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Abstract. Doppler-lidar scan techniques for wind profiling rely on the assumption of a horizontally homogeneous wind field

and stationarity for the duration of the scan. As this condition is mostly violated in reality, detailed knowledge of the resulting

measurement error is required. The objective of this study is to quantify and compare the expected error associated with

Doppler-lidar wind profiling for different scan strategies and meteorological conditions by performing virtual Doppler-lidar

measurements implemented in a large-eddy simulation (LES) model. Various factors influencing the lidar retrieval error are5

analyzed through comparison of the wind measured by the virtual lidar with the ‘true’ value generated by the LES. These factors

include averaging interval length, zenith angle configuration, scan technique and instrument orientation (cardinal direction).

For the first time, ensemble simulations are used to determine the statistically expected uncertainty of the lidar error. The

analysis reveals a root-mean-square deviation (RMSD) of less than 1 m s−1 for 10 min averages of wind speed measurements

in a moderately convective boundary layer, while RMSD exceeds 2 m s−1 in strongly convective conditions. Unlike instrument10

orientation with respect to the main flow and scanning scheme, the zenith angle configuration proved to have significant effect

on the retrieval error. Horizontal wind speed error is reduced when a larger zenith angle configuration is used, but is increased

for measurements of vertical wind. Furthermore, we find that extending the averaging interval length of lidar measurements

reduces the error. In addition, a longer duration of a full scan cycle and hence a smaller number of scans per averaging interval

increases the error. Results suggest that the scan strategy has a measurable impact on the lidar retrieval error and that instrument15

configuration should be chosen depending on the quantity of interest and the flow conditions in which the measurement is

performed.

1 Introduction

Profiling Doppler lidars are nowadays widely used for applications like wind energy, airport safety and monitoring air quality

(Courtney et al., 2008; Antoniou et al., 2007; Emeis et al., 2007; Nechaj et al., 2019; Cottle et al., 2014). Recently, lidars have20

become relevant in the field of numerical weather prediction (NWP). State-of-the-art NWP models increasingly require wind

profile measurement data of the atmospheric boundary layer (ABL) for assimilation (Knist et al., 2018), to improve the pre-

scription of initial conditions for the simulations. Profiling lidars can cover almost the entire vertical extent of the ABL with a

reasonably high vertical resolution, except for the lowest 50 m to 100 m, depending on the scan elevation angle. However, lidar
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scan techniques rely on the assumption of a horizontally homogeneous wind field and stationary conditions during the measure-25

ment, since a series of wind measurements is performed sequentially along slanted paths at different azimuth directions. These

assumptions are rarely fulfilled in reality due to turbulent fluctuations of the wind field, especially in the convective boundary

layer. Therefore, detailed knowledge of the resulting retrieval error is required for a realistic estimate of the uncertainty that is

to be expected from lidar wind measurements.

Validation of lidar-based wind data against established instruments for wind measurements, such as mast-mounted anemome-30

ters, radiosondes or radar wind profilers have been carried out by a number of studies (Smith et al., 2006; Kindler et al., 2007;

Gottschall et al., 2012; Päschke et al., 2015). However, such validation experiments are not straightforward to interpret because

of range limitations, different vertical resolution, and different measurement and sampling principles. Here, Computational

Fluid Dynamics (CFD) can serve as an alternative method to assess the uncertainties of lidar-based wind retrievals. When

performing a simulation of the flow, the flow variables are precisely known at all points of the numerical grid. A ‘virtual’35

instrument can then be implemented into the simulation to ‘measure’ the wind field in the same manner a real lidar does. This

virtual measurement can then be compared to the ‘true’ wind field, as ‘known’ by the simulation. Thus, the retrieval error

associated with a specific sampling strategy can be exactly determined from the deviation. Large-eddy simulations (LES) are

particularly suitable for this task, as they explicitly resolve the bulk of turbulent motions relevant for Doppler lidars and offer

the possibility for high grid resolution. Recent studies have used this approach to investigate the errors occurring in lidar mea-40

surements due to turbulence induced heterogeneity of the flow (Lundquist et al., 2015; Gasch et al., 2020; Stawiarski et al.,

2015). However, these studies either feature specific flow conditions, such as wake flows behind wind turbines (Lundquist et al.,

2015), or employ distinct scanning methods, such as an airborne lidar (Gasch et al., 2020) or a Dual Doppler lidar (Stawiarski

et al., 2015). Also, usually only one single scanning scheme has been employed and only individual simulation runs were

conducted to determine the lidar retrieval error.45

Based on the need for practical guidelines for operational use, we take a more general approach. Focusing on widely used

scan strategies for ground based lidars, we investigate various factors that may influence the lidar error. These factors include

the scanning scheme used for wind vector retrieval, the number of beams employed during one scan cycle, the orientation of

the lidar with respect to the prevailing wind direction and the zenith angle configuration of the instrument but exclude any

errors inherent in the instrument. In addition, measurements averaged over different time interval lengths will be analyzed to50

answer how optimal application of temporal averaging can mitigate lidar measurement inaccuracies. Coherent flow features

that are often observed in the ABL violate the basic assumption of a horizontally homogeneous wind field. Since the forma-

tion of features such as cellular structures, streaks or roll convection is influenced by the atmospheric stability and the mean

vertical wind shear (Deardorff, 1972; Moeng and Sullivan, 1994; Khanna and Brasseur, 1998; Salesky et al., 2017), accuracy

of lidar measurements will also depend on the respective atmospheric conditions. Therefore, virtual lidar measurements will55

be assessed for various convective flow regimes, distinguished by their relation of buoyancy to shear, with the goal of better

understanding the error behavior for each specific regime. The main objective of this study is to identify the most advantageous

scan strategy that minimizes the lidar retrieval error for each regime and to provide a reliable estimate for this error.

We conduct several simulations of lidar measurements in atmospheric boundary layers with different geostrophic forcing

2



and stratification. Wind measurements with virtual lidars are performed using different scanning schemes and zenith angles60

simultaneously. The employed scanning schemes include velocity azimuth display (VAD) with 6 and 24 scanning beams, as

well as a Doppler-beam swinging (DBS) scheme using four beams. We select three zenith angle configurations, of which two

(15° and 30°) are commonly applied in practice. The third configuration of 54.7° is chosen, based on a study by Teschke and

Lehmann (2017) who found that this angle minimizes the effect of error propagation of radial wind measurement errors on

the retrieved wind vector. Moreover, this comparably large zenith angle is recommended for Dopple lidar operation if one65

additonally wants to derive turbulence variables from the scans (e.g. Smalikho and Banakh (2017)). The resulting wind profiles

are compared with the true profile above the lidar location (reference profile in the LES). To quantify the deviation from refer-

ence we apply the root-mean-square deviation (RMSD) as a mean over the vertical extent of the boundary layer. This way we

evaluate the lidar error related to each scan strategy and identify the optimal scan strategy for each meteorological situation.

For two simulation cases we extend the individual simulations to an ensemble of ten simulations each to increase the statistical70

confidence in the lidar errors found.

This study is structured as follows. Section 2 describes the lidar scanning schemes that were used for the virtual lidar

measurements. Section 3 explains the operating procedure of the virtual lidar simulator, including the implementation of the

different scanning schemes, and provides the metric for error quantification. Section 4 outlines the simulation setups. We

present the results of the lidar simulations in section 5. In section 6 we finally discuss the results and their implications and75

give some recommendations for further studies that we suggest to perform based on our results.

2 Lidar scanning schemes

Monostatic pulsed Doppler lidars make use of the frequency shift between an emitted and a received light pulse that occurs

when atmospheric particles, moving along with the wind, scatter the light pulse back to the ground based lidar (Doppler shift).

Measuring this shift of frequency allows for determination of the wind speed along the line of sight (LOS), also called radial80

velocity, of the scanning beam. This radial velocity is linked to the orthogonal components of the three-dimensional wind

vector via the following geometrical relationship:

vr = usin(α)sin(φ) + v cos(α)sin(φ) +w cos(φ), (1)

where vr denotes the radial velocity along the LOS, u the longitudinal wind component (east-west direction), v the latitudinal

wind component (north-south direction), w the vertical wind component, α the azimuth angle and φ the zenith angle of the85

scanning lidar beam (90° - elevation angle). The azimuth angle is numbered clockwise starting from the north. The vertical

wind speed can also be measured directly by pointing the laser beam in the vertical direction. To capture the horizontal wind

components, the beams have to be tilted out of the vertical position. Under the assumption of a horizontally homogeneous

wind field across the area sampled by the scanning beams, as well as a stationary wind field for the duration of the scan, the

vertical profile of the three-dimensional wind vector can then be inferred with suitable scanning schemes. The following sec-90

tions describe the two commonly applied scanning schemes that were adopted from radar measurement technique (Lhermitte,
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1969; Browning and Wexler, 1968). We replicate both of these scanning schemes in this study to derive vertical profiles of the

three-dimensional wind vector from virtual lidar measurements.

