
Atmos. Chem. Phys., 22, 5961–5981, 2022
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-22-5961-2022
© Author(s) 2022. This work is distributed under
the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License.

R
esearch

article

Quantification of methane emissions from hotspots and
during COVID-19 using a global atmospheric inversion

Joe McNorton1,�, Nicolas Bousserez1,�, Anna Agustí-Panareda1, Gianpaolo Balsamo1,
Luca Cantarello1, Richard Engelen1, Vincent Huijnen2, Antje Inness1, Zak Kipling1, Mark Parrington1,

and Roberto Ribas1

1European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts, Reading, RG2 9AX, UK
2Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute (KNMI), De Bilt, 3731, the Netherlands

�These authors contributed equally to this work.

Correspondence: Joe McNorton (joe.mcnorton@ecmwf.int)

Received: 16 December 2021 – Discussion started: 4 January 2022
Revised: 22 March 2022 – Accepted: 13 April 2022 – Published: 6 May 2022

Abstract. Concentrations of atmospheric methane (CH4), the second most important greenhouse gas, continue
to grow. In recent years this growth rate has increased further (2020: +15.6 ppb), the cause of which remains
largely unknown. Here, we demonstrate a high-resolution (∼ 80 km), short-window (24 h) 4D-Var global inver-
sion system based on the ECMWF Integrated Forecasting System (IFS) and newly available satellite observa-
tions. The largest national disagreement found between prior (5.3 Tg per month) and posterior (5.0 Tg per month)
CH4 emissions is from China, mainly attributed to the energy sector. Emissions estimated from our global system
are in good agreement with those of previous regional studies and point source-specific studies. Emission events
(leaks or blowouts) > 10 t CH4 h−1 were detected, but without appropriate prior uncertainty information, were
not well quantified. Our results suggest that global anthropogenic CH4 emissions for the first 6 months of 2020
were, on average, 470 Gg per month (+1.6 %) higher than for 2019, mainly attributed to the energy and agricul-
tural sectors. Regionally, the largest increases were seen from China (+220 Gg per month, 4.3 %), with smaller
increases from India (+50 Gg per month, 1.5 %) and the USA (+40 Gg per month, 2.2 %). When assuming a
consistent year-on-year positive trend in emissions, results show that during the onset of the global slowdown
(March–April 2020) energy sector CH4 emissions from China increased above expected levels; however, dur-
ing later months (May–June 2020) emissions decreased below expected levels. Results for the first 6 months
of 2019/20 suggest that the accumulated impact of the COVID-19 slowdown on CH4 emissions from March–
June 2020 might be small relative to the long-term positive trend in emissions. Changes in OH concentration,
not investigated here, may have contributed to the observed growth in 2020.

1 Introduction

Atmospheric methane (CH4) as a long-lived greenhouse
gas (GHG) has contributed to∼ 23 % of the additional radia-
tive forcing since 1750 (Etminan et al., 2016), second only
to CO2. Near-surface concentrations have more than dou-
bled since the pre-industrial era, with the global average dry
air mole fraction reaching 1891 ppb in 2020 (NOAA, 2021).
This growth can mainly be attributed to increased anthro-

pogenic emissions from agriculture, biomass burning, fossil
fuel extraction and use, and waste (Etheridge et al., 1998).

The reduction in global human activities, triggered by the
COVID-19 pandemic, provided an opportunity to assess the
impact of potential rapid climate mitigation strategies to re-
duce GHG emissions (Diffenbaugh et al., 2020). The sec-
tors most obviously affected by the slowdown, e.g. trans-
port and industry, are directly associated with fluxes of short-
lived pollutants (Ming et al., 2020) and CO2 (Le Quéré et al.,
2020), and less so CH4 (Forster et al., 2020). The change in
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energy and fuel demand is estimated to have reduced oil and
gas CH4 emissions by 10 % for 2020 compared with 2019
(IEA, 2021). Similarly, a recent study found reduced emis-
sions from the largest oil-producing basin in the USA, the
Permian Basin, between April and May of 2020 (Lyon et
al., 2021). Despite this, during 2020 atmospheric concen-
trations of CH4 grew by 15.6± 0.4 ppb, the largest amount
since records began in the early 1980s (NOAA, 2021). An
alternative hypothesis is that a reduction in demand could
have increased venting when extracting fossil fuels, resulting
in increased atmospheric concentrations. The remaining CH4
source sectors were not expected to have been noticeably im-
pacted by changes in activity during the slowdown. The re-
duced emissions of OH-forming nitrogen oxides (NOx) dur-
ing the slowdown may have reduced the CH4 sink (Steven-
son et al., 2021); however, another recent study suggests that
this impact might only have accounted for, at most, a 2-ppb
growth, which equates to ∼ 35 % of the difference in growth
between 2019 and 2020 (Weber et al., 2020).

The relatively large atmospheric variability of CH4 con-
centrations and relatively accurate available measurements
allow for the quantification and attribution of emissions us-
ing inverse modelling based on both in-situ (e.g. Wilson et
al., 2016; McNorton et al., 2018) and satellite observations
(e.g. Bergamaschi et al., 2009; Maasakkers et al., 2019).
Global atmospheric flux inversions (e.g. Segers and Houwel-
ing, 2018; Qu et al., 2021) are typically performed at a coarse
spatiotemporal resolution (∼monthly, > 1◦), for which lo-
calised events (e.g. leaks and blowouts) are difficult to de-
tect. Additionally, previous attempts to quantify emissions
have been restricted by limited surface and satellite observa-
tions. In 2002, the Scanning Imaging Absorption spectrom-
eter for Atmospheric CartograpHY (SCIAMACHY) pro-
vided the first total column CH4 (XCH4) measurements
from space. These observations were superseded by the In-
frared Atmospheric Sounding Interferometer (IASI) in 2006
and the Greenhouse gases Observing SATellite (GOSAT)
in 2009, offering higher sensitivity and spatial resolution
(∼ 10 km). GOSAT is limited by a relatively narrow spa-
tial sampling restricting the coverage. Both instruments have
been used to constrain CH4 surface fluxes in inversion stud-
ies (e.g. Frankenberg et al., 2005; Maasakkers et al., 2019).
The TROPOspheric Monitoring Instrument (TROPOMI) in-
strument on-board Sentinel-5P, launched in 2017, provides
global high-resolution (∼ 7 km) XCH4 observations with an
improved spatiotemporal coverage and precision (Veefkind
et al., 2012; Hu et al., 2018). These newly available observa-
tions provide the opportunity to detect CH4 hotspots (Barré
et al., 2021) and potentially constrain CH4 fluxes at high
spatiotemporal resolution (Pandey et al., 2019; Zhang et al.,
2020).

