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Abstract: Nitrogen dioxide (NO2) is a gas pollutant that can be measured from space and several
operational products are now available from instruments on-board of satellite-based platforms.
There are still, however, many unknowns about the accuracy of these products under different view-
ing and surface conditions since ground-based observations are generally scarce. This is particularly
the case of high-altitude sub-tropical megacities such as the Mexico City Metropolitan Area (MCMA).
In this study, we use more than five years of data from four ground-based MAX-DOAS instruments
distributed within the MCMA in order to evaluate the DOMINO product from the Ozone Monitoring
Instrument (OMI) on board the Aura satellite. We compare OMI against each MAX-DOAS site
independently using the vertical column densities (VCDs) reported by each instrument. The VCDs
are also compared after smoothing the MAX-DOAS profiles with the a priori and the Averaging
Kernels of the satellite product. We obtain an overall correlation coefficient (R) of 0.6 that does not
improve significantly after the smoothing is applied. However, the slopes in the linear regressions for
the individual sites improve when applying the smoothing from 0.36 to 0.62 at UNAM, from 0.26 to
0.49 at Acatlán, from 0.78 to 1.23 at Vallejo, and from 0.50 to 0.97 at the Cuautitlán station. The large
differences observed between the OMI and MAX-DOAS VCDs are attributed to a reduced sensitivity
of the satellite product near the surface and the large aerosol loading typically present within the
mixed layer of the MCMA. This may also contribute to a slight overestimation of the VCDs from
the MAX-DOAS measurements that presents a total error (random + systematic) of about 20%. As a
result of this comparison, we find that OMI retrievals are on average 56% lower than the MAX-DOAS
without any correction. The near-surface concentrations are estimated from the lowest layers of the
MAX-DOAS retrievals and these compare well with surface measurements from in situ analyzers
operated at the co-located air quality monitoring stations. The diurnal variability for each station is
analyzed and discussed in relation to their location within the city.

Keywords: nitrogen dioxide; OMI; MAX-DOAS; pollution; Mexico City

1. Introduction

Nitrogen dioxide (NO2) in the atmosphere has both natural and anthropogenic sources.
Although only 1% is formed naturally by lightning, volcanoes, water, and bacterial activity
on soil and plants [1], it can also be emitted through the burning of biomass. In urban areas,
NO2 originates mostly from the combustion of fossil fuels from a large variety of activities,
such as electricity generation, manufacturing industries, food processing, transportation,
among others [2]. This toxic gas participates in the formation of photochemical smog and
the production of tropospheric ozone through its fast dissociation in the presence of solar
radiation, and forms nitric acid through its oxidation with OH radicals, acidifying rain
and soil. In the troposphere, it has a lifetime of several hours, posing a high risk to human
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health. The effect is considerable in large urban centers since the people are exposed to this
pollutant for long periods of time [3].

This is the case of the Mexico City Metropolitan Area (MCMA) that is considered the
largest city in North America and the fifth in the world by 2018 [4]; the 2020 population
census counted a total of 26 million inhabitants (8800/km2) [5,6]. This megacity gathers
25% of the industrial and economic activities and the great majority of its population travels
in one of the 13 million cars (mostly personal vehicles) that circulate daily [7–9]. These
conditions favor that the MCMA has been considered the 8th, 9th, and 13th city with the
heaviest vehicular traffic in the years 2017, 2018, and 2019, respectively, causing drivers to
increase their travel time from one place to another by 52% compared to an uncongested
condition as reported by the Tom Tom’s traffic webpage [10]. The accuracy and capabilities
of these GPS-based devices were evaluated in Detroit by Belzowski and Ekstrom (2013) [11],
with a 67% reported accuracy. Considering that 78% of nitrogen oxides in the MCMA
come from vehicular emissions according to the Secretary for the Environment [12] of
Mexico City government and that NO2 is an ozone precursor, driving restrictions have
been implemented for some time as part of the “No Drive Day” program in days when
ozone presented exceedances.

In this study, we investigate the spatial and temporal variability of NO2 in the Mexico
City region by evaluating the Dutch OMI NO2 (DOMINO) data product [13] with five
years of measurements collected by a small network of four MAX-DOAS instruments [14].
The aim of this intercomparison is to understand sources of error of each technique and
their relative deviations in order to provide the users of these products a better knowledge
of their uncertainties and limitations. Data from this network have also been used for
evaluating the more recent TROPOMI’s NO2 data product [15]. It is stressed in this and
other validation studies, the benefit of having ground-based measurements in different
parts of the world in order to gain more insight of the error sources and improve the
confidence when using space-born measurements. The OMI NO2 products have been
used widely for a large variety of purposes and although new and better instruments will
continue to become available, the long-time series from this particular instrument makes it
particularly valuable when the evolution of this important pollutant needs to be tracked
throughout a longer period of time.