2.1 VAD scanning scheme95

A common scanning scheme is the velocity azimuth display method (VAD) (Kropfli, 1986; Werner, 2006). For this method,

the scanning beam is tilted out of the vertical position by a fixed angle φ (zenith angle). Starting due north, the beam rotates in

azimuth, performing scans at different azimuth angles α. The radial velocity is measured at each azimuth angle. In horizontally

homogeneous and stationary wind conditions, plotting the radial velocities of one scan cycle against the respective azimuth

angles yields a sine wave like curve. In heterogeneous and non-stationary conditions, the single measurement points scatter100

around the sine wave. In practice, the radial velocities are thus averaged over a certain time interval, to smooth out fluctuations.

By applying a sine-wave fit to the data, one can then derive the 3D wind vector. Combining the equations for the radial velocities

of one scan cycle yields a set of linear equations, which in matrix form reads:

A v = V r, (2)

where v = (uvw)T is the three-dimensional wind vector, V r = (Vr1,Vr2,Vr3, ...Vrn)T is a vector composed of the radial105

velocities measured by the respective lidar beams, and

A =



sin(α1)sin(φ) cos(α1)sin(φ) cos(φ)

sin(α2)sin(φ) cos(α2)sin(φ) cos(φ)

sin(α3)sin(φ) cos(α3)sin(φ) cos(φ)

...

sin(αn)sin(φ) cos(αn)sin(φ) cos(φ)


, (3)

is the matrix describing the geometrical relationship between the radial velocities and the wind vector components, with n

being the number of beams used for one scan cycle. The system of equations can be solved with a suitable least squares

algorithm leading to the three components of the wind vector:110

ATA v = ATV r⇔ v =
(
ATA

)−1

AT V r, (4)

where ()
T denotes the transposed matrix and ()

−1 denotes the matrix inverse. The number of beams used for one scan cycle

can be varied. In this study VAD scans with 6 and 24 beams are evaluated. Due to the turbulent nature of the atmosphere,

measurements are usually averaged over several scan cycles before the system of linear equations is solved to achieve approx-

imately homogeneous conditions.115

2.2 DBS scanning scheme

The Doppler-beam swing (DBS) technique is a simplified version of the VAD technique. In this study a total of four scanning

beams is used for one complete scan cycle, there are, however, different possible realizations of a DBS, e.g. using three or
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five beams alternatively. The beams are tilted away from the vertical at a fixed zenith angle φ and differ in azimuth by 90°.

The scan cycle starts with a beam directed towards the north, followed by the opposite (south) direction. After that the east120

and west direction are sampled. Note again that other sampling sequences are possible as well. Here we decided to sample the

opposite directions one after the other in order to keep the time difference as small as possible to closely match the stationarity

assumption implicitly made with the equation system for analysis given below. Each scan cycle yields the following system of

equations for the three wind components:

u=
vr(α= 90◦)− vr(α= 270◦)

2sinφ
(5)125

v =
vr(α= 0◦)− vr(α= 180◦)

2sinφ
(6)

w =
vr(α= 0◦) + vr(α= 180◦) + vr(α= 90◦) + vr(α= 270◦)

4cosφ
, (7)

where u, v, w denote the components of the three-dimensional wind vector, as obtained by the lidar, vr are the radial velocities130

measured at the respective azimuth angle α, and φ is the zenith angle of the lidar. Because the DBS scanning scheme requires

only four beams, one scan cycle is completed faster than for the VAD scheme using 6 or even 24 beams. This means that for

the same time interval, more scans are available for averaging.

The virtual lidar simulator used in this study replicates both scanning schemes (VAD and DBS) simultaneously, which allows

for a direct comparison.135

3 Simulation of lidar measurements

Because we aim to investigate the lidar measurement error that occurs due to inhomogeneous and turbulent flow structures,

it is essential to use a simulation model that represents turbulent atmospheric motions on a scale similar to the resolution

of the lidar. Large-Eddy Simulation (LES) technique explicitly resolves the bulk of turbulent motion and only parameter-

izes the remaining part. It is therefore a suitable technique for this study, provided that the spatial resolution of the model is140

sufficient. The wind fields, as well as the integrated virtual lidar measurements are simulated using PALM (PArallelized Large-

eddy simulation Model) (Raasch and Schröter, 2001; Maronga et al., 2015). By default, PALM applies the spatially filtered

Boussinesq-approximated form of the Navier-Stokes equations, treating the flow as incompressible but allowing for variations

in density due to buoyancy. The model solves the governing prognostic equations on a Cartesian grid using finite differences.

For improved resolution, a staggered grid (Arakawa and Lamb, 1977) is employed. Implicit filtering of the flow variables is145

realized through spatial discretization. Effects of the filtered small-scale turbulence are represented by a sub-grid-scale param-

eterization according to Deardorff (1980). For this study we use PALM in version 6.0, revision 4856.
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3.1 Virtual lidar

We implemented virtual lidar measurements in the user module of PALM, which is an interface that allows users to define150

custom output variables. The lidar simulation tool was able to simulate multiple lidars with different zenith angle configurations

simultaneously. This allowed for direct comparison of measurements obtained with different scanning configurations.

We designed the virtual lidar measurements such that three lidars are placed in the center of the model domain. The zenith

angle φ of the tilted scan beams is different for each lidar (φ= ∈ {15◦,30◦,54.7◦}). Different scanning schemes (VAD and

DBS) are performed simultaneously by each of the virtual lidars.155

For the VAD method with 24 beams, the process of the virtual measurement is as follows: The modeled flow field is probed

along the LOS of the tilted lidar beams. During a full scan cycle the beam traces a conical shape. The atmosphere is scanned

in azimuth direction at equidistant steps of 15°, starting north (α = 0°). To imitate the time a real instrument needs to send and

receive a signal and change the position of its scanning beam, the time for ‘measuring’ the radial velocity in one direction is

set to five seconds. Hence, a complete scan with 24 beams takes 120 seconds. A scan configuration using less than 24 beams160

completes multiple revolutions during the same time interval. For example, a scan with six beams completes four revolutions

in 120 seconds. Note that this way of operating the virtual lidar in the LES does not fully represent the scanning regime of a

Doppler lidar in reality, which either measures without interruption while continuously changing the azimuth, or measures for

a short time at a fixed azimuth position and then spends time to rotate to the next scanner position. However, a real Doppler

lidar samples with pulse repetition rates of several kHz, which represents a kind of averaging. This effect is represented in the165

virtual lidar simulator by averaging the LES output over 25 values within 5 seconds. In essence, both our LES analysis and the

real lidar provide an averaged profile of radial winds along a different LOS every 5 seconds.

The radial velocity along the beam is derived for every height (grid) level according to Eq. 1. Instead of interpolating, the

velocity components u, v and w at the grid point closest to the beam are used. Due to the staggered grid employed in PALM, u,

v and w from different grid points are included in the calculation. The radial velocities for the respective directions are stored170

in a netCDF file, which is further processed after the simulation.

The velocity profiles as ‘measured’ by the virtual lidar are calculated from the radial velocities along the scanning beams.

First, the radial velocities are averaged over the desired averaging period. Second, the linear system of equations described

by Eq. 2 is solved via a least squares algorithm using the function linalg.lstsq of the numerical python package (Harris et al.,

2020). This yields the three wind components u, v and w as measured by the lidar. These lidar profiles are later compared to175

the ’true’ profiles as provided by the LES. For the DBS method, lidar profiles are calculated using Eq. 5 - Eq. 7.

The initial scan direction (azimuth angle) can be changed to a different value than 0°, thereby rotating the virtual instrument.

This allows for an investigation of a possible effect of the instrument’s orientation relative to the mean flow direction on

the accuracy on the measurement. A different spatial sampling might affect the measurements in case where quasi-stationary

structures with a preferred axis of orientation (e.g. roll-convection) exist in the simulated wind field.180

Lidar range-gate-length averaging effects are not a-priori considered by the virtual lidar simulator. Since we are essentially
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interested in the errors resulting for the derived wind vector at a given height or as an average across the entire ABL due to the

scanning strategy, these effects will not be discussed in this study.