This study presents and evaluates the new capabilities in-
troduced in the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather
Forecasts (ECMWF) Integrated Forecasting System (IFS) to
estimate emissions of greenhouse gases and atmospheric pol-

lutants using satellite observations of their atmospheric con-
centrations. The system is being developed within the frame-
work of the EU-funded Copernicus CO2 project (coco2-
project.eu, 2021) and its precursor, the CO2 Human Emis-
sion project (Balsamo et al., 2021) as the global prototype
for a new Copernicus anthropogenic CO2 emissions monitor-
ing and verification support capacity (Janssens-Maenhout et
al., 2020). Here, we focus on anthropogenic CH4 emissions,
as they offer a useful testbed for the future CO2 system for
three main reasons. First, relatively accurate remote-sensing
observations of CH4 are available at a high spatiotempo-
ral resolution. Second, the atmospheric gradients are larger
for CH4, providing a suitably high sensitivity of concentra-
tion to emissions. Third, the anthropogenic contribution to
fluxes is comparable with the natural component, whereas for
CO2 the anthropogenic component is considerably smaller.
We address three main outstanding questions. First, are CH4
emission hotspots quantifiable using multiple sensors and a
high-resolution global short-window 4D-Var system when
accounting for meteorological errors? Second, how well do
concentrations generated using posterior emission estimates
agree with independent observations and existing studies?
Third, is the system capable of assessing potential longer-
term trends during the COVID-19 pandemic slowdown?

The following sections, Sect. 2.1 and 2.2, outline model
methodology, detailing the 4D-Var inversion system used and
prior assumptions made. Section 2.3 describes the observa-
tions assimilated into the inversion system. Section 3.1 iden-
tifies suitable prior uncertainty assumptions in CH4 fluxes.
Section 3.2 provides a global overview of posterior fluxes
and the relative changes from prior estimates. Section 3.3
evaluates the system using a range of regional and persis-
tent point source case studies. Section 3.4 investigates the
feasibility of quantifying emissions at both a high spatial and
temporal resolution using case studies. Section 3.5 investi-
gates the influence of the global slowdown triggered by the
COVID-19 pandemic on CH4 emissions. Section 4 discusses
the findings and relevance to the wider community including
limitations and suggestions for future work.

2 Methods

2.1 Forward model

The ECMWF global Integrated Forecasting System (IFS),
which provides the operational Copernicus Atmosphere
Monitoring Service (CAMS, https://atmosphere.copernicus.
eu/, last access: 15 January 2022) greenhouse gas (GHG)
forecast (Agustí-Panareda et al., 2019), was used to gener-
ate the forward model integrations used in this study. These
were performed from January to June of 2019 and 2020, with
additional case study simulations performed for June 2018,
November 2019 and July to September of 2020. Computa-
tional cost prevented simulating the full period (2018–2020).
Simulations were performed using a horizontal cubic octahe-
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dral reduced Gaussian grid (TCo399: ∼ 25 km) and 137 ver-
tical levels with coupled meteorology at operational forecast
timesteps of 15 min and 3-hourly output.

Monthly gridded prior estimates of anthropogenic emis-
sions were taken from the CAMS global emissions product,
CAMS-GLOB-ANT v4.2, (Granier et al., 2019), which com-
bines existing products (e.g. EDGAR: Crippa et al., 2018;
CEDS: Hoesly et al., 2018). The Global Fire Assimilation
System (GFAS) provided daily biomass burning emissions
(Kaiser et al., 2012). We used a monthly climatology of wet-
land emissions based on the LPJ-WHyMe model (Spahni
et al., 2011). Remaining fluxes from oceans (Lambert and
Schmidt, 1993; Houweling et al., 1999), termites (Sander-
son, 1996) and wild animals (Houweling et al., 1999) were
used at the highest available spatiotemporal resolution.

The atmospheric CH4 sink comprised of a monthly mean
climatological loss rate field (Bergamaschi et al., 2009),
which represents loss reactions with hydroxyl, chlorine and
atomic oxygen radicals. A gridded surface soil sink was also
used (Ridgwell et al., 1999). Initial conditions for the 3D at-
mospheric state of CH4 were taken from the CAMS CH4 in-
version product (Segers and Houweling, 2018).

2.2 Inverse model

2.2.1 4D-Variational inversion

We used the 4D-Var IFS system, cycle 47R1, employed op-
erationally at ECMWF between June 2020 and May 2021.
More detailed information on the IFS 4D-Var system can
be found in Rabier et al. (2000) and Courtier et al. (1994).
The incremental algorithm used consists of solving a series
of quadratic minimisation problems (inner-loop) constructed
by linearising the initial (non-linear) cost function around up-
dated estimates of the state vector (outer-loop). To constrain
surface emissions, the state vector is augmented by a param-
eter control vector that consists of a 2D scaling factor ap-
plied to a prior emission inventory (see Sect. 2.2.2), based
on Massart et al. (2021). In our configuration, the posterior
scaling factors are optimised on a regular 2D grid (∼ 80 km)
within a 24-h window and then applied to the prior emission
inventory defined on a grid of ∼ 10-km resolution (Fig. 1).
Prior emission errors are assumed to be independent between
24-h inversion cycles (i.e. each 24-h inversion uses the same
uniform scaling factor of 1 and the same prior errors). This
choice was driven by the lack of information about temporal
error correlations in current prior inventories. Currently, the
error covariance for the CH4 initial state vector is taken from
a climatology and fixed in time (Fig. S3). As a result, poste-
rior errors in methane emissions and 3D state are not propa-
gated forward across data assimilation cycles in this config-
uration, which is a technical limitation of our current system
and will be addressed in subsequent versions. We use an on-
line 4D-Var data assimilation system, where the meteorolog-
ical fields are part of the control vector and optimised jointly

with the emission scaling factors. As a result, the transport
errors associated with uncertainties in the initial conditions
of the meteorological variables are accounted for in our in-
version. This is in contrast with widely used offline inversion
systems, wherein transport errors are typically prescribed on
an ad-hoc basis and fixed. Note that in our experiments the
background errors for the meteorological variables at the ini-
tial time are constructed based on a climatology, and there-
fore are not flow-dependent.

