and the SCS (equator to 22◦ N, 105◦ to 120◦ E).

3.2. Large-Scale Environmental Factors Related to the Active TC Genesis in November 2019

To further understand the influence of the large-scale environment on TC activity
over the WNP basin in November 2019, we compared large-scale environmental factors
between November 2019 and the climatological mean (Figure 3). Moreover, the large-scale
environment in high TC frequency years was compared to that in low TC frequency years
(Figure 4), so as to provide a reference for interpreting the abnormally large number in
November 2019.

For the dynamical factors, we note that in November 2019, there were strong positive
absolute vorticity (SVOR) anomalies in the TC generating area (Figure 3a), which was
about 50% more than the difference between the years with high and low TC frequency
(Figure 4a). Meanwhile, the WNP basin had a wide range of positive vertical velocity
anomalies in November 2019 (Figure 3b), with the maximum value about 1.5 times the
maximum difference between the years with high and low TC frequency (Figure 4b).
The ascending motion was favorable for active TC genesis. As shown in Figure 3c, a wide
range of positive meridional gradients of zonal wind can be observed in the WNP, with the
maximum value around 110◦ E and extending to about 150◦ E. The 500 hPa vorticity due
to meridional shear of zonal winds was suggested to be of importance in the WNP and the
zonal wind confluence zone [31]. The large horizontal shear of the developing disturbances
could have been related to large-scale circulation pattern like a stronger monsoon gyre,
favoring TC development [33]. Moreover, minor vertical wind shear (VWS) was observed
over the tropical WNP (Figure 3d), which was beneficial to the formation of a warm core.
In conclusion, the positive vorticity and strong upward motion could have favored strong
convective activity and were conducive to TC generation [33,34]. Meanwhile, the easterly
vertical shear, differing from the westerly vertical shear, favored the development of
low-level synoptic waves and TC when its amplitude was not too large [33,34].
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(e) 600 hPa relative humidity (%); (f) sea surface temperature (unit: ◦C).

For the thermodynamic factors, centers of positive relative humidity (RH) anomalies
were found near the Philippines and the central WNP (Figure 3e). Positive RH anomalies
were particularly obvious in the troposphere. Meanwhile, a large increase in SST was
found over the central and eastern WNP (Figure 3f). The difference in SST between
November 2019 and the climatological mean reached about 1 ◦C and was significant, at a
95% confidence level. Compared with the typical east-west dipole between the years with
high and low TC frequency (Figure 4f), the positive SST anomaly stretched from the eastern
Pacific to the central Pacific. Since years with an SST anomaly larger (less) than 0.81 ◦C
(−0.81 ◦C) are defined as El Niño (La Niña) years [17], we can define 2019 as a typical El
Niño year. The ENSO condition may be suggested as one of the determinant factors that
promoted TC formation in November 2019.

Taken together, the large-scale environmental factors in November 2019 were favorable
for TC genesis over the WNP basin. The remarkable increase in TC frequency was mainly
accompanied by an enhancement of absolute vorticity, strong upward motion, and positive
SST anomaly. We should pay attention to the atmospheric circulation in response to
the tropics-wide SST changes because of the effect of remote and local SST changes on
controlling TC activity [34–37]. Because SST changes over the different ocean basins can
induce variations in large-scale atmospheric circulation and thus affect TC activity [38–41],
we also investigated the relative roles of regional SST distributions in the following context.
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Figure 4. Differences in environmental factors in years with high and low TC frequency: (a) 850 hPa
absolute vorticity (unit: 10−6 s−1); (b) 500 hPa vertical velocity (unit: −10−1 Pa s−1); (c) meridional
gradient of zonal wind at 500 hPa (unit: s−1); (d) vertical wind shear (unit: m s−1); (e) 600 hPa
relative humidity (%); (f) sea surface temperature (unit: ◦C). The values in black dots are significant
at a 95% confidence level.