3.2 Quantification of lidar error

For quantification of the lidar retrieval error we use the root-mean-square deviation (RMSD) as a bulk measure for the cu-185

mulative error within the entire boundary layer. It is defined as the square root of the quadratic mean difference between the

predicted values (in this case, the true values at the respective grid point) and the observed value (the values measured by the

lidar):

RMSD =

√√√√√√√


n∑
i

(Vt−Vm)

(n− i)


2

, (8)

where Vt is the true wind speed (or wind direction) as generated by the LES at the respected height level and Vm is the190

wind speed (or wind direction) measured by the lidar. In this case the mean refers to the mean over the height interval, which

is enclosed by a lower boundary i (50 m) and an upper boundary n (the top of the boundary layer). A lower RMSD value

implies a better agreement between the data than a higher one, while a zero RMSD indicates perfect agreement. The following

procedure is applied to each simulation case: The virtual lidar measurements are performed and averaged in time according

to the description in section 3.1 and the wind vector is derived according to the selected scan scheme (Sec. 2). The resulting195

profiles of horizontal wind speed and wind direction are compared to the time-averaged reference values of the simulation

along the vertical column above the lidar location. The difference between the value ‘measured’ by the lidar and the reference

value is calculated at each grid point along this vertical column. Subsequently, RMSD is calculated over the vertical extent of

the boundary layer, which is estimated for each simulation case individually.

Note that measurement of the horizontal wind with lidar scan technique requires the lidar beams to be tilted out of the ver-200

tical. This results in a conical scan above the lidar location, with the scan cone widening with increasing height. This implies

that the lidar does not exactly probe the vertical column above its location. Instead, values measured by the instrument repre-

sent the velocity of the air within the circle spanned by the cone at the respective height. As it is usually the vertical profile

of the three-dimensional wind vector at a certain location that is of interest for NWP models, we chose to compare the lidar

measurements to the LES values at the respective grid points directly above the lidar. However, it is important to keep in mind205

that the lidar error will therefore include an additional spatial representation error.

4 Simulation setups

We performed measurements with the virtual lidar during different simulation runs. All simulations are carried out over a

homogeneous and flat surface. We chose four cases, for which we applied varying geostrophic forcing and surface heating to210
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generate different types of flow regimes from buoyancy-driven to shear-driven flows. Depending on the intensity of buoyancy

and shear, the flow will develop characteristic features that take shape in the form of elongated streaks, rolls or cells. These

coherent structures are typical for the turbulent ABL and are well described in the literature (Deardorff, 1972; Moeng and Sul-

livan, 1994; Khanna and Brasseur, 1998; Salesky et al., 2017). They determine the flow morphology and are hence expected to

influence the measurements of wind profiles with lidar scanning schemes.215

We chose a moderately convective situation as the basis case (case 1). The simulation setup for this case is described below.

The simulation setups for the other cases were identical, differing only in prescribed geostrophic wind and, in one case, surface

heat flux. Table 1 summarizes the simulation properties.

For all simulations we chose a domain size of 4 × 4 × 2 km3, to allow for the development of characteristic turbulent

structures and to ensure a sufficiently large horizontal extension of the domain for the lidar scan cone to fit even at large zenith220

angles and higher levels. Since LES are able to resolve eddies that are about 5 - 6 times as large as the grid spacing (Chow and

Moin, 2003; Cheinet and Siebesma, 2009) and the lidar resolution range lies in the order of a few tens of meters, a grid size of

∆ = 5 m will be sufficiently small to resolve turbulent motions that are relevant for the lidar measurement. At the beginning

of the simulation, all atmospheric variables were prescribed by vertical profiles, assuming horizontal homogeneity. Boundary

conditions were set to be cyclic in all lateral directions, which implies a periodic continuation of the flow field. Flow structures225

leaving the border of the domain re-enter at the opposite boundary. The initial temperature profile was specified as neutrally

stratified up to a height of 800 m in order to speed up the development of a convective layer of the desired height. Above 800 m,

the boundary layer was topped with an inversion with a potential temperature gradient of 1 K/100 m. At the surface layer a

sensible heat flux of approximately 150 W m−2 was prescribed. The flow was driven by a large-scale pressure gradient which

corresponds to a geostrophic wind of 5 m s−1. The flow entered the simulation domain from the west, so that vg = 0 m s−1.230

To keep the boundary layer height constant for the duration of the simulation, a large-scale subsidence of −0.018 m s−1 was

applied at 1000 m and above, which decreased linearly to zero between 1000 m and 0 m. The surface was homogeneous with a

roughness length of 0.05 m. Random perturbations with small amplitudes were imposed onto the horizontal wind field during

the initial stage of the simulation to trigger the onset of turbulence. The simulated time amounted to a total of 3 hours, whereby

the first 2 hours are to be considered as spin up time. After this time the model reached a quasi-stationary turbulent state. The235

analysis of data extended over 1 hour, starting after spin up time. A constant time step of 0.2 seconds was used, in order to allow

for a uniform data output at a time interval of 5 seconds. A constant time step was necessary to ensure the correct functionality

of the virtual lidar simulator.

4.1 Ensemble simulations240

A single simulation of lidar measurements in the turbulent atmosphere will help to get a rough estimate of the error associated

with the violation of the homogeneity assumption. However, a generalization of this estimate, derived from a single mani-

festation of a turbulent flow is most likely deficient. To characterize the statistical uncertainty of the measurement error, we

chose two simulation cases (case 1 and case 4) for which we performed an ensemble of simulations. For each of the two cases
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Table 1. Properties of the simulation cases: geostrophic wind speed (ug), sensible heat flux at the surface (H0), boundary layer height (zi),

Obukhov length (L) and friction velocity (u∗).

case number ug H0 zi L u∗ ensemble members

ms−1 Wm−2 m m ms−1

1 5 150 960 -20 0.30 10

2 10 75 860 -140 0.47 –

3 2 150 960 -5 0.12 –

4 0 150 960 -3 0.15 10

we carried out ten member simulations with slightly different initial conditions, which lead to to the development of different245

specific realizations of the turbulent flow fields. Averaging the lidar error over all ten realizations approximates the ensemble

average (Wyngaard, 2010), which provides a statistical measure for the error to be expected from lidar wind profiling. The

size of ten members for each ensemble was chosen with regard to limited computational resources, constituting a compromise

between the theoretical necessity of a larger ensemble and the practical feasibility.

5 Results250

5.1 Lidar profiles in a moderately convective boundary layer (basis case 1)

In general, an LES needs a certain period of time until turbulent flow fully develops, and the simulation reaches a quasi-

stationary state. After this spin up time has elapsed, the analysis of virtual lidar measurements can start. To determine if

turbulence has fully developed and if the simulation has reached a quasi-stationary state, it is useful to examine the time series

of turbulence parameters. Figure 1 shows time series data of domain-averaged, resolved-scale turbulence kinetic energy (E*),255

friction velocity (u*) and maximum velocity of the u-component (umax) for an exemplary member simulation of case 1. After a

simulation time of 2 hours all quantities reached a quasi-stationary state. E* stabilized approximately at a value of 0.45 m2 s−2,

u* at approximately 0.30 m s−1 and umax at approximately 8.75 m s−1. Analysis of virtual lidar measurements started after

two hours of simulated time.

The flow structures occurring in various boundary layer regimes have been investigated with LES and described in many260

studies (e.g. Deardorff (1972); Moeng and Sullivan (1994); Khanna and Brasseur (1998); Salesky et al. (2017)). As expected,

the instantaneous flow field at a simulation time of 2 hours (Fig. 2) exhibits organizational patterns typical for a moderately

convective flow regime, where buoyancy forces interact with shear. The vertical velocity field exhibits elongated cellular struc-

tures. Near the surface these structures are comparatively fine and orientated along the mean wind direction, with narrow

regions of updraft, surrounded by broader areas of slightly weaker downdraft (Deardorff, 1972). This pattern gets wider at265
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Figure 1. Simulation case 1: Time series of resolved-scale turbulence kinetic energy (E*), friction velocity (u*) and maximum velocity of

the u-component (umax). All quantities are averaged over the entire 3D-domain. The dashed red lines indicate the respective mean value

between 2h and 3h of simulated time.

greater heights, the lines turn into large patches, while the velocities increase. The fields of the horizontal wind components

display a more patchy pattern, with alternating regions of high- and low-speed flow, which suggests the formation of horizontal

convection rolls (Moeng and Sullivan, 1994; Khanna and Brasseur, 1998; Salesky et al., 2017). The orientation of the structures

deviates from the mean wind direction. At greater heights the patches fade out and velocity differences decrease.