The scaling factors derived from the inversion were ap-
plied to sector-specific prior maps for source attribution. A
caveat to this approach is the assumption that co-located sec-
tors have the same scaling factor applied, which can only
be overcome with the use of co-emitted species observations
such as ethane or isotopologues (e.g. McNorton et al., 2018).
However, this is unlikely to noticeably impact these results
as at the relatively high increment resolution used (∼ 80 km)
CH4 sectors are rarely co-located. Missing sources in the
prior are also not accounted for when using a posterior scal-
ing factor.

2.2.2 Prior information

Anthropogenic sector-specific grid cell uncertainties, taken
from Maasakkers et al. (2016), provided the initial prior esti-
mate for countries with well-developed statistical infrastruc-
tures or Annex I countries (IPCC, 2006). For Non-Annex I
countries, the same sector-specific uncertainties were further
increased by 50 %. Globally, constant wetland uncertainties
were estimated at 58 %, taken as the standard deviation from
the WetCHARTs ensemble (Bloom et al., 2017). We assume
the standard deviation of the WetCHARTs ensemble to pro-
vide a reasonable uncertainty estimate of the LPJ-WHyMe
emissions used here. Initially, all other biogenic uncertainties
were estimated as 100 %. The atmospheric sink was not op-
timised by the inversion. Sensitivity experiments where prior
errors were perturbed and validated against independent ob-
servations were used to evaluate prior uncertainty assump-
tions (Table S1 in the Supplement). Given that anthropogenic
emissions are typically from point sources (e.g. fossil fuel ex-
traction), we assumed no spatial prior error correlation given
that the derived increments are at ∼ 80 km. Wetland emis-
sions would typically require defined spatial correlations;
however, given the uncertainty of these structures, the focus
of this study being anthropogenic emissions and limited oc-
currences of co-located emissions from wetland and anthro-
pogenic sources we have chosen to omit these for simplicity.
Total grid cell uncertainties, used in the control vector, were
calculated using the error propagation method. All prior un-
certainties are assumed to have a log-normal distribution to
prevent negative emissions.
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Figure 1. (a) Schematic of different resolutions used in the inversion shown by pseudo-data for five sectors. The magnitude of prior emissions
at ∼ 9 km (left panel) and those same emissions used as input to the forward model at ∼ 25 km (middle panel). The inversion increment at
∼ 80 km, resulting scaling factors are applied to all sectors within the grid cell, the boxes indicate relative contribution per sector (right
panel). (b) Schematic of inversion setup using the 24-h window, correcting for the initial 3D state, emissions, and initial conditions in the
prior of the subsequent window.

2.3 Observations

The observations used in the meteorological component of
the IFS 4D-Var system include satellite radiances, conven-
tional ground-based and radiosondes, and aircrafts and ships
data, for which the coverage and quality is constantly mon-
itored prior the assimilation. With specific focus on CH4,
the TROPOMI instrument on-board the Sentinel-5 Precur-
sor satellite provides near-global daily coverage of XCH4
with a nadir ground pixel size of 7 km× 7 km and near-
surface sensitivity (Veefkind et al., 2012; Lorente et al.,
2021). We used operational observations, which became
available in April 2018 and were bias corrected, as in Barré et
al. (2021). An example representation of daily satellite cov-
erage, which is applicable within a 24-h 4D-Var window, is
shown in Fig. S1 in the Supplement. TROPOMI uncertainties
(< 1 %) provided as part of the CH4 product were applied
within the minimisation routine and averaging kernels were
used (Hasekamp et al., 2019). Additional XCH4 observations
from IASI and GOSAT, and their associated uncertainties of
∼ 2 % and < 1 %, respectively, are assimilated into the sys-
tem to provide additional constraints as described by Massart

et al. (2014). Poor quality data are removed based on the pro-
vided quality flags.

3 Results

Several simulations were performed. First, a suite of sensi-
tivity experiments was performed to identify an appropri-
ate prior flux uncertainty (Sect. 3.1). This was then used
to investigate global emissions (Sect. 3.2), specific emission
events (Sect. 3.3 and 3.4) and perform comparative source
attribution of CH4 fluxes during the COVID-19 global slow-
down (Sect. 3.5). A full list of simulations is provided in Ta-
ble S1. Between mid and late March 2020 most of the coun-
tries in the world implemented slowdown measures, which
reduced socioeconomic activities (Hale et al., 2021). These
measures typically lasted until May or June when certain ac-
tivities were progressively reintroduced, although not to pre-
slowdown levels. China is a slight exception, with an earlier
slowdown occurring from the end of January. To investigate
the impact of these measures on CH4 emissions, relative to
previous years, we perform simulations from January to June
for 2019 and 2020. We assume that January and February
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were business-as-usual months for both 2019 and 2020 and
that the relative difference in emissions for these two months
between each year represents the long-term trend in emis-
sions.

3.1 Evaluation

To assess the suitability of our prescribed prior error in CH4
emissions, six sensitivity inversions with a range of uncer-
tainties were performed (see Table S1). We also performed an
additional experiment where only the initial 3D atmospheric
concentration of CH4 was optimised. Optimised emissions
were then used in forward model simulations, which were
evaluated against XCH4 measurements from 16 Total Col-
umn Carbon Observing Network (TCCON) sites (Wunch et
al., 2011). TCCON averaging kernels were applied to model
profiles as described in Massart et al. (2016). Results show
improved performance when including flux scaling factors
in the control vector compared with only optimising the ini-
tial 3D-state (Fig. S2). When evaluating XCH4 concentra-
tions simulated with optimised emissions, the lowest all-
site average standard error (6.8 ppb) and absolute mean bias
(7.52 ppb) was found for the mapped prior error described in
Sect. 2.2.2. Using the mapped prior error resulted in a lower
standard error in 12 of the 16 sites when compared with the
control; furthermore, the absolute mean bias was improved
at 10 of the 16 sites. The mapped prior error also produced
the highest all-site average R-value (0.74), an improvement
compared with the control at 9 of the 16 sites. All subse-
quent experiments used the mapped prior uncertainty, typi-
cally ranging from 50 to 150 %.