3.3. Key Factors Influencing the Highest TC Frequency in November 2019

Previous studies indicated a weak correlation between the frequency of TC in the
SCS and the WNP (excluding SCS) on the inter-annual timescale, implying that the inter-
annual changes in the two basins are relatively independent [26,27]. Considering regional
differences in TC formation over the SCS and the WNP (excluding SCS), the role of envi-
ronmental factors affecting TC generation in the two basins may be different. Thus, in this
section, we diagnosed the key factors in the SCS, the WNP (excluding the SCS), and the
WNP (including the SCS), respectively.

In this study, we used the BDI to quantitatively identify the large-scale environmental
factors and focused on the difference between November 2019 and the climatological mean,
as well as the differences between the years with high and low TC frequency:

BDI2019−clim. =
M2019 − Mclim.
σ2019 + σclim.

(5)

BDIactive−inactive =
Mactive − Minactive
σactive + σinactive

(6)

The parameters of M and σ in the BDI are calculated by the average environmental factors
relative to the center of each TC genesis time and location within the 10◦ × 10◦ domain
for different TC cases. The sign of the BDI reflects the physical nature of a variable and
the magnitude measures how well a variable can differentiate between the November of
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2019 and the climatological mean (or between the years with high and low TC frequency).
With the aid of the BDI, we can objectively evaluate how important a variable is.

The environmental factors calculated in the BDI, whether dynamical or thermody-
namic, are based on previous studies and the factors included in the ENGPI and DGPI.
The rank of key variables based on their BDI values is sorted in Table 2. Taken as a whole,
the WNP (including SCS) indicated that absolute vorticity ranks at the top of all the factors;
the second factor is vertical velocity. Among the factors we calculated, vertical wind shear
and relative humidity had minor BDI. Based on the BDI, dynamical factors such as absolute
vorticity and vertical velocity were important factors when attempting to separate the
November 2019 disturbances from the climatological mean, while thermodynamic factors
such as maximum potential intensity may have been of secondary importance. Further-
more, a similar conclusion could be found for the SCS and the WNP basin (excluding
SCS). Whether in the WNP (excluding SCS) or in the SCS, absolute vorticity played the
most significant role. Meanwhile, vertical velocity served as the second and third most
important factor in the WNP (excluding SCS) and the SCS, respectively. In general, dy-
namic factors exert a marked influence in both the separated regions and the total WNP
basin, while the effects of thermal factors showed somewhat regional differences. In the
WNP, the contribution of relative humidity ranked third, while that of maximum potential
intensity was the smallest. In the SCS, however, the role of maximum potential intensity
ranked second, while relative humidity made a negative contribution. This is consistent
with findings in previous studies on the negative contribution of relative humidity over
the SCS and the positive role it plays over the WNP basin [27,28].

Table 2. BDI values of environmental factors in measuring the difference between November 2019 and the climatological
mean in different sea areas.

Variable Names BDI in the WNP (Including SCS) BDI in the WNP (Excluding SCS) BDI in the SCS

Absolute vorticity (SVOR) +0.94 +0.80 +0.82
Vertical velocity (OMEGA) +0.54 +0.63 +0.45

Maximum potential intensity (MPI) +0.41 +0.39 +0.69
Meridional gradient of zonal wind (Uy) +0.36 +0.51 +0.44

Vertical wind shear (VWS) −0.19 −0.48 −0.24
Relative humidity (RH) +0.08 +0.53 −0.21

Although BDI comprehensively described the relative importance of dynamical and
thermodynamic factors, it was not enough to reveal the key factors based merely on linear
indicators. Previous studies illustrated that the genesis potential index (GPI) is able to
replicate the observed climatological annual cycle, as well as the inter-annual variation
of TC genesis in several different basins [28,29]. Hence, we further used the ENGPI and
DGPI to shed light on key factors from a non-linear perspective. As illustrated in Figure 5,
we calculated the ENGPI and DGPI anomalies in the WNP (including SCS), the differences
between November 2019 and years with low TC frequency, as well as the differences
between the years with high and low TC frequency. The distributions of the ENGPI and
DGPI are similar, both marked by slightly positive anomalies over the SCS and highly
positive anomalies over the equatorial eastern Pacific. This was consistent with actual
observations in TC genesis locations. The spatial correlation between the ENGPI and the
actual TC distribution in November 2019 was 0.73, and that between the DGPI and the
actual TC distribution was 0.64. Both were statistically significant at a 95% confidence level.