These coherent structures which are present in the turbulent flow field indicate that the requirement of a horizontally ho-270

mogeneous wind field within the air volume scanned by the lidar is not met by the instantaneous flow field. As the scanning

cone of the lidar expands with increasing height, it encloses areas of different velocities (Fig 2 upper panels). It therefore be-

comes clear that temporal averaging is necessary for a successful wind retrieval from the lidar scan under convective conditions.

5.1.1 Effect of averaging time and zenith angle configuration275

Since coherent structures are present in the instantaneous flow field, the prerequisite of horizontal homogeneity, required for

wind vector retrieval with lidar scanning schemes is not fulfilled. Temporal averaging will lead to a more homogeneous flow

field, because the structures responsible for inhomogeneity are moving along with the mean wind and are thus generally

averaged out over time. Averaging the radial measurements over a certain time period, before retrieving the wind profile, we

expect to improve the accuracy of lidar measurements. However, it is not clear how long the averaging interval must be, so that280

the assumption of horizontal homogeneity applies. Therefore, we first examine the behavior of lidar retrieval error for different

averaging periods. For this part of the analysis, we restrict the scanning scheme to the VAD method with 24 beams (VAD 24).

Figure 3 shows vertical profiles of the three-dimensional wind vector measured with different zenith angle configurations for

averaging intervals of 10, 30 and 60 min, respectively. It becomes apparent that deviations from reference can vary significantly
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Figure 2. Simulation case 1: Horizontal cross sections of instantaneous flow field components (u, v, w) at 2h simulation time, at 50m and at

500m height. The black star marks the location of the three virtual lidars, placed in the center of the domain. Each of the lidars is configured

with a different zenith angle (15°, 30°, 54.7°). Gray circles indicate the corresponding scanning circles at the respective height level. Arrows

are pointing north.

with height, but become minimal near the top of the boundary layer. Deviations of lidar profiles from the reference profile285

mostly decrease with increasing averaging time. This is independent of the zenith angle of the scanning lidar and applies to

wind speed, as well as to wind direction and vertical wind. However, exceptions can occur. For example, for the 54.7° zenith

angle configuration (yellow line) the 30-min average (bottom, center) yields larger deviations from reference that the 10-min

average (bottom left).

We quantify the results for this exemplary analysis via the RMSD (Fig. 4), which is calculated over a height interval extend-290

ing from 50 m to 960 m. Note that all values are mean values over a 60-min measurement period. Thus, there is one single

value for the 60-min interval, while for the 30 (10) -min interval, the value represents an average over two (six) values. The

results confirm that the lidar retrieval error decreases with increasing averaging time. The RMSD for wind speed ranges from

0.18 m s−1 to approximately 0.55 m s−1 for a 10-min averaging period, depending on the zenith angle configuration. Extending

the averaging time to 60 min results in RMSD below 0.2 m s−1. Errors for wind direction range from 4° to 13° for the 10-min295

average, while reducing to less than 4° for the 60-min average. RMSD for the vertical wind component range from 0.1 m s−1

to about 0.3 m s−1, while remaining below 0.1 m s−1 for measurements averaged over 60 min.
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Figure 3. Simulation case 1: Time averaged vertical profiles of the three-dimensional wind vector of lidar scans with the VAD 24 technique

using different zenith angle configurations (φ). Displayed are horizontal wind speed (upper panels), wind direction (center panels) and

vertical wind (lower panels). Different colors indicate different zenith angle configurations. Reference profiles (true LES values) along the

vertical column directly above the lidar location are shown in black (dashed lines).

Comparing different zenith angle configurations, we observe that the lidar error for wind speed measurements decreases

with increasing zenith angle. The differences between the configurations become smaller for larger averaging intervals, while

for a 10-min averaging period the differences are substantial. Here, the RMSD gap between the smallest zenith angle and the300

largest angle can be three times as large as the smallest RMSD, indicating that the choice of zenith angle is critical for shorter

averaging periods. An opposite trend can be observed for the vertical wind. Here, it is the largest zenith angle configuration

that yields the largest lidar errors. For the wind direction, no clear dependency can be detected.

5.1.2 Effect of scanning scheme

Subsequently, we investigate if and how using a different number of scan beams as well as changing the orientation of the lidar305

with respect to the flow direction affects the accuracy of lidar measurements. Simultaneously, we evaluate different scanning

schemes regarding their performance. For this purpose, we compare virtual measurements conducted with a fixed zenith angle
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Figure 4. Simulation case 1: RMSD of virtual lidar measurements of wind speed, wind direction and vertical wind with reference to the

‘true’ wind profile of the column located directly above the lidar. RMSD values were calculated over a height interval extending from 50 to

960m for measurements averaged over different time intervals. All values are averages over a 60-min measurement period. Thus, there is

one single value for the 60-min interval, while for the 30 (10) -min interval, the value represents an average over two (six) values. Shown are

results for measurements obtained with the VAD 24 scan technique at different zenith angles (15°, 30° and 54.7°).

of 15° but with different scanning schemes. We investigate a VAD scheme with six beams (VAD 6), a VAD scheme with 24

beams (VAD 24) and a DBS scheme. By default, both scanning schemes, VAD as well as DBS, start at an azimuth direction

of 0° north. For each configuration, two virtual measurements were performed simultaneously, with one of the lidars rotated.310

For the VAD scans, the respective second lidar was rotated 30° to the east, which constitutes half of the azimuth step used for

the VAD 6 scheme. For the DBS scan, the second lidar was rotated 45° to the east, which also constitutes half of the azimuth

step used for this scheme. We again considered averaging intervals of 10, 30 and 60 min, but decided to display profiles only

for the 10-min average, for reasons of clarity.

Profiles retrieved with different scanning schemes clearly deviate from each other and rotated lidars yield slightly different315

measurement results than their north-oriented counter-parts (Fig. 5). However, differences between rotated lidars are rather

small. Respective RMSD are mostly close to identical (Fig. 6) and differences are limited to less than 0.01 m s−1 for wind

speed, 2° for wind direction and 0.05 m s−1 for vertical wind. There is no definite answer as to which orientation is more

advantageous. In some instances, it is the north-oriented lidar that measures more accurately, while in other instances it is the

rotated lidar that exhibits the smaller error.320

The VAD 24 configured lidar yields the least accurate results for measurements of wind speed, whereas instruments using

13



0

500

1000

h
ei

gh
t

(m
)

Lidar north Lidar rot. vert. column

V
A

D
6

0

500

1000

h
ei

gh
t

(m
)

V
A

D
24

3 4 5

vh (m s−1)

0

500

1000

h
ei

gh
t

(m
)

250 275
dir (◦)

−0.25 0.00

w (m s−1)

D
B

S

Figure 5. Simulation Case 1: Virtual lidar profiles obtained over one randomly selected 10-min period with a zenith angle configuration of

15° using different scan schemes. Blue lines indicate profiles of north-oriented lidars and red lines indicate profiles of rotated lidars. For the

VAD scans, lidars were rotated 30° to the east, while for the DBS scan, the lidar was rotated 45° to the east. Reference profiles (LES values)

along the vertical column directly above the lidar location (black dashed lines) are shown for reference.

the VAD 6 or the DBS technique perform more accurately (Fig. 6). The discrepancies between the configurations reduces with

increasing averaging periods. While the difference amounts to approximately 0.25 m s−1 for the 10-min average, it diminishes

to only 0.1 m s−1 for the 60-min average. For the wind direction, as well as the vertical wind, no configuration stands out as

particularly advantageous.325
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Figure 6. Simulation case 1: RMSD of virtual lidar measurements of wind speed, wind direction and vertical wind with reference to the

‘true’ wind profile of the column located directly above the lidar. RMSD values were calculated over a height interval extending from 50

to 960m for measurements averaged over different time intervals. Shown are results for measurements with a zenith angle configuration of

15°. Measurements were obtained with different scan schemes (VAD 6, VAD 24 and DBS). Blue diamonds indicate results for north-oriented

instruments, while red circles mark results for rotated instruments. Lidars were rotated 30° to the east for VAD scans and 45° to the east for

DBS scans.