3.2 Global emission estimates

As human activities changed in 2020 in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic we first investigated the difference be-
tween prior and posterior emissions for the first half of a
business-as-usual year, 2019. Emissions were estimated us-
ing the 4D-Var global inversion system described in Sect. 2.2
from January to June 2019. The resulting fire and wetland
emissions are likely to be an inaccurate estimate of annual
emissions because of the strong seasonality of both sources.
TROPOMI observations do not provide full global coverage
within our 24 h 4D-Var window, resulting in emissions not
being constrained over large areas. To produce meaningful
spatiotemporal budgets of posterior emissions the posterior
error covariance should be accounted for. Because this latter
quantity is currently lacking in our system, we chose to com-
pute posterior emission budgets based on a subset of grid
cells that are significantly constrained by the observations.
With this aim in mind, in our analysis, grid cells whose dis-
tance to an observation were greater than 1◦ were discarded.
When considering monthly average emissions, the difference
in coverage between years is unlikely to significantly im-
pact the results, assuming that the variability within a sin-

Figure 2. (a) Global annual mean prior CH4 emissions for 2019
taken from CAMS. (b) Difference between posterior and prior emis-
sions averaged between January and June 2019, derived from the
IFS inversion. (c) Posterior adjustment, as a percentage of prior, in
anthropogenic CH4 emissions per country.

gle month is small. For each selected grid cell, we apply the
monthly mean posterior scaling factor to our prior emission
inventory to provide a posterior emission estimate. Glob-
ally, we found that total average posterior emission estimates
(44.0 Tg per month) for 2019 were 0.4 Tg per month smaller
than prior estimates (44.4 Tg per month). Within national
boundaries, both negative and positive adjustments in emis-
sions often occur (Fig. 2b). Moreover, we found that when
averaged over the 6-month period, considerable changes, rel-
ative to the prior, are from anthropogenic sources (−0.4 Tg
per month).

https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-22-5961-2022 Atmos. Chem. Phys., 22, 5961–5981, 2022



5966 J. McNorton et al.: Quantification of methane emissions from hotspots and during COVID-19

On national scales, for the 6-month period, anthropogenic
emission differences between the prior (5.3 Tg per month)
and the posterior (5.0 Tg per month) were found to be
largest over China (Fig. 2c). The potential overestimation
in bottom-up emission estimates from China is well doc-
umented (e.g. Cheewaphongphan et al., 2019), although
the magnitude of this overestimation is uncertain. Using
prior emission maps, we distributed total posterior emis-
sions into six sector-specific categories: energy, agriculture,
waste, other anthropogenic (industrial, residential and trans-
port sectors), wetlands and fires. In agreement with mul-
tiple inverse studies (e.g. Deng et al., 2022) most of the
overestimated emissions from China are found to originate
from the energy sector (0.2 Tg per month) and specifically
from the coal mining regions of Inner Mongolia, Shaanxi
and Shanxi. Relative to the prior, posterior emissions are re-
duced from India (−3.0 %) and Pakistan (−1.1 %), increased
from Brazil (+1.3 %) and less than 1 % different for the USA
(0.5 %), Indonesia (0.3 %), EU27+UK (+0.1 %) and Rus-
sia (−0.7 %). Except for Russia and Indonesia, these bring
emission estimates in closer agreement with other top-down
studies (e.g. Deng et al., 2022).

3.3 Emission estimates for regions and point sources

The feasibility of detecting and quantifying emission
hotspots on a global scale using a relatively high reso-
lution increment grid (∼ 80 km, daily), a high-resolution
prior emission grid (∼ 9 km, monthly) and multi-sensor data
was evaluated using previously documented case studies
(e.g. Zhang et al., 2020; Varon et al., 2020). Preliminary work
by Barré et al. (2021) combined high-resolution IFS fore-
casts (∼ 9 km) with TROPOMI observations to detect miss-
ing emission sources based on a statistical analysis; here, we
attempted to extend this to the quantification of emissions in
a robust atmospheric transport inversion framework. To fil-
ter posterior estimates, which provided little or no added in-
formation, we omitted daily grid cells associated with poor
observation constraints (see Fig. S1). When comparing our
results with those of other studies, and in the absence of a
formal posterior uncertainty estimate, the sampling bias in-
troduced by this filtering method may introduce additional
uncertainties. Future developments will account for posterior
error reduction in our analysis. Efforts are ongoing to include
an ensemble-based estimate of the posterior emission errors
in our system to provide a more robust evaluation. Posterior
emissions and comparisons with existing studies for several
case studies are provided in Table 1.

3.3.1 Regional emissions – Permian Basin, USA

The Permian Basin, an area of ∼ 400 km2, is the largest oil-
producing basin in the USA. Previous studies identified an
underestimation in inventory estimates of CH4 fluxes in this
region (Alvarez et al., 2018; Robertson et al., 2020; Zhang et

al., 2020). In recent years oil production in the basin has un-
dergone rapid expansion with output of crude oil quadrupling
and natural gas more than doubling between 2007 and 2018
(Zhang et al., 2020). Given the rapid expansion and the lag
in uptake of statistical information to inform the prior in-
ventory, it is likely that the prior used here underestimates
emissions from the region. Variability in atmospheric trans-
port over the basin noticeably impacts observed XCH4 en-
hancements (Crosman, 2021); therefore, an accurate high-
resolution representation of transport is required to quantify
emissions. The IFS system, used here, is suitable for address-
ing such a problem as it performs an online assimilation of
atmospheric composition and meteorological observations,
therefore providing an improved representation of transport
uncertainty.

Using only dates when nearby TROPOMI observations
were available (237/485), inversions for the 15 months
available (January to June 2019 and January to Septem-
ber 2020) provided average posterior emissions of 190±
39 Gg per month over the 6◦× 4◦ domain, centred around
32◦ N, 103◦W (Fig. 3). This is a considerable increase from
the prior 164±3 Gg per month. The uncertainty value shown
for this case study and all subsequent cases represents the
standard deviation of the daily fluxes and not the posterior
uncertainty. The estimated flux brings emissions closer to,
but remains lower than, a recent 4D-Var inversion estimate,
240±40 Gg per month (Zhang et al., 2020). A positive trend
is identified over the basin (+12±4 Gg per month). Although
it is difficult to diagnose the cause of the difference in poste-
rior estimates, one possibility is the larger prior uncertainty
used in Zhang et al. (2020). Additionally, transport uncertain-
ties associated with initial meteorological conditions are ac-
counted for in our online inversion system, which might sig-
nificantly impact the derived emissions. Furthermore, both
studies cover slightly different time periods. Finally, differ-
ences between the treatment of observations and their associ-
ated uncertainties will have influenced derived fluxes in both
studies.