To further understand the physical processes for the record high TC frequency in
November 2019, we examined the individual roles of the variables that make up the
DGPI and ENGPI, including four dynamical factors—SVOR, OMEGA, VWS, Uy—and two
thermodynamic factors—RH and MPI. Based upon analyses of anomalous GPI by varying
the variables included in the GPI, Camargo et al. examined how different environmental
factors contribute to the influence of ENSO on TC activity, and found that specific factors
have more influence than others in different basins [28]. We respectively calculated the
ENGPI and DGPI using the long-term climatology (1979–2019) in three of the four variables,
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while keeping the fourth variable set to the actual value in November 2019. This was
then repeated for each of the other three variables. The total anomaly of GPI cannot be
simply described as the sum of the four factors due to the nonlinearity of GPI. Nevertheless,
the index can provide weights that appropriately quantify the relative importance of the
different factors in TC genesis, provided that the nonlinearities are not too large [31].
The parameters in the ENGPI and DGPI were calculated using the average environmental
factors relative to the center of each TC genesis time and location within the 10◦×10◦

domain for different TC cases. Similarly as analyzed above, we diagnosed the key factors
in the SCS, the WNP (excluding the SCS), and the WNP (including the SCS), respectively.
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Taking the WNP (including SCS) as a whole, the ENGPI indicated that absolute vortic-
ity made the largest contribution, followed by the increased maximum potential intensity
(Figure 6a). Previous studies suggested that the influence of SST on TC generation is
included in the maximum potential intensity, and that warming in the WNP basin (a posi-
tive PI anomaly) contributes positively to TC activity through the local thermodynamic
process [42–44]. These results also showed good agreement in the WNP (excluding SCS)
and the SCS, separately (Figure 6b,c), although some differences did exist. When it comes to
thermal factors, relative humidity contributes most in the WNP (excluding SCS), while MPI
plays a role as the most important factor in the SCS. In terms of the dynamic factors, abso-
lute vorticity played a role of secondary importance in both the WNP (excluding SCS) and
SCS. Both BDI and ENGPI revealed the important roles of dynamical factors in influencing
the generation of TCs in November 2019 (e.g., enhanced low-level vorticity).

To further reveal the dynamical mechanisms in the formation of TCs, a similar method
was utilized to analyze the impact of the four dynamical factors in the DGPI (Figure 6d–f).
Results for the DGPI indicated that whether in the WNP (including SCS), the WNP (exclud-
ing SCS) or the SCS, vertical velocity plays the largest role in contributing to the total DGPI
anomaly, followed by the meridional gradient of zonal wind. The results given by the
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DGPI shed light on the importance of the meridional gradient of zonal wind, which has not
been taken into account in the BDI and ENGPI, thus suggesting that meridional gradient
of zonal wind might be of importance in TC genesis in the WNP by influencing the zonal
wind confluence zone [45,46]. It should be noted that the thermodynamic factors identi-
fied in the ENGPI could be represented by the corresponding large-scale environmental
dynamical factors in the DGPI [31]. For instance, relative humidity is highly correlated
with vertical velocity, and thus the role of relative humidity can be well represented by the
500 hPa vertical motion. The SST anomaly from the tropical (30◦ S–30◦ N) mean (SSTA)
is also significantly correlated with vertical velocity. Therefore, the important effects of
relative humidity and maximum potential intensity on the generation of TC in the ENGPI
might be transferred to vertical velocity in the DGPI, which may be one of the reasons
why vertical motion is suggested as the factor with the largest contribution in the DGPI
anomaly. The DGPI largely coincides with the BDI, in which vertical velocity also plays a
significant role. However, although both the ENGPI and BDI reveal the relative importance
of absolute vorticity, it does not play a major role in the DGPI, which may be related to the
difference in calculation of absolute vorticity in the DGPI.