5.2 Lidar profiles in different boundary layer regimes

A variation of geostrophic wind and surface heat flux generates different boundary layer regimes. Increasing the geostrophic

wind enforces vertical shear while increasing the surface heating strengthens buoyancy driven thermals. If buoyancy and shear

are both present in the ABL, they interact to modify the flow structure. In a more shear driven regime, turbulent eddies gener-330

ally organize into elongated bands or streaks, while buoyancy driven flows tend to form concentrated areas of strong updraft

surrounded by broader areas of downdraft (Moeng and Sullivan, 1994). Since different flow regimes produce flow structures

of different size and shape, we can expect that the flow regime has a non-negligible effect on the lidar measurements. To

study how the lidar error depends on the flow regime, we simulated two additional convective boundary layers with different

geostrophic forcing and sensible surface heat flux (Table 1). For cases 2 and 3 we focus on different scanning schemes and thus335

restrict our discussion of the virtual lidar measurements to a zenith angle configuration of 15°.

For case 2 (case 3) RMSD was calculated over a height interval from 50 to 860 m (from 50 to 960 m) representing the top of

the convective ABL in these cases, respectively. Note that the absolute values were not normalized with regard to the averaged
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wind speed of the respective simulation. This should be kept in mind when comparing the values, as the background winds of

the two simulations differ considerably. However, non-normalized values have the advantage of being more straightforward,340

and providing direct information on the error made by the lidar, which is most relevant for practical application.

RMSD values are generally smaller for case 2 than for case 3 (Fig. 7), suggesting a higher accuracy of lidar measurements

for higher wind speeds. The reduced wind speed in case 3 favors the generation of more buoyancy driven structures, while

buoyancy induced turbulent structures are damped in case 2 by the reduced surface heat flux and the increased wind speed,

leading to a more horizontally uniform uniform distribution of the wind field. This suggests, that we find more optimal con-345

ditions for wind vector retrieval with lidar measurement schemes under shear driven conditions rather than under buoyancy

driven conditions. In some instances, however, error values for the two cases are remarkably close (Fig. 7 top right and bottom

center panel) or even the same (Fig. 7 top left, bottom left and and top center panel).

In both cases RMSD for wind speed are larger again for VAD 24 configurations when compared to VAD 6 configurations.

This feature, which had already been observed in case 1, is more pronounced for case 2 than for case 3 and is most noticeable in350

the 10-min average. Noticeably large RMSD occur in case 3 for the wind direction, with maximal values exceeding 20 degrees.

This can be attributed to the buoyancy induced motions in this case, which lead to a rather pronounced fluctuation of the wind

field. This entails a less precise determination of the mean wind direction. RMSD values for the vertical component of both

simulation cases, however, are comparable to case 1.

We would like to mention that in addition to the convective cases discussed here, we considered the case of a stably stratified355

boundary layer as well. Due to the comparably small flow structures, the lidar measurement errors were very small and the

choice of scan strategy did not affect the results significantly. We therefore decided to refrain from discussing the results from

the stable case.

5.3 Ensemble simulations

To investigate how reliable the results found for a single simulation are, we extend the individual simulation of case 1 to an360

ensemble of 10 members. For each member simulation the same setup is used, but the random perturbations, that are imposed

onto the flow field at the beginning of the simulation, are varied, which leads to the development of unique realizations of the

turbulent flow field. Profiles of wind speed, wind direction and vertical wind, averaged horizontally over the simulation domain

and temporally over one hour, vary only marginally between members (Fig. 8 top row), indicating that the simulation runs

share the same statistical properties, whereas profiles of the vertical columns above the lidar location (Fig. 8 bottom row) show365

greater variability, illustrating the unique turbulent flow realization of each member.

Figure 9 shows a statistical evaluation of all virtual measurements of the ensemble. The evaluation confirms that the error

generally decreases with increasing averaging time. Not only the ensemble mean error decreases, but the range from smallest

to largest occurring error contracts as well, indicating that the probability of large errors considerably decreases. Note that

unlike Fig. 4, where only one single simulation was evaluated, the values displayed here are statistical ones. In this case, the370

statistical population comprises the ten members of the ensemble, meaning that for the 60-min averaging interval, ten values

enter the statistics. For the 30-min averaging interval 20 values are available, while for the 10-min interval 60 values enter the
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Figure 7. Simulation cases 2 and 3: RMSD of virtual lidar measurements of wind speed, wind direction and vertical wind with reference to

the ‘true’ wind profile of the column located directly above the lidar. RMSD values were calculated over a height interval extending from 50

to 860m (from 50 to 960m) for case 2 (case 3). Measurements are averaged over different time intervals. Shown are results for measurements

with a zenith angle configuration of 15°. Measurements were obtained with different scan schemes (VAD 6, VAD 24 and DBS). Blue circles

denote results for simulation case 2, while red diamonds indicate results for simulation case 3.

statistical analysis.

For wind speed measurements, RMSD values are less than 1 m s−1 for all configurations and members, with mean values

below 0.6 m s−1. Most accurate measurements are obtained with a zenith angle of 54.7°, which, again, confirms the results375

found for basis case 1. Outstanding results are accomplished with a combination of a 54.7° zenith angle with the DBS scan

scheme. This configuration achieves the most accurate measurements and exhibits the smallest range of error. The least accurate

results, conversely, are delivered by the VAD 24 scans with a zenith angle of 15°. Again, the errors of VAD 6 are smaller than

those of VAD 24 for most of the cases considered.

RMSD values for wind direction range from 1° to 23°, with mean values below 10°. A larger zenith angle proves slightly380

more favorable for measurements of wind direction, but no scanning scheme stands out.

Mean error values for measurements of the vertical wind component are less than 0.6 m s−1. Lowest error values occur with

the smallest zenith angle (15°) in conjunction with a VAD scanning regime. The largest errors are obtained with a large zenith

angle (54.7°) in conjunction with the DBS technique (maximum RMSD greater than 1.6 m s−1 for an averaging period of 10

min).385
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Figure 8. Ensemble case 1: Vertical profiles of wind speed, wind direction and vertical wind of every member of the ensemble simulation

averaged over a period of 60 min. Upper panels show horizontally averaged profiles, while lower panels display profiles of the vertical

column directly above the lidar location. Straight lines at zero value for the domain average of the vertical wind indicate incompressibility of

the flow field.

Using the same approach, we analyze a second ensemble of simulations for simulation case 4, which features a purely

convective situation without any geostrophic background wind. This is a simplified and idealized case that allows to investigate

the limits of lidar wind profiling under extreme conditions.

It should be noted that, because there is no geostrophic forcing applied in case 4, the only source of turbulent motion is the

sensible heat flux at the surface. In such a purely convective situation, where no mean background wind is present, turbulent390

structures do not travel across the domain but are rather stationary during their life cycle. The lidar error is thus expected to be

larger, because the assumption of homogeneity is violated even for longer averaging times. Also, since there is no background

wind, there is little meaning in measuring a mean wind direction. Therefore, in this case, we refrain from discussing the wind

direction.
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Figure 9. Ensemble case 1: RMSD of virtual lidar measurements of wind speed, wind direction and vertical wind with reference to the

respective ‘true’ wind profile above the lidar. RMSD values were calculated over a height interval extending from 50m to 960m for mea-

surements averaged over different time intervals. Results are grouped by zenith angle configuration (15°, 30° and 54.7°). Different colors

denote different scan techniques (VAD 6, VAD 24 and DBS). Whiskers indicate the entire range of values, including the maximum and

minimum. In addition, mean values are marked by a black diamond.

The statistical evaluation of all virtual measurements of the ensemble (Fig. 10), exhibits general similarities to ensemble case395

1. Like in ensemble case 1, lidar errors for wind speed and vertical wind decrease with increasing averaging time. However,

mean deviations from reference values are significantly larger than in case 1. RMSD for wind speed reaches a maximum of

3 m s−1, with mean values ranging from 0.3 m s−1 to 1.3 m s−1, depending on scan configuration and averaging period. We

confirm that mean deviation for wind speed is generally smallest for measurements with a zenith angle of 54.7°. The differences

in error behavior between the three zenith angle configurations are even more pronounced in the purely convective boundary400

layer than in the moderately convective case. In contrast to ensemble case 1, a combination of VAD 24 with a zenith angle

of 15° does not produce the largest errors in ensemble case 4. Instead, the DBS scheme exhibits the largest deviations. Of all

convective simulation cases analyzed, this is the only case for which a configuration of VAD 6 in conjunction with a small

zenith angle is not superior to VAD 24 with a small zenith angle but it is also not worse.