2. Methodology

In this section, we describe the strategy followed in this investigation for evaluating
OMI’s vertical column densities (VCD) of NO2 with those obtained from the MAX-DOAS
instruments operating in Mexico City. The OMI satellite data product is first described,
followed by the ground-based instruments and the way the differential slant column
densities (dSCDs) are calculated. A description of the stations that conform the MAX-DOAS
network as well as of the retrieval code used to convert to VCDs is then provided. Finally,
since we also compare MAX-DOAS partial VCDs with surface concentrations, some details
about the in situ instruments are provided. For the comparison of remote sensing products
with different viewing characteristics, we apply the scheme by Rodgers (2003) [16]. This is
done by constructing a new profile (x12) from smoothing the profile (x1) of the instrument
1 (MAX-DOAS) with the a priori profile (xa) and the averaging kernel of instrument 2,
AK2 (OMI):

x12 = xa + AK2(x1 − xa) (1)

The term x12 represents the atmospheric state, for which the OMI instrument is
expected to retrieve if the true atmospheric state is given by the state x1 measured by the
MAX-DOAS instrument. The retrieved NO2 VCD’s total series from MAX-DOAS and
DOMINO between 2013–2019 are presented to show the differences between the NO2
VCDs retrieved from both instruments, ground and satellite, and a Fourier analysis was
applied [17], in order to find a fit of its seasonality and the trend
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Φ2(t) = A0 +
2

∑
n=1

[An cos(nωt) + Bn sin(nωt)] + CTrendt. (2)

Here, ω = 2/365 is the angular frequency and t is the overpass time of the satellite.
The coefficients An and Bn are the NO2 VCD amplitudes in the harmonic functions that
describe the periodical variability.

2.1. The OMI Satellite Instrument

The Ozone Monitoring Instrument (OMI) was built by Dutch Space and TNO Science
& Industry in The Netherlands and was put in orbit on board the Aura satellite in 2004 as
part of NASA’s Earth Observing System. The instrument measures radiance spectra with a
resolution of 0.42–0.63 nm in the nadir direction crossing the central part of the MCMA at
14:00 h (±20 min) local standard time (LST). Many atmospheric parameters are retrieved
from the measured spectral radiances, including NO2 total column densities. Each pixel,
of approximately 13 × 24 km2 depending on the viewing geometry, represents a total
vertical column (tropospheric plus stratospheric), estimated from the density ratio of the
slant column and the air mass factors (AMF) [13,18]. The OMI sensitivity to tropospheric
NO2 is due to its vertical distribution, and the reflectance factors as clouds and albedo.
Vegetative surfaces and varying terrain heights as in the MCMA reduce satellite instrument
sensitivity and affects the AMF calculation [19].

NASA operationally releases the Standard Products (SP) Version 3, using inputs
from the Global Modeling Initiative Chemical Transport Model GMI-CTM [20] in their
algorithm [18,21,22]. The GMI-CTM uses a stratosphere-troposphere chemical mechanism,
natural and anthropogenic emissions, and aerosol fields from the Goddard Chemistry
Aerosol Radiation and Transport (GOCART) model [23]. Another OMI product from the
European group [13], which uses their own algorithm that generates a series of alternative
products including DOMINO [Dutch OMI NO2] by the Royal Netherlands Meteorological
Institute (KNMI) [24]. The main differences between the algorithms are the source and
resolution of input values, and the DOMINO products use the data from the global TM5
chemistry transport model from ECMWF [25]. The DOMINO v.2 product used in this
study takes the OMI observations to retrieve the VCDs using the DOAS technique [26].
The tropospheric column extends from the surface to 25 km height, divided into 35 layers.

The DANDELIONS and INTEX-B campaigns in 2006 helped to improve OMI retrievals
of NO2 [19]. At that time, observations over Mexico City were performed and the calculated
Pearson correlations for SP [27] and DOMINO were R = 0.78 and R = 0.74, respectively.
The study shows the transport model (TM4) inability to resolve horizontal gradients
within strong source regions as MCMA, underestimating the simulated NO2 with satellite
instruments.

Other intercomparison studies have been performed using data from OMI and MAX-
DOAS measurements. Chan et al. (2019) [28], reports a Pearson’s correlation coefficient of
0.9 with OMI over China, although these were systematically 60% lower than their MAX-
DOAS results, and a better agreement of the ground measurements with the DOMINO
product, as opposed to the SP, was obtained in that particular study. Wang et al. (2017) [29],
found good consistency between MAX-DOAS measurements and the DOMINO product
over Wuxi, China, reporting strong discrepancies when the effective cloud fraction in the
satellite observations was not filtered, and improved correlations were obtained when a
priori profiles from the MAX-DOAS were used rather than from the chemical transport
model. Shaiganfar et al. (2015) [30], also compared OMI and mobile MAX-DOAS ground
data over Paris finding an underestimation of OMI attributed to inter-pixel heterogeneity.

In another study using MAX-DOAS measurements from several sites in Russia and
Asia, Kanaya et al. (2014) [31], compared with DOMINO and SP OMI products, finding R
values of 0.84 and 0.86, respectively, for the urban sites, and lower correlations (R = 0.69
and 0.72), for the rural/remote locations. In a recent study [32], a comprehensive validation
between 23 MAX-DOAS was performed worldwide with DOMINO and GOME-2A finding
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20% and 36% of bias, respectively. They proposed a dilution correction for rural areas that
makes a bias reduction of 8% and 24%, respectively. Studies of this kind are, however,
scarce in the Americas and thus a detailed study comparing satellite with ground-based
observations over a sub-tropical, highly populated urban center such as Mexico City is of
outermost importance.

For the comparisons done in this study, an average taking ±30 min of ground-based
data (every MAX-DOAS measurement sequence lasts about 5 min) was calculated around
the overpass time of the satellite in order to reduce random errors originating from the
large local variability. For quality control, the MAX-DOAS data were filtered for retrieved
results with at least 1.5 degrees of freedom (DOF) and a root-mean-square (RMS) 10 times
the value of the retrieved dSCDs. Once the matching days were found, the closest OMI
pixels with the center within a maximum radius of 15 km from each MAX-DOAS station
were selected.