We further used the above methods to examine the difference between the years with
high and low TC frequency (Figure 7 and Table 3). Taking the WNP (including SCS) as a
whole, the results of the three indices all shed light on the possible significance of maximum
potential intensity, vertical velocity, and meridional gradient of zonal wind, indicating that
these three factors may be critical to the increasing frequency of TC genesis in the WNP.

Table 3. BDI values of environmental factors in measuring the difference between years with high and low TC frequency in
different sea areas.

Variable Names BDI in the WNP (Including SCS) BDI in the WNP (Excluding SCS) BDI in the SCS

Vertical velocity (OMEGA) +0.49 +0.79 +0.20
Meridional gradient of zonal wind (Uy) +0.48 +0.44 +0.44

Maximum potential intensity (MPI) +0.41 +0.66 +0.55
Relative humidity (RH) +0.29 +0.62 −0.10

Absolute vorticity (SVOR) +0.26 +0.70 +0.19
Vertical wind shear (VWS) −0.16 −0.60 +0.35

Considering the WNP (excluding SCS) and the SCS separately, the results indicated
that major factors affecting TC genesis in the two basins are similar, although there are
some regional differences. Major factors such as maximum potential intensity and vertical
velocity play a vital role in both the WNP (excluding SCS) and the SCS. It seems that
meridional gradient of zonal wind makes great contributions to TCs in the SCS, but not in
the WNP. Absolute vorticity exerts notable impacts on TCs in the WNP (excluding SCS),
but plays a minor role in the SCS. The different roles of vertical wind shear between the
WNP (excluding SCS) and the SCS in Table 3 are also noteworthy. The BDI for the VWS
between the years with high and low TC frequency had positive (negative) values over
the SCS (WNP excluding SCS), indicating that the VWS can play different roles in TC
activity for these two regions. It appears that the BDI value of the VWS in a coupled basin
(i.e., the WNP including SCS) is very minor, compared to the BDI values for the other
factors. Previous studies have also shown that the VWS in the central and southern regions
of the SCS is positively and significantly correlated with TC frequency in the SCS [45,46].
Based upon these analyses, the contribution of the VWS over the whole WNP (including
SCS) might be seriously underestimated by coupling the SCS (i.e., the positive BDI value
for the VWS) with the WNP excluding SCS (i.e., the negative BDI value). This hypothesis
deserves a further study. It is also noted that relative humidity still makes a negative
contribution to TC formation in the SCS, as suggested by the BDI and the ENGPI.
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When comparing the difference between 2019 and other years with high TC frequency,
it is noteworthy that absolute vorticity was particularly significant in TC genesis in Novem-
ber 2019, but played a minor role in other years with high TC frequency. To conclude,
through the BDI, ENGPI, and DGPI, we diagnosed possible key factors affecting the abnor-
mal increase in TCs in November 2019. The results disclosed by the BDI, ENGPI, and DGPI
were generally similar, except for several minor factors that contributed little to the genera-
tion of TCs (e.g., vertical wind shear). The results indicate that dynamical factors possibly
played a major role in TC genesis in November 2019. The enhanced absolute vorticity
served the most important role, followed by strong upward motion and positive SST
anomaly. These conclusions are consistent with the findings in the context of large-scale
conditions, which indicates that our judgment has a certain degree of credibility from both
observation and numerical analyses.

3.4. The Role of Regional SST Changes in Promoting TC Genesis in November 2019

The results of the BDI and ENGPI both reveal the major role of a positive SST anomaly
(a positive PI anomaly) in promoting TC genesis in November 2019. Previous studies
suggested that enhanced WNP SST contributes positively to TC genesis through local
thermodynamic processes [42–44]. Moreover, the SST anomaly associated with an El Niño-
like pattern could provide a significant dynamical stimulus for TC genesis change [47,48].
Previous studies have also shown that SST affects the distribution of environmental factors
through the Walker circulation [48,49]. In addition to the SST anomaly in the Pacific, the SST
anomaly in the Indian Ocean can also affect TC frequency over the WNP basin by means
of modulating the monsoon circulation and the equatorial Kelvin wave activity [50–52].
Thus, the extremely high TC frequency in November 2019 may be associated with the
atmospheric circulation in response to the tropics-wide SST change.