Similar to ensemble case 1, measurements with the largest zenith angle generally yield the largest deviations for the vertical405

wind component. Mean RMSD for the vertical wind are below 1 m s−1. Maximal errors, however, exceed 2 m s−1. The best

performance is achieved with the VAD scan technique in conjunction with a 15° zenith angle configuration. In contrast, the
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Figure 10. Ensemble case 4: RMSD of virtual lidar measurements of horizontal and vertical wind with reference to the respective ‘true’

wind profile above the lidar. RMSD values were calculated over a height interval extending from 50m to 960m for measurements averaged

over different time intervals. Results are grouped by zenith angle configuration (15°, 30° and 54.7°). Different colors denote different scan

techniques (VAD 6, VAD 24 and DBS). Whiskers indicate the entire range of values, including the maximum and minimum. In addition,

mean values are marked by a black diamond.

least accurate measurements are obtained with the largest zenith angle, using the DBS technique.

6 Discussion and conclusions410

This study uses virtual measurements implemented in LES to investigate different scan strategies for wind profiling with

Doppler-lidar instruments over a homogeneous and flat surface. Comparing the virtual measurements with the reference value

of the LES, we are able to quantify the retrieval error that arises due to the violation of the homogeneous wind field assump-

tion. Various factors influencing this error, such as averaging time, zenith angle configuration, scanning scheme and instrument

orientation with respect to the mean flow are analyzed for different meteorological situations. By extending two selected sim-415

ulation cases to an ensemble each, we are able to asses the reliability of the results we obtained from single simulations.

We find that the flow regime affects the performance of lidar measurements. Convective conditions are generally charac-

terized by heterogeneous flow structures, so that the requirements for wind vector retrieval with lidar scanning schemes are

insufficiently met. Because the flow regime depends on meteorological parameters, such as stratification, geostrophic forcing,
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and near-surface heat flux, the lidar error is sensitive to these parameters. The results show that the lidar error increases in420

flow regimes where buoyancy driven structures prevail, whereas it decreases under shear driven conditions, when the flow field

is more horizontally homogeneous. The error is comparatively small in a weakly convective boundary layer (RMSD below

0.4 m s−1 for wind speed measurements averaged over 10 min) and large in strongly convective conditions (RMSD up to

3 m s−1 for wind speed measurements averaged over 10 min).

We offer an estimate for the comprehensive error (RMSD) that can be expected for measurements within the boundary425

layer for different averaging intervals. Table 2 summarizes the results of all simulation cases for the 10-min averaging inter-

val. We find that averaging measurements over periods longer than 10 min considerably reduces the error. For the moderately

convective cases, mean errors for measurements averaged over a 30-min period range between 0.1 m s−1 and 0.3 m s−1. In

a purely convective situation we find errors up to 1 m s−1. Extending the averaging interval to 60 min generally reduces the

error further, such that mean errors for wind speed do not exceed 0.8 m s−1. However, averaging intervals of 60 min might be430

too long for practical application, as atmospheric conditions are seldom stationary in reality. The averaging interval of 30 min,

which is common in meteorology, is therefore recommended. Note that homogeneity of the wind field may not be possible to

achieve in very convective conditions, even with long averaging periods and that thus a certain error is to be expected for such

measurements.

The study also shows that errors for wind speed measurements in convective situations decrease for larger zenith angle435

configurations. Of the three zenith angles examined, the 54.7° angle configuration yields the smallest errors for wind speed,

regardless of the scanning scheme used. This result contradicts suggestions by Courtney et al. (2008) and Klaas (2020) who

argued that a smaller zenith angle reduces the lidar error, because the measurement points are closer together. Intuitively, it

could be assumed that, in this case, the wind field across the area spanned by the measurement points is more likely to be ho-

mogeneous. However, the results of this study suggest the opposite. This can possibly be explained by the larger contribution440

of horizontal wind components on the radial wind measurement for larger zenith angle configurations. It appears that this effect

outweighs the higher probability of a more inhomogeneous wind distribution within the larger probe volume. These findings

support results by Hofsäß et al. (2018) who found measurements, performed during a field experiment, resulted in smaller

errors, when a larger zenith angle was used. Referring to Teschke and Lehmann (2017), the effects of error propagation when

deriving the horizontal wind vector from slanted radial wind measurements could also provide an explanation for this result. It445

remains, however, to proof whether this finding also applies to other boundary layer regimes (e.g., a shallower (deeper) ABL

with different typical sizes of the dominant convective structures).

The advantage of measurements with a large zenith angle over measurements with a small zenith angle is particularly notice-

able in the strongly convective case. Here, errors can be reduced roughly by two thirds when using a zenith angle of 54.7°. In

the moderately convective cases, this effect is also observed, although not quite as pronounced. Contrary to measurements of450

the horizontal wind speed, measurements of the vertical wind exhibit smaller errors with smaller zenith angles, regardless of

the meteorological situation. The results do not allow for a general statement as to how the zenith angle configuration affects

the error in the wind direction.

The assessment of different scanning schemes for wind vector retrieval (VAD 6, VAD 24 and DBS) shows that no scan-
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Table 2. Overview of results for lidar measurements in different meteorological conditions averaged over a period of 10 min. Shown are lidar

errors (RMSD in ms−1 over the extent of the respective boundary layer height) for different zenith angle configurations and scan schemes.

Case numbers are according to Table 1. The cases are sorted by atmospheric stability, beginning with the least stable case. Values for case 4

and case 1 are mean values of the ensemble.

φ = 15° φ = 30° φ = 54.7°

Case VAD 6 VAD 24 DBS VAD 6 VAD 24 DBS VAD 6 VAD 24 DBS

4 1.07 1.07 1.18 0.63 0.61 0.72 0.36 0.34 0.40

3 0.36 0.42 0.40 – – – – – –

1 0.29 0.52 0.27 0.21 0.25 0.19 0.23 0.2 0.19

2 0.14 0.38 0.13 – – – – – –

ning scheme is generally superior. Instead, different combinations of scanning schemes and zenith angle configuration prove455

favorable, depending on the meteorological situation, as well as the quantity to be measured. In the purely convective case the

VAD schemes yield slightly smaller errors for wind speed than the DBS scheme. This also applies to measurements of the

vertical wind, whereby the advantage of the VAD schemes over the DBS schemes is even more pronounced. Measurements

of horizontal wind speed in the moderately convective case show best results with the DBS scheme, while the same is clearly

inferior when measuring vertical wind. Notably poor performance of horizontal wind speed measurements is found for the460

VAD 24 scheme in conjunction with a 15° zenith angle configuration.

In most of the analyzed cases, VAD 6 proves superior to VAD 24 for horizontal wind speed measurements. Exceptions are

the purely convective case, where RMSD for both scan schemes are almost equally large, and the moderately convective cases,

were VAD 24 performs slightly better than VAD 6 when a zenith angle of 54.7° is used. In all other cases, VAD 6 yields

considerably smaller errors than VAD 24, in particular for short averaging times (10 min). It appears that the better statistical465

averaging over 20 measurements along each scan direction within 10 min for VAD 6, compared to 5 measurements for VAD

24 can improve the quality of wind vector retrieval.

As for the wind direction, results suggest that the DBS scheme tends to yield the smallest errors. Furthermore, we find that

orientation of the instrument with respect to main wind direction has a negligible effect on measurement accuracy.

470

In summary, the virtual measurements performed in this study show that wind profile retrieval with Doppler lidars is in-

deed negatively affected by turbulent fluctuations of the wind field, which confirms results of previous studies on this topic

(Lundquist et al., 2015; Gasch et al., 2020). We find that the retrieval error is related to the flow regime and the associated

coherent structures. The instrument configurations as well as the scanning scheme significantly influence the lidar error in

convective conditions and must therefore be chosen carefully, depending on the quantity to be measured. In very convective475

conditions, extending the averaging period to more than 10 min additionally mitigates the error. The uncertainties found in this
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study are within the range of deviations found in inter-comparison studies between wind lidar and other wind measurement

techniques (Smith et al., 2006; Kindler et al., 2007; Päschke et al., 2015). Doppler-lidar based wind data can thus be assumed

equally well-suited for assimilation into NWP models.

In this study we focused on the adverse impact of flow heterogeneities on the wind retrieval, while neglecting other possible480

sources for errors and uncertainties (such as range-gate-averaging effects or uncertainties of the radial velocity determination

itself). It should thus be kept in mind, that the error values presented here do not consider all possible contributions to the

Doppler-lidar measurement error. Note however, that, in general, it is possible to include such effects and that this has been

done in some previous studies (Stawiarski et al., 2013; Lundquist et al., 2015; Gasch et al., 2020).