Tests were performed with different maximum distances from OMI’s pixel center,
and no improvement was found in the correlation for smaller radii, This distance criterion
gave us a good compromise in order to account for spatial NO2 inhomogeneity within the
city and to have enough coincidences for the comparison. Furthermore, data from OMI
were also filtered excluding the pixels with a cloud fraction higher than 30% and those
with anomaly flagging. At the remaining MAX-DOAS and OMI coincidences, we applied
the scheme following Rodgers (2000) [33], to reduce the smoothing error in the profiles
retrieved by each instrument.

2.2. The MAX-DOAS Network in Mexico City

A MAX-DOAS network was deployed in 2012 to increase the information and knowl-
edge about the trace gases in the tropospheric vertical column within the MCMA [14]. It
has been demonstrated that the DOAS technique can provide useful information for the
tropospheric observations of trace gases both in large urban regions and remote sites. Each
of the four sites operated in the MCMA has its own characteristics from the diverse sources
around it and its own variability.

According to the local emissions inventory [12], the NO2 is strongly associated with
vehicular and industrial activities. Typical wind patterns in the region, with a dominant
north-to-south flow, are recurrent and are affected by the mountain range that surrounds
the basin. A topographical gap on the north where the trade winds penetrate influences
the transport and distribution of pollutants [34].

The locations of the four MAX-DOAS instruments that form this small network,
were chosen to cover an approximate area of 370 m2 and a wide range of conditions but
also taking advantage of the current infrastructure from UNAM (National Autonomous
University of Mexico) and the air quality network run by the city government (SEDEMA).
The instrument furthest south (UNAM) is at the central university campus (19.33N, 99.18W),
with large complementary measurements performed by the Center of Atmospheric Sciences.
Acatlán (ACAT) is also on a university campus located in the highly urbanized western
part of the city (19.48N, 99.24W). Vallejo (VALL), at SEDEMA’s central lab for analysis
and instrument maintenance (19.48N, 99.15W), is a station that is adjacent to a highly
industrialized region within the city. To the north, in the outskirts of the city but next to
the highway going to Querétaro, is the Cuautitlán (CUAT) station (19.71N, 99.20W), where
SEDEMA operates an air quality monitoring station within a recreational park.

The four instruments have the same construction design and characteristics. They
collect scattered solar radiation in the UV/Vis spectral range of 286 to 510 nm, with a tele-
scope that performs multi-angle scans in one particular azimuth direction. Each scanning
sequence consists of 36 elevation angles; the first observation is towards the zenith and then
completes a full scan from west to east and finishes with the collection of a dark spectrum,
with a motorized shutter installed within the scanning unit. An optical fiber directs the
collected light from the telescope in the scanning unit to a spectrometer (Ocean Optics,
USB2000+), installed within a separate acquisition and control unit located indoors. The
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spectrometer, temperature regulated to 20 ◦C with a ±0.5 ◦C precision, is connected to a
laptop computer for control and acquisition purposes. For a detailed description of the
instrument construction and performance, please refer to Arellano et al. (2016) [14].

On a clear day, there are about 150 sequences measured in the period between 7 and
19 h LST, and the instrument operates automatically. Each sequence contains the spectral
data at each elevation angle, including the zenith that is used as a reference and a dark
spectrum that is subtracted from each spectral measurement to eliminate variations from
temperature-dependent instrumental radiances and noise.

QDOAS v2.105 [35], is used to retrieve differential slant column densities (dSCDs)
from the measured spectra by fitting absorption cross-sections of the gases and other param-
eters. For the results shown in this work, O4 dSCDs were retrieved from the 336–390 nm
spectral region using the cross-sections: O4 [36], O3 at 221 K and 241 K [37], NO2 at
294 K [38], BrO at 298 K [39], and HCHO at 298 K [40]. For NO2 dSCDs, the 405–465 nm
region was chosen for the retrievals using the cross-sections: NO2 at 298 K [38], O3 at
221 K [37]. The Ring spectrum was adjusted to 273 K from the high-resolution data [41],
and a polynomial of degree 3 was used for both species. A nonlinear least square fit ad-
justed to the solar atlas [41] was applied, solving the logarithmic difference in the intensity
of the absorption spectrum.

To have a reference point between retrievals from MMF code using different settings,
we made a comparison between the VCDs results from this work and the ones using
the retrieval setting used in a project for the TROPOMI instrument validation [42,43].
The dSCDs retrieved in that study used the 338–390 nm window for O4 and 425–465 nm for
NO2. The comparison was made between December 2017 to April 2018, a period with the
highest levels of NO2. The VCDs from our retrieval settings, used also by Friedrich et al.
(2019) [44], were only slightly lower (slope = 0.95) and resulted in a Pearson Correlation
of 0.98.

2.3. MMF Retrieval Code

The Mexican Maxdoas Fit (MMF) retrieval code is developed to retrieve trace gas
and aerosol concentration profiles, as well as their integrated quantities VCD and AOD,
from slant column densities of the trace gas in question and the oxygen dimer O4 measured
at a range of different (low) elevation angles [44]. As many other such retrieval codes,
e.g., BePro [45] or HeiPro [46], it works in a two-step process. First the known oxygen
dimer O4 profile is used to retrieve an aerosol profile ingesting the O4 dSCDs from the
QDOAS retrieval and then using the retrieved aerosol profile in the forward model that
forms part of the trace gas retrieval ingesting the trace gas (here NO2) dSCDs from the
QDOAS retrieval.