To help elucidate the influence of SST over different basins on TC genesis, a discussion
on the SST anomaly field was carried out (Figure 8). In the Pacific, a 2.5 ◦C anomaly was
observed in the eastern part, which was even larger than the SST anomaly in years with
high TC frequency. In the Indian Ocean, a typical dipole could be seen in the tropical
region. Meanwhile, in the south Indian Ocean (SIO), a negative SST anomaly was observed,
of about 1.5 ◦C lower than the climatological mean. We further explored the impact of the
SST anomalies in the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean through the Pacific meridional
mode (PMM) index and the Indian Ocean Dipole (IOD) index. Notably, a negative SST
anomaly was observed in the North Atlantic; its possible contribution to TC genesis in
November 2019 in the WNP deserves further discussion.

The PMM index was introduced to describe the impact of Pacific Ocean SST on TC
formation. Previous studies have shown that the marine environment of the Pacific Ocean
plays a vital role in TC activity [53]. The PMM is the first major mode of the ocean-
air coupling meridional dynamical mode in the Pacific Ocean, which is represented by
the abnormal meridional SST gradient crossing the average position of the Intertropical
Convergence Zone (ITCZ) and the atmospheric boundary layer wind crossing the gradient
in the warm-direction abnormal hemisphere [54]. We evaluated the possible relationship
between the PMM and November TC formation from 1979 to 2019 (Figure 9a). The linear
correlation coefficient between the PMM index and TC frequency was 0.32, which is
statistically significant at a 95% confidence level using a Student’s t-test, thus indicating
that the PMM has a significant association with TC frequency. Note that the PMM index
value in 2019 was the second-largest in the past 41 years, surpassed only in 2017. Combined
with the SST anomaly distribution in November 2019 (Figure 8a), the regional SST anomaly
over the WNP basin in November 2019 was characterized by more warming in the eastern
Pacific compared to the climatological mean. This may lead to an increase in upward
motion and midlevel RH, which generally promotes TC formation over the WNP basin.
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To describe the remote impact of the Indian Ocean SST on TC formation over the
WNP basin, we also used the IOD index. There are three types of IOD indexes: namely,
the tropical Indian Ocean uniform sea temperature mode (IOBW) [55,56], the subtropical
South Indian Ocean Dipole (SIOD) [57,58], and the tropical Indian Ocean SST dipole
(TIOD) [59,60]. We evaluated the correlations between the three IOD indices and TC
frequency during 1979–2019. Results showed that both the SIOD index and IOBW index
had a negative relationship with TC frequency (figure not shown). Conversely, TIOD had
a positive influence on TC formation, and the correlation coefficient between the TC
numbers and TIOD was about 0.15, which is not statistically significant at a 95% confidence
level. Although the correlation between the IOD index and TC frequency in November
was insignificant through the 1979–2019 period, as shown in Figure 9b, many previous
studies have indicated that anomalous SST associated with a positive (negative) IOD index,
and especially extreme IOD events, may cause changes in large-scale circulations and thus
affect TC formation over the WNP basin [60,61].
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It is noteworthy that the TIOD index reached its highest point in 2019, and previous
studies proposed a possible mechanism whereby TIO warming acts like a capacitor that
anchors the atmospheric anomalies over the Indo-western Pacific oceans [59,60]. Further
studies suggested that the tropical Indian Ocean teleconnection is accomplished by a
warm atmospheric Kelvin wave propagating into the WNP basin [61,62]. In the tropical
Indian Ocean, high temperatures in western part might reduce the strength of the Walker
circulation, thus causing the occurrence of abnormal easterly winds in the tropical Indian
Ocean [61,62]. Tropical Pacific fields can be affected by the abnormal winds, thus promoting
the intensity of cyclones, which helps explain the unusually high TC frequency in the WNP
in November 2019. Moreover, recent studies have further investigated the impact of the
SIO on the frequency of TCs over the WNP [61,62]. The abnormal decrease in SST in the
SIO (Figure 8a) might have induced intensified ascending motions and higher SST over the
WNP with sufficient moisture that supplied a favorable environment for TC formation.