Furthermore, some of the simulation cases presented in this study are only individual example simulations. The results gen-485

erated with these simulations merely give a rough idea about the tendency of the expected error and should be considered with

reservation. For two selected situations we performed ensemble simulations. Although these ensembles consisted of only ten

members (a number certainly too small to obtain statistically robust results) they can provide a more profound error estimation

for practical applications. Moreover, some general dependencies of the wind retrieval errors on averaging time, zenith angle,

and ABL forcing regime become obvious. It is, however, recommended to perform similar future studies with a larger ensemble490

for each of the simulation runs.

To quantify the lidar error, we chose the RMSD, calculated as a bulk value over the vertical extent of the boundary layer.

While this error metric serves as a condensed estimate of the expected error it fails to provide information on the errors at a

given height range. Since the diameter of the scan circle increases with height, it can be expected that deviations from reference

above the lidar location increase simultaneously, at least in the lower and middle ABL. Closer to the ABL top deviations are495

expected to decrease again, since the wind will approach the geostrophic value there. Additional material investigating the

variation of the retrieval error with altitude can be found in the appendix. For differentiated statements about the error behavior

in relation to height above ground, a more detailed quantification of the lidar deviation, in addition to the RMSD, is desirable.

The matter of optimal zenith angle configuration for lidar wind profiling has been debated controversially and different

conclusions have been reached (Courtney et al., 2008; Bingöl et al., 2008; Hofsäß et al., 2018; Klaas, 2020). The results of500

this study suggest that out of the zenith angle configurations investigated here, lidar configurations using a zenith angle of

54.7° yield most accurate results for measurements of horizontal wind speed in turbulent flow conditions. Further investigation

of this topic is desirable. We suggest a systematic analysis of the error behavior as a function of boundary layer depth, as

this could provide meaningful clues as to which role coherent structures play with regard to zenith angle width. In addition,

a measurement campaign to validate the findings from the simulations would be ideal, preferably using multiple instruments505

simultaneously to test various scan techniques and zenith angle configurations. This could help to assess the transferability of

this study’s results to practical application.

Virtual measurements implemented in LES have proven as a valuable tool to validate Doppler-lidar wind profiling. One

major advantage of this tool is seen in the fact, that LES allow for the derivation of consistent wind profiles across the entire

depth of the ABL, while standard measurement systems such as tower, sodar, radar wind profiler all are subject to limitations510

in range and resolution and partly rely on similar scanning assumptions as the Doppler lidar. With LES it is also possible to
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extend the measure of reference for the accuracy of measurements. For example, one could consider the mean over the lidar

scan circle, or the horizontal mean profile over a certain area. This would provide an indication of spatial representativeness of

measurements, as well as allow for an evaluation of the significance of scan strategy in relation to spatial variability of the wind

field. Moreover, LES allows the investigation of the extent to which the spatial representation error, resulting from comparing515

conical measurements to the vertical reference column, contributes to the lidar error. This is an issue worth exploring in future

studies.

Another perspective for future LES-based investigations could be to include land surface heterogeneity and even orograph-

ically structured terrain into the simulations. These aspects affect the flow and lead to more complex flow structures (such

as bending when flowing over a hill, or flow separation (Finnigan, 1988; Grant et al., 2015) that are difficult to capture with520

measurement systems (Bradley et al., 2015). The problem of lidar measurements over complex terrain has been investigated

experimentally, as well as with flow models (Bingöl et al., 2009a, b; Pauscher et al., 2016; Klaas, 2020), but no study using

LES in conjunction with a virtual lidar has been conducted so far. The ability of LES to represent such flow structures makes

this technique a valuable tool for validation of measurement strategies under challenging flow conditions. In conclusion, we

are convinced that virtual measurements hold great potential with regard to quantifying measurement uncertainty and propose525

that their area of application be further extended.

Data availability. Data and code used for the presented research may be provided by the authors upon request. For this purpose please

contact Charlotte Rahlves (rahlves@muk.uni-hannover.de).

Appendix A: Variation of retrieval error with altitude

For the present study we quantify the lidar retrieval error as one single value over the entire extent of the boundary layer.530

However, knowledge of the error behavior with respect to altitude is of high interest for operational use. For this purpose we

present a first investigation of this aspect for ensemble case 1. Fig. A1 shows profiles of the mean deviations from the respective

reference profiles for different zenith angles and scan configurations for an averaging interval of 60 minutes. Also displayed

are the range of the ensemble and the standard deviation from the mean. Above the top of the boundary layer, deviations for

all zenith angles and scan techniques are minimal. Conversely, there is a noticeable variability within the boundary layer. The535

smallest mean deviations in horizontal wind speed are seen when measured at a zenith angle of 54.7°. In contrast, measurements

using the same zenith angle yield the largest deviations for the vertical wind component. For the horizontal wind speed, as well

as the wind direction, the spread tends to decrease with increasing zenith angle. The opposite applies to the vertical wind. When

using the small zenith angle configuration (15°) for measurements of horizontal wind speed, VAD 6 appears to be superior to

VAD 24 with respect to both mean deviations and the spread over the ensemble. As for the wind direction, deviation increases540

with height for each zenith angle configuration until the top of the boundary layer is reached. The largest deviations are obtained

with the largest zenith angle (54.7°). Notice the conical shape of the range for measurements of the wind direction with a zenith
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Figure A1. Ensemble case 1: Vertical profiles of ensemble mean deviations from the respective reference profiles for different zenith angles

and scan configurations (VAD 24, VAD 6 and DBS) for an averaging interval of 60 min. Blue lines refer to a zenith angle configuration of

15°, red lines refer to a zenith angle configuration of 30° and yellow lines refer to a zenith angle configuration of 54.7°. The three leftmost

panels display wind speed, the three center panels display wind direction and the three rightmost panels display vertical wind speed. The

x-axis scaling also applies to the respective adjacent panels. Also shown is the range over all ensemble members (gray areas) as well as

standard deviation from the mean (dotted lines). Reference profiles of horizontal wind speed, wind direction and vertical wind speed were

taken along the vertical column directly above the lidar location for each member.

angle of 54.7°. In this case, the measurements seem to be most accurate at lower levels, while the error increases significantly

at greater heights.

25



Author contributions. Frank Beyrich and Siegfried Raasch conceived of the presented the ideas, designed the scientific questions and work545

plan of the study and supervised the work. Charlotte Rahlves implemented the virtual lidar code, performed the numerical simulations and

analyzed the results. All authors discussed the results and shaped the research. Charlotte Rahlves wrote the manuscript with input and critical

feedback from all authors.

Competing interests. The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Financial support. This research has partially been funded by the German Meteorological Service (Contracts No. 3057147 and 3059991/21-550

MIR)

Acknowledgements. The authors would like to acknowledge Lennart Böske for the initial development of the virtual lidar for PALM as well

as for providing preceding analysis results. Equally, we would like to thank Katrin Gehrke for providing preceding results and scripts for

analysis. The work was supported by the North-German Supercomputing Alliance (HLRN).

26



References555

Antoniou, I., Courtney, M., Jorgensen, H. E., Mikkelsen, T., Von Hünerbein, S., Bradley, S., Piper, B., Harris, M., Marti, I., Aristu, M.,

Foussekis, D., and Nielsen, M. P.: Remote sensing the wind using lidars and sodars, in: European Wind Energy Conference and Exhibition

2007, EWEC 2007, vol. 3, 2007.

Arakawa, A. and Lamb, V. R.: Computational design of the basic dynamical processes of the UCLA general circulation model, in: Methods

in Computational Physics - General circulation models of the atmosphere, vol. 17, pp. 173–265, Academic Press, 1977.560

Bingöl, F., Mann, J., and Foussekis, D.: Lidar error estimation with WAsP engineering, in: IOP Conference Series: Earth and Environmental

Science, vol. 1, IOP Publishing, 2008.

Bingöl, F., Mann, J., and Foussekis, D.: Conically scanning lidar error in complex terrain, Meteorol. Z., pp. 189–195, 2009a.

Bingöl, F., Mann, J., and Foussekis, D.: Lidar performance in complex terrain modelled by WAsP Engineering, in: Proceedings of the

European Wind Energy Conference, 2009b.565

Bradley, S., Strehz, A., and Emeis, S.: Remote sensing winds in complex terrain–a review, Meteorol. Z., 24, 547–555, 2015.