As a forward model, MMF uses VLIDORT v.2.7, developed in Spurr et al. [47–49] and
for both retrievals (aerosol profile and trace gas), MMF uses a constrained least square
fit in the inversion and a Gauss–Newton iteration scheme is used. The aerosol retrieval
uses a Tikhonov regularization and an a priori profile shape from hourly averages of one
year of ceilometer measurements. For the single scattering albedo and the asymmetry
factor, data from the UNAM Aeronet station are interpolated at the measurement time and
retrieval wavelength. The trace gas retrieval relies on an optimal estimation approach using
a covariance matrix and an a priori profile constructed using the mean and covariances
from one year of WRF-Chem v.3.6 model data over Mexico City.

In this investigation, 22 unevenly spaced retrieval layers up to a height of 10 km above
ground were used. For more details on MMF as well as specific settings for the retrieval
parameters used in this study, we refer the reader to Friedrich et al. (2019) [44], where the
algorithm is described in detail and all parameter settings that are not already listed here
are provided. MMF has also recently been used in a study about formaldehyde (HCHO)
based on spectra from the same instruments [50].

Apart from the profiles and integrated quantities, MMF also outputs averaging
kernels and DOF as diagnostic parameters, as well as smoothing error and noise er-
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ror. Friedrich et al. (2019) [44] performed a detailed investigation of the different error
contributions of the trace gas retrieval, however, only for the UNAM station and for a
shorter amount of time. The estimated total error on the VCD for that station was found
to be around 20% considering all measurements during the day (roughly 7 to 19 h LST).
A similar analysis is performed here for all four stations, both using the complete data sets
(7–19 h LST) as well as only taking into account measurements at the OMI overpass time
(13–15 h LST). The results are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Average errors for the data available for each MAX-DOAS site over the day and the 13–15 h LST period all the data
set available for each site.

UNAM VALL ACAT CUAT

Around Satellite overpass time (13–15 LST)

molec/cm2 % molec/cm2 % molec/cm2 % molec/cm2 %

Noise 3.63× 1014 1.1 3.85× 1014 1.2 4.27× 1014 1.15 5.39× 1014 2.8

Forward 3.73× 1015 10.4 4.17× 1015 13.2 4.90× 1015 13.3 3.25× 1015 17.7

Smooth 2.32× 1015 6.5 2.41× 1015 7.6 2.53× 1015 6.8 3.69× 1015 19.5

Parameters 3.34× 1015 9.4 1.88× 1015 6.1 2.0× 1015 5.4 3.97× 1015 21.2

Total error 15.5 16.5 16.0 34.0

All Day (7–19 LST)

molec/cm2 % molec/cm2 % molec/cm2 % molec/cm2 %

Noise 3.63× 1014 2.4 4.81× 1014 1.9 3.97× 1014 1.9 4.5× 1014 3.0

Forward 3.73× 1015 12.3 3.96× 1015 15.5 3.96× 1015 19.4 3.96× 1015 26.3

Smooth 2.32× 1015 12.6 3.33× 1015 13.0 2.48× 1015 12.2 2.91× 1015 19.3

Parameters 3.34× 1015 9.4 1.56× 1015 6.1 1.10× 1015 5.4 7.79× 1015 51.9

Total error 20.1 21.2 23.6 61.4

First retrieval results for the measurements at UNAM site have been presented else-
where [44] together with the detailed error analysis as suggested by Rodgers [33], which
contain further information about the retrieval and error analysis. The error ε f ull in the
retrieved NO2 VCD is the difference between the retrieved profile (x) and the true profile
(xtrue) and includes also the smoothing error (εsmooth) (ε f ull = εsmooth + ε), while the error
is the difference between the retrieved and the smoothed true profile described by the
following equation [x – xapriori = AK(xtrue – xapriori) + ε]. The right-hand side term is for the
smoothed true profile plus the errors related to the forward model, forward model parame-
ter, and the noise error. All errors are shown in Table 1: Noise error (Noise) [Gyε] from the
natural measurement errors propagated from the spectral noise, to the slant column densi-
ties and finally to the MMF retrieval, the forward model error (Forward) [Gy∆ f (x, b, b′)]
and forward parameter error (Parameter) [GyKb f (x, b, b′)] and finally the smoothing error
(Smooth) [εsmooth = (AK− I)(xtrue − xapriori)] describing due to the averaging kernel the
limitation of retrieving fine structures in the profile.

For UNAM, VALL, and ACAT, the errors are comparable and are in the same range as
found by Friedrich et al. (2019) [44] for the complete UNAM dataset, around 20%. However,
for the CUAT station, the estimated total VCD errors are much higher, around 61% and
around 34% for the whole data set and restricted to OMI overpass time, respectively.
The largest contribution to the higher error for CUAT station comes from the parameter
error in the forward model, likely indicating a higher degree of horizontal in-homogeneity
(the forward model assumes uniform layers). The effective distance for MAX-DOAS
instruments operating in the visible is around 10–20 km, depending on the weather,
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the solar zenith angle as well as on the details of the aerosol distribution. Since the
CUAT station is located in an ecological park with dimensions less than a few hundred
meters in an east–west direction and a couple of km in the north–south direction, it is
likely that the horizontal distribution is less homogeneous in the area probed by the MAX
DOAS instrument.