During the 2020 slowdown Lyon et al. (2021) derived
tower and aircraft based CH4 emission estimates from the
Permian Basin. They found that emissions from January to
March 2020 (134± 12 Gg per month) reduced during the
onset of the slowdown (April: 47± 10 Gg per month) and
subsequently increased again as oil price partially recov-
ered in June (107± 13 Gg per month). For the same pe-
riod, we find only a small decrease in emissions from Jan-
uary to March averages (188± 45 Gg per month) to April
(183± 34 Gg per month). This decreasing trend continues
into June (178±14 Gg per month). However, we find that be-
tween July and September emissions noticeably increase to
215±40 Gg per month, suggesting that the rebound found by
Lyon et al. (2021) might be detected, in our system, from July
onwards. The difference in magnitude of emissions between
the two studies is, in part, a result of the different domains
used.
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Figure 3. (a) Average prior Permian Basin CH4 emissions for 2019.
(b) Average of posterior minus prior anthropogenic CH4 emissions
over the Permian Basin for January–June 2019, excluding days for
which observations were not available. (c) Time series of total prior
(black circles) and posterior (green triangles) anthropogenic CH4
emission estimates within the 6◦× 4◦ Permian Basin domain, cen-
tred around 32◦ N, 103◦W (black box in b) for 2019–2020, ex-
cluding days for which observations were not available. The shaded
error denotes prior uncertainty.

3.3.2 Regional emissions – Bakken Formation, USA
and Canada

The Bakken Formation, predominantly in North Dakota, is a
major oil-producing region within both the USA and Canada.
The rig count in the region has declined in recent years; how-

ever, except for during the initial 2020 global slowdown, both
oil and gas production have seen large increases in the past
decade (EIA, 2021). During recent years various manage-
ment methods have sought to reduce fugitive emissions from
the region; however, it remains one of the largest emitting
regions within North America (Schneising et al., 2020).

A previous study estimated average CH4 emissions from
the Bakken Formation between 2018 and 2019 of 74±47 Gg
per month (Schneising et al., 2020). These were estimated
using a Gaussian integral method and TROPOMI data. Our
prior emissions (87 Gg per month) for a 1◦×1◦ domain cen-
tred around 48.5◦ N, 103◦W for 2019 are larger than those
previously derived estimates. Our posterior results for 2019
(77± 42 Gg per month) show large variability, but an over-
all positive growth in emissions from the region (Fig. 4).
These estimates agree with those derived by Schneising et
al. (2020). For 2020, a period not included in their study, we
find larger average emissions relative to 2019 (86±52 Gg per
month). Unlike the Permian Basin example, the agreement
found here is based upon two different top-down approaches,
our 4D-Var IFS system and the Gaussian integral method of
Schneising et al. (2020).

A possible CH4 emission event is observed on the
4 September 2020 where emissions were estimated to in-
crease by 350 % from a 2020 average of 120 to 410 t h−1,
which over the 24-h period equates to an additional
7 Gg CH4. The source of this previously undocumented event
is not clear – an incident reported at The Steelman Gas
Plant in Saskatchewan, Canada (ID 48996) is a possibility;
however, accurate attribution requires further investigation
(Saskatchewan.ca, 2021). Several similar events of slightly
smaller magnitude are also observed, the causes of which re-
quire further investigation.

3.3.3 Regional natural emissions – Lake Chad, Central
Africa

The hydrology of Lake Chad and the surrounding area has re-
cently undergone substantial variability on timescales rang-
ing from seasonal to decadal (Pham-Duc et al., 2020), which
is expected to have impacted both natural and anthropogenic
emissions in the region. A recent study, using a similar prior
to the one used here, performed a top-down inversion over
tropical Africa using GEOS-Chem and GOSAT observations
and found that posterior emissions increased relative to their
prior over Lake Chad between 2016 and 2018, although these
are not quantified (Fig. 3c of Lunt et al., 2019). Our results
for 2019 and 2020 for a 1◦× 1◦ box centred around the lake
(13.0◦ N, 14.3◦ E) show posterior emissions (32± 4 Gg per
month) are 11 % higher than prior emissions (29± 2 Gg per
month) (Fig. 5). Observations are only available over the re-
gion for 65 out of 485 d, making estimations of the seasonal
shift between the posterior and prior difficult. We are un-
able to attribute the increased emissions to a specific sector;
however, based on prior information, it is likely to be from
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Figure 4. (a) Average prior Bakken CH4 emissions for 2019.
(b) Average of posterior minus prior anthropogenic CH4 emissions
over Bakken for January–June 2019, excluding days for which ob-
servations were not available. (c) Time series of total prior (black
circles) and posterior (green triangles) anthropogenic CH4 emis-
sion estimates within the 1◦× 1◦ Bakken domain, centred around
48.5◦ N, 103◦W (black box in b) for 2019–2020, excluding days
for which observations were not available. The shaded error denotes
prior uncertainty.

agricultural livestock or wetland sources. If this region-wide
increment is the result of wetland emissions, with further re-
finement and accurate characterisation of prior error corre-
lations, our system could be used to quantify emissions over
wetland regions. Detailed comparison with Lunt et al. (2019)
is not performed as the studies cover a different period and a
thorough comparison requires further refinement of how nat-
ural emissions are treated in the prior. Here, we only note that
the sign of the bias in both studies is the same and requires
further investigation.

3.3.4 Point source emissions – Appin colliery, Australia

The Appin colliery (34.2◦ S, 150.8◦ E), in New South Wales,
Australia is an underground coal mine previously noted for
having high CH4 emissions (Varon et al., 2020). It repre-
sents a single point source, which is challenging to quan-
tify as there are several nearby emission sources, including
landfills, dairy facilities, and a gas-processing plant. Varon
et al. (2020) used the high-resolution GHGSat-D instrument
and integrated mass enhancement (IME) and cross-sectional
flux (CSF) methods calibrated with large eddy simulations
to derive vent emissions from the mine between 2016 and
2018. They estimated mean CH4 emissions of 4.2 Gg per
month (IME) and 3.6 Gg per month (CSF), lower than the
prior used here (4.9±0.1 Gg per month, fugitive only: 4.3±
0.1 Gg per month). We derived 2019–2020 average grid cell
emissions of 4.6± 0.5 Gg per month. Assuming little or no
change in emissions between their 2016–2018 study period
and our 2019–2020 estimate, our derived fugitive-only emis-
sions (4.1±0.5 Gg per month) agree well with their findings
(Fig. 6). For 2019, a business-as-usual year, which is nearer
to the time period investigated in their study, fugitive emis-
sions are even lower (3.9± 0.5 Gg per month). These results
suggest that our inversion might be capable of detecting bi-
ases in the prior from point sources, given sufficient obser-
vations (100/485 d observed), a relatively large point source
(>∼ 4 Gg per month) and a suitable prior uncertainty esti-
mate. Prior emission estimates appear to be in better agree-
ment with our posterior in 2020, suggesting an increase in
emissions, most likely from the colliery given that it is the
dominant source in the region.