Browning, K. and Wexler, R.: The determination of kinematic properties of a wind field using Doppler radar, J. Appl. Meteorol. Climatol.,

7, 105–113, 1968.

Cheinet, S. and Siebesma, A. P.: Variability of local structure parameters in the convective boundary layer, J. Atmos. Sci., 66, 1002–1017,

2009.570

Chow, F. K. and Moin, P.: A further study of numerical errors in large-eddy simulations, J. Comput. Phys., 184, 366–380, 2003.

Cottle, P., Strawbridge, K., and McKendry, I.: Long-range transport of Siberian wildfire smoke to British Columbia: Lidar observations and

air quality impacts, Atmos. Environ., 90, 71–77, 2014.

Courtney, M., Wagner, R., and Lindelöw, P.: Testing and comparison of lidars for profile and turbulence measurements in wind energy, in:

IOP Conference Series: Earth and Environmental Science, vol. 1, IOP Publishing, 2008.575

Deardorff, J. W.: Numerical investigation of neutral and unstable planetary boundary layers, J. Atmos. Sci., 29, 91–115, 1972.

Deardorff, J. W.: Stratocumulus-capped mixed layers derived from a three-dimensional model, Bound.-Layer Meteorol., 18, 495–527, 1980.

Emeis, S., Harris, M., and Banta, R. M.: Boundary-layer anemometry by optical remote sensing for wind energy applications, in: Meteorol.

Z., vol. 16, pp. 337–347, https://doi.org/10.1127/0941-2948/2007/0225, 2007.

Finnigan, J.: Air flow over complex terrain, Springer, 1988.580

Gasch, P., Wieser, A., Lundquist, J. K., and Kalthoff, N.: An LES-based airborne Doppler lidar simulator and its application to wind profiling

in inhomogeneous flow conditions, Atmosph. Meas. Tech., 13, 1609–1631, https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-13-1609-2020, 2020.

Gottschall, J., Courtney, M., Wagner, R., Jørgensen, H. E., and Antoniou, I.: Lidar profilers in the context of wind energy–a verification

procedure for traceable measurements, Wind Energy, 15, 147–159, 2012.

Grant, E. R., Ross, A. N., Gardiner, B. A., and Mobbs, S. D.: Field observations of canopy flows over complex terrain, Bound.-Layer585

Meteorol., 156, 231–251, 2015.

Harris, C. R., Millman, K. J., van der Walt, S. J., Gommers, R., Virtanen, P., Cournapeau, D., Wieser, E., Taylor, J., Berg, S., Smith, N. J.,

et al.: Array programming with NumPy, Nature, 585, 357–362, 2020.

Hofsäß, M., Clifton, A., and Cheng, P. W.: Reducing the uncertainty of lidar measurements in complex terrain using a linear model approach,

Remote Sens., 10, 1465, https://doi.org/10.3390/rs10091465, 2018.590

27

https://doi.org/10.1127/0941-2948/2007/0225
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-13-1609-2020
https://doi.org/10.3390/rs10091465


Khanna, S. and Brasseur, J. G.: Three-dimensional buoyancy-and shear-induced local structure of the atmospheric boundary layer, J. Atmos.

Sci., 55, 710–743, 1998.

Kindler, D., Oldroyd, A., MacAskill, A., and Finch, D.: An eight month test campaign of the Qinetiq ZephIR system: Preliminary results, in:

Meteorol. Z., vol. 16, pp. 479–489, https://doi.org/10.1127/0941-2948/2007/0226, 2007.

Klaas, T.: Model-based study of the five main influencing factors on the wind speed error of lidars in complex and forested terrain, Ph.D.595

thesis, Universität zu Köln, 2020.

Knist, C., Kayser, M., and Lehmann, V.: Das Vorhaben "Pilotstation bodengebundener Fernerkundung", in: MOL-RAO Aktuell, Deutscher

Wetterdienst, 2018.

Kropfli, R.: Single Doppler radar measurements of turbulence profiles in the convective boundary layer, J. Atmos. Ocean. Technol., 3,

305–314, 1986.600

Lhermitte, R.: Atmospheric probing by Doppler radar. Atmospheric Exploration by Remote Probes. Vol 2, 253-285. Washington, DC Nat.

Acad. Sci., 1969b: Note on the observation of small-scale atmospheric turbulence by Doppler radar techniques, Radio Sci., 4, 1241–1246,

1969.

Lundquist, J. K., Churchfield, M. J., Lee, S., and Clifton, A.: Quantifying error of lidar and sodar Doppler beam swinging measurements of

wind turbine wakes using computational fluid dynamics, Atmos. Meas. Tech., 8, 907–920, https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-8-907-2015, 2015.605

Maronga, B., Gryschka, M., Heinze, R., Hoffmann, F., Kanani-Sühring, F., Keck, M., Ketelsen, K., Letzel, M. O., Sühring, M., and Raasch,

S.: The Parallelized Large-Eddy Simulation Model (PALM) version 4.0 for atmospheric and oceanic flows: model formulation, recent

developments, and future perspectives, Geosci. Model Dev., 8, 2515–2551, 2015.

Moeng, C.-H. and Sullivan, P. P.: A comparison of shear-and buoyancy-driven planetary boundary layer flows, J. Atmos. Sci., 51, 999–1022,

1994.610

Nechaj, P., Gaál, L., Bartok, J., Vorobyeva, O., Gera, M., Kelemen, M., and Polishchuk, V.: Monitoring of low-level wind shear by ground-

based 3D lidar for increased flight safety, protection of human lives and health, Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health, 16, 4584, 2019.

Päschke, E., Leinweber, R., and Lehmann, V.: An assessment of the performance of a 1.5 µm Doppler lidar for operational vertical wind

profiling based on a 1-year trial, Atmosph. Meas. Tech., 8, 2251–2266, https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-8-2251-2015, 2015.

Pauscher, L., Vasiljevic, N., Callies, D., Lea, G., Mann, J., Klaas, T., Hieronimus, J., Gottschall, J., Schwesig, A., Kühn, M., et al.: An615

inter-comparison study of multi-and DBS lidar measurements in complex terrain, Remote Sens., 8, 782, 2016.

Raasch, S. and Schröter, M.: PALM - A large-eddy simulation model performing on massively parallel computers, Meteorol. Z., 10, 363–372,

https://doi.org/10.1127/0941-2948/2001/0010-0363, 2001.

Salesky, S. T., Chamecki, M., and Bou-Zeid, E.: On the Nature of the Transition Between Roll and Cellular Organization in the Convective

Boundary Layer, Bound.-Layer Meteorol., 163, 41–68, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10546-016-0220-3, 2017.620

Smalikho, I. N. and Banakh, V. A.: Measurements of wind turbulence parameters by a conically scanning coherent Doppler lidar in the

atmospheric boundary layer, Atmos. Meas. Tech., 10, 4191–4208, 2017.

Smith, D. A., Harris, M., Coffey, A. S., Mikkelsen, T., Jørgensen, H. E., Mann, J., and Danielian, R.: Wind lidar evaluation at the Danish

wind test site in Høvsøre, Wind Energy, 9, 87–93, 2006.

Stawiarski, C., Träumner, K., Knigge, C., and Calhoun, R.: Scopes and challenges of dual-Doppler lidar wind measurements—An error625

analysis, J. Atmos. Ocean. Technol., 30, 2044–2062, 2013.

28

https://doi.org/10.1127/0941-2948/2007/0226
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-8-907-2015
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-8-2251-2015
https://doi.org/10.1127/0941-2948/2001/0010-0363
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10546-016-0220-3


Stawiarski, C., Träumner, K., Kottmeier, C., Knigge, C., and Raasch, S.: Assessment of Surface-Layer Coherent Structure Detection in Dual-

Doppler Lidar Data Based on Virtual Measurements, Bound.-Layer Meteorol., 156, 371–393, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10546-015-0039-3,

2015.

Teschke, G. and Lehmann, V.: Mean wind vector estimation using the velocity-Azimuth display (VAD) method: An explicit algebraic630

solution, Atmos. Meas. Tech., 10, 3265–3271, https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-10-3265-2017, 2017.

Werner, C.: Doppler Wind Lidar, in: Lidar: range-resolved optical remote sensing of the atmosphere, vol. 102, Springer Science & Business,

2006.

Wyngaard, J. C.: Turbulence in the Atmosphere, Cambridge University Press, 2010.

29

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10546-015-0039-3
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-10-3265-2017