2.4. Surface Measurements

NO2 is routinely monitored in the city with in situ analyzers at the surface by the
air quality network run by the city government (SEDEMA). This Automatic Network of
Atmospheric Monitoring, referred to with the acronym RAMA from its name in Spanish,
operates more than 30 stations, distributed within the Mexico City boundaries and in some
municipalities of the State of Mexico. RAMA reports hourly data of criteria pollutants
like ozone, nitrogen oxides (NOx = NO + NO2), sulphur dioxide, carbon monoxide, and
particulate matter that are available for download from their web page [aire.cdmx.gob.
mx]. The network uses sampling chemiluminescence analyzers to detect NOx, based on
the emission of light after the NO in the sample being oxidized with excess ozone, and
the chemiluminescence is proportional to the NO in the sample.

In addition, a heated (315 ◦C) molybdenum catalytic converter reduces all the nitrogen
oxides to NO allowing for quantifying the NOx separately and thus the amount of NO2
in the sample is estimated from the difference (NO2 = NOx – NO). The four MAX-DOAS
instruments are co-located with RAMA stations; however, the Vallejo RAMA station did
not operate over the full MAX-DOAS time series. Hence, for a comprehensive comparison
over the time series, we use the products of the Camarones station that were taken at less
than 3 km from Vallejo (19.28N, 99.11W).

3. Results

In Section 3.1, we present an evaluation of the DOMINO NO2 product v.2, retrieved
from measurements obtained over Mexico City with the OMI instrument on board the Aura
satellite, with measurements performed with a network of four MAX-DOAS instruments
from the ground. In Section 3.2, the VCD data from the ground-based remote sensing
instruments is then compared with 1-hour averages taken from in situ analyzers in order
to evaluate the ability of the MAX-DOAS to detect the variability of NO2 near the surface.

3.1. Comparison with Satellite-Based Measurement

The NO2 column data collected from the four MAX-DOAS stations, placed such as
to achieve a representative coverage of the MCMA, were used to evaluate the DOMINO
product from the OMI satellite instrument in a highly polluted environment. VCDs
retrieved from the ground-based measurements were compared with those obtained from
the space-borne observations taking into account their vertical-dependent sensitivities (AK).
During the satellite overpass at around 14:00 h LST, the NO2 VCD typically decreases,
due to its photolysis in the presence of UV radiation, although it may also increase during
specific pollution or transport events.

This dynamic behavior and high variability in the NO2 calls for a short averaging time
of the ground-based measurements around the overpass time. However, after applying the
DOF and RMS filters, many ground-based measurements are rendered invalid. Hence, we
take ground-based data ±30 min of the overpass time into account in order not to lose too
large of a fraction of the data. This choice of averaging time is not unusual in comparisons
of ground-based and satellite observations [32].

The OMI data are also filtered for clouds and for a spatial successful coincidence; we
selected the nearest valid OMI pixel to the MAX-DOAS station that was within a radius of
15 km (see Section 2.1) The center of the nearest OMI pixels to each MAX-DOAS station
was on average around 9 km.

The available MAX-DOAS NO2 data set comprises 626 total coincidences with OMI
(124 after applying OMI filters) for the UNAM site between February 2013 and June 2018,

aire.cdmx.gob.mx
aire.cdmx.gob.mx


Remote Sens. 2021, 13, 761 8 of 19

148 total coincidences (32 after the OMI filtering) for Acatlán between April 2014 and
October 2017, 98 total coincidences (47 after OMI filtering) for Cuautitlán in the period
between April 2014 to October 2018, and 88 total coincidences (15 after the OMI filtering)
for Vallejo between January 2013 and November 2018. In the latter, the dataset consisted
of only 15 coincident measurements in the analysis and the results may therefore not be
statistically robust.

The OMI DOMINO NO2 tropospheric VCDs time series during this intercomparison
study is shown by pink circles in Figure 1. The presented NO2 VCDs from OMI are without
any filter. All individual NO2 VCD measurements from each MAX-DOAS station that
fall within the period around the overpass time are also shown in the figure: UNAM in
blue, Vallejo in orange, Acatlán in red, and Cuautitlán in green. It can be seen that, despite
the large data gaps in ground-based data due to diverse maintenance, communication,
and operational problems of the MAX-DOAS instruments, we could still gather sufficient
information for a proper evaluation of the satellite product and describe the total column
NO2 variability in the region.

It is evident from Figure 1 that the values measured by the ground-based instruments
are generally larger than the satellite product. A fit of the OMI-DOMINO data was applied
using the Fourier analysis (Equation (2)), from which a clear annual cycle in the VCD over
Mexico City is discernible with maxima during the winter (November to February). The fit
suggests a slightly decreasing trend (−0.29× 1015 molec/cm2 yr) of the NO2 abundance
over this 7-year period.

Figure 1. NO2 vertical column densities of the OMI–DOMINO product between 2013 and 2018 (pink) and those from
the MAX-DOAS instruments measured close to the overpass time ≈14:00 h LST during the same period (UNAM/blue,
VALL/orange, ACAT/red, CUAT/green).

Figure 2 is a map with the mean spatial distribution of NO2 above the MCMA re-
constructed from all OMI valid measurements between 2013 and 2018. A 10× 10 km2

mesh is covering the domain and all available OMI measurements within a 15 km circle
around each grid point are averaged to the VCD. Some measurements are contributing to
more than one gridpoint and thus the method is sometimes referred to as an oversampling
method. MAX-DOAS data were averaged close to the satellite overpass time (13–15 h LST)
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with the available measurements. The color of the circles, following the same color scale as
the satellite data, corresponds to the average VCDs measured at each station according to
the data presented in Figure 1. The radius of each circle is 10 km. This is an approximation
of the detection range of the instrument at the surface, which depends on the visibility,
the cloudiness, and the height of the mixing layer [14].