In summary, the regional SST anomaly in November 2019 was characterized by more
warming in the eastern Pacific Ocean compared to the climatological mean. Previous
studies suggested that positive PMM-like SSTA forces an east-west overturning circulation
anomaly in the subtropical North Pacific, and the typical PMM pattern may exert an
influence on large-scale circulation in the WNP (e.g., increasing upward motion), generally
promoting TC formation over the WNP region [54]. Moreover, previous studies also
implied that the energy propagation of the stationary planetary wave could be responsible
for the tropospheric teleconnection between IOD and tropical Pacific Ocean [61–63]. Thus,
the effect of regional SST distribution over TIO with an extreme IOD event may also
promote TC formation over the WNP basin. Similarly to the analyses using the BDI
and GPI, the positive anomalies in local SST serve an indispensable thermodynamic role,



Atmosphere 2021, 12, 501 15 of 18

suggesting a positive role for changes in local SST. These hypotheses should be confirmed
or tested with more observations and numerical simulations in a future study.

4. Summary and Discussions

November TC frequency in the WNP region set a record high in 2019. The same results
can be found in the best track datasets available from three organizations (JTWC, CMA_STI,
and JMA). This suggests that the record high TC frequency is robust. In November 2019,
five TCs occurred in the WNP region while only one occurred in the SCS. Relatively more
TCs have occurred in the SCS in years with low TC frequency, while more have occurred in
the WNP in years with high TC frequency, in agreement with previous studies [26,27].

Large-scale environmental factors impacting TC genesis during November 2019 were
discussed. Overall, the large-scale conditions in November 2019 over the WNP favored
TC genesis, and were characterized by enhanced absolute vorticity, strong ascending
motion, increased midlevel relative humidity, and favorable SSTA patterns with local
warming over the eastern WNP, an extreme IOD event, and strong PMM mode [33–37].
Using the ENGPI proposed by Emanuel and Nolan [25], the DGPI developed by Wang and
Murakami [31], and the BDI proposed by Fu et al. [33], the relative importance of these
large-scale environmental factors was diagnosed. The results indicated that dynamical
factors played a major role in TC genesis in November 2019. The enhanced absolute
vorticity served as the most important factor, followed by strong upward motion and MPI.

Both BDI and GPI analyses indicated the indispensable role of SST in the generation
of TCs in November 2019. Previous studies also suggested that SST anomalies in differ-
ent ocean basins exert a profound influence on TC formation in the WNP [42–44,50,51].
In particular, significant positive SST anomalies in the eastern Pacific, a typical dipole in
the tropical Indian Ocean, and an abnormally negative SST anomaly in the South Indian
Ocean were observed in November 2019. We found that both the PMM and the IOD indices
reached extremely high values in 2019, indicating that the typical PMM and IOD modes
may have induced abnormal circulations in the WNP and changes in other environmental
factors, thus promoting the generation of TCs in November that year [62,63].

This study provided a better understanding of the high frequency of TCs in the
WNP in November 2019, and could benefit operational climate predictions of TC activity.
Further examinations based on numerical experiments should be carried out to support
the relative roles of the aforementioned factors found through observational analyses.
As a final comment, while this study implied that changes in environmental factors were
possibly driven by changes in regional SSTA over the Pacific and the tropical Indian Ocean,
it remains unclear which of these atmospheric and oceanic mechanisms were responsible
for the extremely high frequency of TCs observed in November 2019. More observational
analyses and numerical simulations are needed to explore the underlying associated
physical mechanisms for the record-high TC frequency from the perspective of Indo-Pacific
Ocean interaction.
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