3.4 Emission estimates for temporary and shifting
sources

The following four cases assess the quantification of emis-
sions from specific release events, step changes in emissions
or short-term observation periods, using documented exam-
ples and previously unexplored sources. As with the regional
comparisons in the previous section, evaluation of the system
is performed against multiple emission estimation systems
beyond the 4D-Var approach used here.

https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-22-5961-2022 Atmos. Chem. Phys., 22, 5961–5981, 2022



5970 J. McNorton et al.: Quantification of methane emissions from hotspots and during COVID-19

Figure 5. (a) The Lake Chad domain indicated by the black box (© Google Maps, 2021). (b) Time series of total prior (black circles) and
posterior (green triangles) CH4 emission estimates within the 1◦× 1◦ domain, centred around 13.0◦ N, 14.3◦ E for 2019–2020, excluding
days for which observations were not available. The shaded error denotes prior uncertainty. (c) Average prior CH4 emissions for 2019.
(d) Average posterior minus prior CH4 emissions for January–June 2019, excluding days for which observations were not available.

3.4.1 Feasibility of estimating blow-out emissions –
Eagle Ford blowout, USA (November 2019)

On 1 November 2019, a blowout event occurred at a gas well
in the Eagle Ford Shale in Texas (28.9◦ N, 97.6◦W), which
was followed by a diminishing 20-d release event (Cusworth
et al., 2021). Cusworth et al. (2021) estimated emissions
of the blowout using several estimation techniques, includ-
ing the Integrated Methane Enhancement algorithm (Varon
et al., 2018), and multiple observation platforms, includ-
ing TROPOMI. Observations directly over the blowout were
made from TROPOMI on 2, 3, 15 and 18 November 2019.
We further extended our analysis to all observations made
between 15 October and 28 November 2019 within 2◦× 2◦

domain centred around the blowout (Fig. 7). We found that
when blowout emissions peaked on 1/2 November 2019, pos-
terior emissions at the site were ∼ 40 % higher than prior
emissions; however, the magnitude of the posterior emis-
sions (2.5 t h−1) is noticeably lower than the 28–61 t h−1 pre-
viously estimated (Cusworth et al., 2021). As expected, pos-
terior emission estimates return to near prior levels after the
initial blowout (Fig. 7c–e). Estimates provided by Cusworth
et al. (2021) would require more than a 1500 % increase

in emissions relative to our prior, which is unlikely to be
achieved with our relatively modest prior error (87 %). It is
likely given the model resolution and prior information that
posterior emissions are incorrectly attributed to nearby grid
cells. This is evident in the mapped scaling factors, which
show increases incorrectly applied slightly to the west of the
blowout location. Within a 4◦× 4◦ domain surrounding the
blowout site posterior and prior emissions typically agree
well for months excluding November, suggesting that any
differences occurring in November could be attributed to the
well blowout. Based on this assumption we used the resid-
ual from the posterior minus the prior to estimate blowout
emissions on 2 November 2019 of 140 t h−1, which is more
than double the estimate of Cusworth et al. (2021). These re-
sults suggest that the system, as presented here, can detect
such events but cannot accurately quantify a well blowout
of this magnitude over an oil field. It could however be
used as a crude quantification of emissions from such a
blowout over a larger domain, assuming other sources are
well known. A more accurate quantification of emissions
from release events of this nature, requires further develop-
ment and possibly the implementation of alternative tech-
niques well adapted for missing sources (e.g. Yu et al., 2021).
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Figure 6. (a) A map of Australia with the Appin colliery domain indicated by the black box. (b) Time series of prior (black circles) and
posterior (green triangles) fugitive CH4 emission estimates within the domain for 2019–2020, excluding days for which observations were
not available. (c) Average prior CH4 emissions for 2019, the white box denotes the grid cell used to estimate emissions. (d) Average posterior
minus prior CH4 emissions for January–June 2019, excluding days for which observations were not available.

3.4.2 Feasibility of 1-d emission estimates – Upper
Silesian Coal Basin, Poland (June 2018)

The Upper Silesian Coal Basin (USCB) is one of the largest
CH4- emitting regions in Europe, with emissions originating
from∼ 40 coal mines (EEA, 2021). The region extends from
southern Poland across the border to Czechia, where CH4 is
released from deep coal deposits and emitted to the atmo-
sphere via ventilation shafts (Fiehn et al., 2020).

To evaluate the feasibility of the system to quantify re-
gional CH4 emission sources within a 24-h window we per-
formed a 1-d inversion over the USCB. Results were com-
pared with emission estimates derived using aircraft obser-
vations combined with Eulerian and Lagrangian dispersion
models (Kostinek et al., 2021) and a mass balance approach
(Fiehn et al., 2020). These studies used extensive flight data
from 6 June 2018 to derive regional CH4 emission estimates
of 35–40 Gg per month. The CoMet v2 bottom-up inventory
(Fiehn et al., 2020) was specifically compiled for the purpose
of the flight campaign and estimated emissions in the region
of 48 Gg per month. Our results for 6 June 2018 estimated
USCB emissions of 48 Gg per month, compared with our

prior estimate of 53 Gg per month (Fig. 8). This shows good
agreement with CoMet v2 and an improved agreement with
the top-down estimates. From January–June 2019, posterior
estimates (49± 14 Gg per month) remain low relative to the
prior; however, they increase in 2020, resulting in an average
estimate for 2019–2020 of 52± 16 Gg per month compared
with a prior of 53± 1 Gg per month. This suggests that al-
though emissions in the basin increased over the simulation
duration, they might have been consistently overestimated
in the prior. The prior emissions do not consider daily vari-
ability, whereas considerable variability was estimated by the
posterior (1.7± 0.5 Gg d−1).