Figure 2. Spatial distribution of the NO2 VCD monthly averages from the OMI-DOMINO product
during the 2013 to 2018 period, together with the overall overpass-time averages from the MAX-
DOAS instruments (colored circles) over the MCMA (UNAM: 2013–2018, ACAT: 2015–2017, VALL:
2015–2018, CUAT: 2014–2018).

Supporting what has been seen in Figure 1, the MAX-DOAS values appear to be almost
twice from the OMI VCDs in the central (Acatlán and Vallejo) and southern (UNAM) sites,
while the average value registered at Cuautitlán, in a more rural location, is closer to the
average column measured by OMI. It is essential to highlight from the map that the higher
NO2 values are centered in the region of the MCMA with the larger population density
and traffic flow [12].

Figure 3 shows correlation plots with the Pearson’s correlation coefficients between
each of the MAX-DOAS instruments and the OMI-DOMINO NO2 VCDs for those data
pairs complying with the coincidence criteria explained before. MAX-DOAS VCDs are
plotted with open circles and those with filled circles are calculated from smoothed profiles
using the AK and a priori from the DOMINO product. This procedure is necessary when
comparing remote sensing instruments (Section 2) according to Rodgers [16]. We use the
DOMINO AK profiles to smooth the MAX-DOAS profile, by interpolating them to the
22 levels in the MMF output.

An example of the smoothing effect is shown in Figure 4 for data from 26 January
2013. In the left plot, the retrieved MAX-DOAS profiles without (blue) and with the applied
vertical, smoothing with the AK from OMI (green) are shown, as well as the a priori profiles
from OMI (pink). As described above (Equation (2)), the smoothed profile was created
using the Rodgers [16] suggestion.
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Figure 3. Correlation plots with coincident data pairs from OMI-DOMINO and each MAX-DOAS
instrument in the MCMA taken between 2013 and 2018. Offsets forced to zero, with and without AK
smoothing, are shown for UNAM (blue), Vallejo (orange), Acatlán (red), and Cuautitlán (green).

In the right panel of Figure 4 are the AKs from MAX-DOAS and that from the OMI-
DOMINO product interpolated to the MAX-DOAS layer scheme.The OMI’s AK profile
in this example, and, similarly to that from other days, shows a low surface sensitivity
(AK < 0.5) in the first half kilometer above the surface (between 2.3 and 2.8 km a.s.l.), while
at higher elevations the AK is steadily increasing from around 0.5 to almost 1. The AK
from OMI has a similar shape at most of the days although it is sometimes slightly shifted
to larger values (closer to 1.0). By the time of the satellite overpass, the mixing layer is
usually in its maximum height, from 10–14 h LST can grow 2 km [51], and it is expected
that most of the sensed NO2 in this polluted environment will be contained in the altitude
region where the satellite presents reduced sensitivity. The MAX-DOAS AK in Figure 4
(right plot) shows a different shape. It is less than one near the surface (<100 m) in this
example, larger in the first 700 m and then stays close to 1.0 up to 3000 m above ground.
Similar results are obtained for different days, although some small features can change
depending on the ambient conditions.

In Figure 5, we present the correlations obtained when MAX-DOAS data from all
four stations (See Figure 4) are compared together with the closest pixel-measurements
from OMI to each of the stations. The data were analyzed without (open circles) and with
OMI’s AK smoothing of the MAX-DOAS results (filled circles) and a linear regression of
the data-pairs were calculated. No significant change was observed in the overall Pearson’s
correlation coefficient (R ≈ 0.6) after the MAX-DOAS data was smoothed; however, this
procedure had a large effect on the slope of the linear fit increasing from 0.44 to 0.60.
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The NO2 Trop. VCD for this day in molec/cm2: MAX-DOAS 8.39× 1016, MAX-DOAS smoothed
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From OMI AKs, see the right-hand panel of Figure 4, it is apparent that OMI is not
very sensitive to NO2 in the lowest 1000 m above ground and hence the contribution of
these lower layers to the NO2 VCD measured by OMI is dominated by the a priori (see
the left-hand panel for an example of an OMI a priori) used in the OMI product retrieval
instead of NO2 located in those layers. Therefore, it is expected that the slope of the
correlation of the linear fit between OMI and MAX-DOAS VCDs increases if the smoothing
is taken into account.

The AK of the MAX-DOAS measurements, on the other hand, shows values consid-
erably larger than one at heights around 1 km above the surface and hence results in an
overestimation of the true VCD if the boundary layer raises to and above these heights.
The mixed layer heights over Mexico City exceeding 2 km was found to be not uncommon
during the afternoon [51].

When the stations were compared independently with the satellite product, as one
can see in Figure 3, the slopes from the smoothed data sets collected in the three sites
situated in highly urbanized neighborhoods, UNAM, Acatlán, and Vallejo were 0.62, 0.49,
and 1.23, respectively. The fourth station, with 47 coincidences, is on the outskirts of the
city and about 27 km north from the Acatlán and Vallejo central sites. For this site, we
obtained a slope of 0.97 after smoothing. The limited correlations found in the individual
sites may have to do with the large horizontal inhomogeneity in the NO2 distribution
and the relatively large pixel size of the satellite observation. When the four locations are
compared at the same time, the correlation coefficient improves, and we obtain a slope of
0.60 (see Figure 5).

In this investigation, we focus on the comparison with the DOMINO product and not
the SP, since the DOMINO online version includes the AK matrix, and both demonstrate
to be rather consistent (R = 0.89). Figure 6 shows the comparison between DOMINO (v.2)
and the SP (v.3), both are generated from the same measured spectral radiances, but using
spectral window between 405–465 nm and 402–465 nm, respectively, to retrieve the dSCDs.
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The AMFs from the transport models of each product (Section 2.1) are needed to
retrieve the VCDs that simulate the initial NO2 vertical profile. A study between the two
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OMI products and in situ measurements of annual NO2 concentrations in the Southern
United States showed a bias for the OMI products of 27–43% for SP (v.1.05) and 21–33% for
DOMINO (v.1.02) [52].

According to that study, both products show similar seasonal and spatial variations
but have their differences mainly over continental areas. They associate this seasonal
difference to the AMF of each product. DOMINO v.2 had a better resolution in the input
parameters until an improved SP v.3 was released. We have also compared the ground-
based data with SP, and the results are not much different (a difference of around –0.1 from
Pearson correlation) than with DOMINO (not smoothed).

3.2. Comparison with RAMA Measurement

Similar to what has been shown previously for the UNAM site [44], Figure 7 shows the
the results of the comparison between MAX-DOAS and surface measurements carried out
by in situ gas analyzers run by the air quality monitoring network from the city government.
This can be done since all four MAX-DOAS instruments are located in stations from the
RAMA air quality network, see Section 2.4. The RAMA data represent the pollution at
the surface as opposed to the total vertical column measured by OMI or the MAX DOAS
instruments. The colored lines (color code as in Figure 3) in the plots of Figure 7 show
the hourly means of the VCDs measured by the MAX-DOAS instruments for the entire
period with coincident RAMA data and in red are the mean hourly surface concentrations
measured by the corresponding RAMA station (in parts-per-billion units, shown in a
different scale).
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Figure 7. Diurnal cycle over the in situ RAMA network and the superficial column measurements from MAX-DOAS
(Up-left) UNAM (Up-right) Acatlán (Down-left) Vallejo and (Down-right) Cuautitlán.

For the comparison, we take the NO2 partial columns retrieved from all the MAX-
DOAS instruments. We select the first six partial columns above ground, within the first 715
m above the ground (six lowest layers of the MMF output) and averaged to a “superficial
column”. These partial columns, with VMR values in ppb, are shown as blue lines in
Figure 7. It is apparent from Figure 7 that these average VMR values from the MAX-DOAS
profile retrieval follow fairly well the RAMA diurnal cycle; however, the MAX-DOAS



Remote Sens. 2021, 13, 761 14 of 19

values are considerably smaller. This might be explained by the low sensitivity in the
lowest layers (see MAX DOAS averaging kernel in the left-hand panel of Figure 4). These
and the diurnal cycles were constructed for the days when the MAX-DOAS instrument
had coincidences with RAMA.

The NO2 patterns in Figure 7, as expected from traffic and related anthropic activity,
show an increase during the morning hours peaking at around 10 h LST, followed by a
decrease until approximately 17 h LST both from a dilution caused by the growing mixing
layer and the photochemical activity. During the last two hours before sunset (17–19 h
LST), a little increase in NO2 can be detected and may be attributed to increased emissions
during the evening rush hour, when people return from work.

CUAT presents a somewhat different pattern than the other stations, which can in part
be explained by the location of the instrument. As seen in Figure 2, the CUAT station is
outside the highly urbanized city and installed within an ecological park. The average NO2
concentrations registered by both measurements are not only lower, but the diurnal pattern
also seems to be distinct. The characteristic peak during the morning hours is absent and
the relative NO2 concentration presents a considerable increase in the afternoon. This last
feature may be caused by pollution transport events, supported by the peak observed from
the column measurement at around 13–15 h LST that is not evident from the measurements
at the surface. The error bars in Figure 7 represent the data dispersion from their calculated
standard deviations.

We present in Figure 8 the correlation plots of coincident hourly mean data between
the surface measurements from RAMA and the MAX-DOAS VMR calculated based on the
partial column up to 750 m above ground. The Pearson’s coefficients (R) lie between 0.62
and 0.73 for all three stations in highly urbanized locations, whereas R = 0.34 for Cuautitlán
station.
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This low correlation is consistent to what can be observed in Figure 7 and may be
due to a combination of factors. As we mention above, the CUAT station is located on
the outskirts of the city and presents the lowest NO2 concentrations of all four stations,
and the MAX-DOAS may have difficulties in detecting the concentrations measured near
the surface. It is also possible that, at this site, polluted air masses that are being transported
aloft are detected by the MAX-DOAS instrument and not by the gas analyzer at the surface.

This is supported by a set of data shown in the dispersion plot of CUAT in Figure 8
with larger MAX-DOAS values that were probably not detected by the instrument at
the surface. This site also presents the lowest slope in the linear regression (0.13) with
respect to the surface measurement, when compared to those obtained for the other stations
(0.28–0.46).