3.4.3 Detection limit of inversion system – oil fields,
Algeria (2019–2020)

The CH4 emissions from a point source release event from a
well pad at the Hassi Messaoud oil field in Algeria (31.7◦ N,
5.9◦ E) from October 2019 until August 2020 were previ-
ously quantified (Varon et al., 2021). Using Sentinel-2 ob-
servations they derived mean emissions of 6.7± 4.0 Gg per
month. From our inversions, and using only dates where
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Figure 7. Prior (black circles) and posterior (green triangles) anthropogenic CH4 emission estimates, where observations are available,
over an oil well blowout event in Eagle Ford, USA, during October/November 2019 at the grid scale (a) and within a 4◦× 4◦ domain (b).
The shaded error denotes prior uncertainty. The nearest date (2 November) to the event, which occurred on 1 November, is also indicated.
Regional scaling factor values from the inversion for 1 November (c), 2 (d) and 3 (e). Eagle Ford blowout site marked with an “x” and 4◦×4◦

domain denoted.

TROPOMI observations were available within 0.4◦ of where
the leak occurred (21 d between 9 October 2019 and 9 Au-
gust 2020), we found average CH4 emissions within a 1◦×1◦

domain of 17.6± 2.7 Gg per month (Fig. 9b). After the leak
was sealed average emissions decreased to 15.3±2.6 Gg per
month. Assuming any difference in emissions between the
two time periods was caused by the release event, we esti-
mate mean leak emissions of 2.4± 0.6 Gg per month. This
suggests that some detection might have been made, but
quantification was not accurate when compared with a previ-
ous study (Varon et al., 2021). It seems likely that the mag-
nitude of the leak (< 4 Gg per month) approaches the detec-
tion limit of the inversion performed here, and far exceeds
the limit for accurate quantification. Additionally, the low
number of observation days during the 10-month leak period
(21 d), might have contributed to the lack of robust detection.

The Illizi Basin (28.3◦ N, 9.0◦ E) is one of the largest
gas-producing regions in Algeria and is currently undergo-
ing planned expansions (Ouki, 2019). Results from a 3◦×
1.5◦ domain within the basin suggest that average emissions
might be ∼ 20 % higher (20± 3.9 Gg per month) than those
estimated by the prior inventory (16.9± 0.4 Gg per month)
between 2019 and 2020 (Fig. 9d). These results suggest that
the Illizi Basin might be a larger source of CH4 emissions
than the Hassi Messaoud oil field (17.5±2.5 Gg per month),

although it should be noted that the domain area is larger.
As with the Hassi Messaoud oil field, with our system, it is
not possible to attribute the emission changes to a specific
facility but rather to the entire region (∼ 200 km2).

3.4.4 Detection of unknown sources – Istanbul,
Turkey (2020)

Istanbul is the most populous city in Europe, with prior CH4
emission estimates of 56 Gg per month, making it one of
the largest emitting regions of Europe. Prior information
attributes 86 % of those emissions to the solid waste and
wastewater sector. Inversion results from a 1◦× 1◦ domain
centred around Istanbul (41.0◦ N, 29.0◦ E) showed an unex-
pected increase in emissions from July 2020 onwards, before
which posterior (56± 9 Gg per month) emission estimates
were in good agreement with the prior (57±3 Gg per month)
(Fig. 10). From July to September 2020, these emissions in-
creased by 42 % to 81±25 Gg per month. The reason for this
step change in emissions is unclear and, assuming that the
posterior estimates are robust, requires further investigation
given the magnitude of the increase. Increased emissions are
derived over a large area of the Istanbul domain; however,
given the results from the Eagle Ford blowout region, it is
possible that the estimated increase is from a point source.
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Figure 8. (a) The Upper Silesian Coal Basin 1◦×0.5◦ domain indicated by the white box, centred around 50.0◦ N, 18.7◦ E. Also shown are
11 major coal mines in the region (© Google Maps, 2021). (b) Time series of total prior (black circles) and posterior (green triangles) CH4
emission estimates within the domain for 2019–2020, where observations and inverse simulations were available. The shaded error denotes
prior uncertainty. (c) Prior total CH4 emissions for 6 June 2018. (d) Average posterior minus prior CH4 emissions for 6 June 2018.

It is also unclear whether this is a new persistent emission
source or if it only occurred over a period of several months.

3.5 CH4 emissions during the COVID-19 period

To evaluate the impact on anthropogenic CH4 emissions
from the global slowdown, caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we compared posterior emissions from January to
June of 2019 and 2020. Globally, monthly average an-
thropogenic emissions for the 6-month period in 2020
(30.0 Tg± 1.8 Tg per month) are found to be 1.6 % (470 Gg
per month) higher than for 2019 (29.5± 2.0 Gg per month)
(Fig. 11). These increased emissions contributed to the ob-
served increased atmospheric growth rate between 2019
(9.8±0.6 ppb yr−1) and 2020 (15.6±0.4 ppb yr−1) (NOAA,
2021). Sector-specific attribution shows that the energy
(+220± 130 Gg per month) and agriculture (+160± 40 Gg
per month) sectors are the largest contributors to this in-
crease, with smaller contributions from the waste (+50±
30 Gg per month) and other anthropogenic sources (+30±
20 Gg per month).

When compared with 2019, anthropogenic CH4 emis-
sions in 2020 were larger pre-slowdown (January–February:
+470±0 Gg per month), considerably larger during the early
stages of the slowdown (March–April: +680± 80 Gg per
month) and only slightly larger in the latter months of the
initial slowdown (May–June: +270±30 Gg per month). As-
suming that no other factors contributed to this observed dif-
ference in emissions between the two years, this suggests
that, globally, the impact of the slowdown might have ini-
tially increased emissions and subsequently reduced them,
although emissions for all 6 months were higher in 2020
than for 2019. This trend in emissions was mainly driven
by energy sector emissions (January–February: +200 Gg
per month, March–April: +390 Gg per month, May–June:
+80 Gg per month), whereas the agricultural sector showed a
relatively consistent increase, relative to 2019, for all months
(+160 Gg per month).