4. Conclusions

In the present investigation, we evaluate the OMI-DOMINO NO2 satellite product
with a rich set of ground-based measurements that consist of four MAX-DOAS instruments
co-located at surface air quality monitoring stations. The study included strict quality
control of the data and the use of coincidence criteria that reduced the number of data
pairs considerably, but the six-year period used since the four MAX-DOAS remote sensors
were installed within the MCMA between 2013 and 2018, allowed us to perform a robust
comparison. In addition, the individual calculation of systematic and random errors of
the ground-based measurements, which sum up to around 20%, as well as an in-depth
analysis of the retrieval diagnostics provide us with sufficient information to interpret the
differences obtained when these remote sensing techniques were compared.

In general, the NO2 columns retrieved from measurements of the OMI instrument on
board the Aura satellite are significantly lower than those retrieved from measurements
of MAX-DOAS instruments. A time series showing the data sets from both satellite and
ground-based observations makes this evident. However, the plot also reveals that both
techniques measure a similar variability throughout the seasons. The slopes obtained from
the linear regressions obtained at the UNAM, Acatlán, Vallejo, and Cuautitlán stations
were 0.36, 0.26, 0.78, and 0.50, respectively. After smoothing the MAX-DOAS NO2 profiles
with the AKs from the DOMINO product, these slopes increased to 0.62, 0.49, 1.23, and 0.97,
respectively. This improvement can be attributed to the low sensitivity of the space borne
instrument which is accounted for when smoothing the ground-based measurements with
the OMI averaging kernel. An overall slope of 0.44 (0.60 after smoothing) was obtained
when the coincident data from all four stations were combined in the regression with a
correlation coefficient of R = 0.62, which did not improve after the smoothing was applied.

A map is presented with the average NO2 vertical column from all satellite obser-
vations available within the study period (Figure 2), including those days without MAX-
DOAS coincidences. The map corresponds to the relative mean NO2 columns measured of
the coverage area of the four sites with ground-based observations. Although the spatial
distribution is highly smoothed, it reflects the abundance of the NO2 column above the
MCMA. The mean NO2 columns from ground agree with the map, CUAT station is outside
the region of maximum abundance, whereas ACAT, UNAM, and VALL, are within the
highlighted area and show the higher mean values for the vertical column. This map
reflects the mean distribution among the different years and seasons and can change signif-
icantly when data are averaged in shorter time periods as has been shown in a previous
study [53].

We also present for each station the diurnal variability of the NO2 columns and
compare this to the surface concentrations obtained from in situ instruments. The measure-
ments to an average VMR calculated from the partial column up to 750 m above ground
retrieved with the MAX-DOAS instrument are also compared (Figure 8). Here, we obtain
good correlations (0.62 < R < 0.73) for the three sites within the more urbanized area. This
result is in agreement with previous study using UNAM data only, in which the MAX-
DOAS average VMR in the lowest layers (750 m above ground) vs. surface measurement
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had an R value result of 0.74 and a slope of 0.46 [44]. In Cuautitlán, where the lowest NO2
abundances are observed, a lower correlation (R = 34) was observed. This is attributed
to the location of the station, being such that the transported pollution detected in the
column by remote sensing is often not detected near the surface by the in situ instrument.
The description of these events where polluted air masses are being transported over a
measurement site has been the subject of previous studies [54].

The diurnal cycles of the stations located within the city present maxima at 10–11 h LST,
and a decrease in the afternoon due to the NO2 dilution effect in the mixed layer and vari-
ous photochemical pathways. It can be noted that, on individual days, different behaviors
can be observed depending on the meteorological conditions. These stations present corre-
lation coefficients (0.62 < R < 0.73) revealing that the MAX-DOAS captures the variability
rather well. In Cuautitlán, as mentioned above, there are various factors that contribute to
a poor correlation with surface measurements (R = 0.34).

Ongoing work involves the comparison of MAX-DOAS total columns with those
retrieved from PANDORA instruments that derive the VCDs from direct solar absorption
measurements, the evaluation of products produced from other satellite instruments and
the use of prolonged time series from satellite products to report the seasonal variability
and trends of NO2 over this and other cities in Mexico. These exercises are important
in order to follow in general terms the evolution of air quality in the different urban
centers and to assess the effectiveness of possible mitigation strategies implemented by the
local governments.
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Abbreviations
The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

ACAT Acatlán
AK Averaging Kernel
AMF Air Mass Factor
AOD Absorption Optical Depth
CUAT Cuautitlán
DANDELIONS Dutch Aerosol and Nitrogen Dioxide Experiments for vaLIdation of OMI and SCIAMACHY
DOMINO Dutch OMI NO2
DOF Degree of Freedom
dSCDs differential Slant Column Densities
INTEX-B Intercontinental Transport Experiment
GMI-CTM Global Modelling Initiative Chemical Transport Model
GOCART Goddard Chemistry Aerosol Radiation and Transport
GOME Global Ozone Monitoring Experiment
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KNMI Koninklijk Nederlands Meteorologisch Instituut
LST Local Standard Time
MAX-DOAS MultiAxes Differential Optical Absorption Spectroscopy
MCMA Mexico City Metropolitan Area
MMF Mexican Maxdoas Fit
OMI Ozone Monitoring Instrument
RAMA Red Automática de Monitoreo Atmosférico
RMS Root Mean Square
SEDEMA Secretaría del Medio Ambiente
SP Standard Products
TROPOMI TROPOspheric Monitoring Instrument
UNAM Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico
UV Ultra Violet
VALL Vallejo
VCD Vertical Column Density
VMR Volume Mixing Ratio
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