When averaged over all 6 months, an increase in emis-
sions between 2019 and 2020 was estimated in 6 out of
8 of the largest emitting regions, with the only exceptions
being Pakistan (−0.6 Gg per month) and Brazil (−23 Gg
per month). The largest increase was in China (+220 Gg
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Figure 9. (a) Prior average anthropogenic CH4 emissions for Eastern Algeria, 2019. The domains for the Hassi Massaoud oil field (1◦×1◦,
white box) and part of the Illizi Basin (3◦× 1.5◦, red box) are marked. Time series of total prior (black circles) and posterior (green
triangles) CH4 emission estimates within the Hassi Massaoud (b) and Illizi Basin (d) domains for 2019–2020, where observations and
inverse simulations were available. The shaded error denotes prior uncertainty. (c) Average posterior minus prior CH4 emissions for January–
June 2019, using dates where nearby observations were available.

per month), of which, over half originated from the energy
sector, specifically from the northern coal mining regions.
The difference in emissions from China, relative to 2019,
was the main driver for the global trend, with increases pre-
slowdown (January–February: +230 Gg per month), large
increases during the initial slowdown (March–April: +300
Gg per month) and only small increases in the latter months
(May–June: +120 Gg per month). As with the global signal,
this monthly variability is attributed to changes in energy sec-
tor emissions. It should be noted that the slowdown in China
occurred from the end of January and results show that, rel-
ative to 2019, 2020 emissions from China were noticeable
larger in January (+270 Gg per month) and only slightly
larger in February (+190 Gg per month) suggesting a brief
impact from the slowdown.

For the first 6 months emissions for 2020 from India were
on average 65 Gg per month higher than for 2019, with no-
ticeable large increases in emissions from the agricultural
sector in June 2020 (+110 Gg per month), which contributed
to almost half of the global increase for June. The increased
emissions in June mainly originated from the Uttar Pradesh
region in north India. Similar increases in agricultural emis-
sions are found over Bangladesh for June (+110 Gg per
month). Poor prior information in the region may have re-
sulted in the misallocation of emissions, which could have

originated from the large Baghjan Oil Field blowout in As-
sam, India, in May/June 2020. Energy sector emissions from
Indonesia were consistently higher in 2020 (+13 to +46 Gg
per month) and relatively unchanged for the remaining re-
gions (<±25 Gg per month).

Given the limitations of our system we have typically fo-
cused on anthropogenic emissions; however, natural fluxes
were also derived. Global posterior results for the first half
of 2020 show a reduction in both wetland (−36 Gg per
month) and fire (−150 Gg per month) emissions when com-
pared with 2019, with large monthly variability. The total
global decrease in fire emissions is unchanged from the es-
timated prior emissions, taken from GFAS, which is based
on satellite observations. The wetland emission change orig-
inates from South America, mainly from Brazil (−10 Gg per
month) and Argentina (−28 Gg per month). These reduced
emissions were likely caused by large-scale droughts, which
occurred in early 2020 (Marengo et al., 2021). Although the
months simulated are not typically associated with the bo-
real northern hemisphere fire season, most of the reduction
in biomass- burning emissions came from Russia (−110 Gg
per month) and Canada (−44 Gg per month). This change
was caused by a particularly active arctic fire season in 2019
(Zhang et al., 2021) and large wildfires in northern Alberta
in May 2019. Relative to 2019, increased fire emissions from
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Figure 10. (a) Prior CH4 emissions within the Istanbul domain for September 2020. (b) Time series of total prior (black circles) and posterior
(green triangles) CH4 emission estimates within the 1◦× 1◦ domain, centred around 41◦ N, 29◦ E (white box in a) for 2019–2020, where
observation and inverse simulations are available. The shaded error denotes prior uncertainty. Average posterior minus prior CH4 emissions
for May (c) and September (d) 2020, using dates where nearby observations were available.

Australia are derived for January 2020 (+220 Gg per month).
It is estimated that an unusually intense bushfire season (Shi-
raishi and Hirata, 2021) resulted in the release of 330 Gg CH4
from Australia over the month of January alone. More specif-
ically, the emissions were unusually large from New South
Wales and Victoria.

A limitation of the current system is the use of a cli-
matological OH sink, which is the primary oxidant for at-
mospheric CH4. Currently, OH is not included in the con-
trol vector and does not respond to changes in atmospheric
chemistry. Formation pathways of OH are influenced by
atmospheric NOx concentrations, which were estimated to
have decreased during the slowdown period (Doumbia et al.,
2021). Several simulations were performed using multiple
chemistry schemes to assess the atmospheric impact of OH
when using a slowdown-adjusted emission scenario (Huij-
nen et al., 2021). Results show global OH decreases of 1–
3 % during the slowdown period; however, a heterogenous
spatial pattern is observed near the surface with increased
OH concentrations over some regions. This would suggest
that the 2020 increased emissions found here might be over-
estimated; however, the derived emission increases in Jan-
uary and February of 2020, relative to 2019, are unlikely to
have been influenced by OH changes caused by the global

slowdown. Future developments will include the inversion of
NOx emissions during the global slowdown and their effect
on OH concentrations, resulting in more accurate source-sink
attribution.

4 Conclusions

We have investigated the feasibility of monitoring CH4 emis-
sions using a global online high-resolution (∼ 80 km), short-
window 4D-Var (24 h) data assimilation system and satel-
lite observations from multiple sensors. This system opti-
mises both the initial 3D atmospheric concentration of CH4
and surface fluxes, whilst implicitly accounting for transport
errors associated with uncertainty in meteorological initial
conditions. The prior emission errors were selected based on
comparisons with independent TCCON retrievals. We iden-
tify strengths and weaknesses of our inversion system by per-
forming case study comparisons with other well-established
flux estimation systems at a range of spatiotemporal scales.

Globally, a small decrease in annual CH4 emissions, rel-
ative to the prior, is estimated by the inversion for 2019 (∼
1 %). On a national scale, we found decreased anthropogenic
emissions from China (−5 %) and India (−3 %), with small
increases from the USA (+0.5 %) and Brazil (+1.3 %) con-
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Figure 11. Estimated national or regional average CH4 emission change between 2020 and 2019 for January to June, derived using an
IFS inversion for the largest emitters for (a) energy, (b) agriculture, (c) waste and (d) other anthropogenic sources. (e) Global change in
sector-specific monthly CH4 emissions for the same period. (f) National or regional change in total anthropogenic CH4 emissions for the
same period.

tributing to this change. This is in general agreement with a
recent inverse study (Qu et al., 2021).

To evaluate the system on the regional and point scale,
several anthropogenic case studies were selected (Table 1).
Posterior estimates of anthropogenic sources with persistent
emissions typically showed good agreement with previous
studies. In addition, the posterior quantification of emissions
from a large biogenic source region, Lake Chad, compared
well with a previous inversion study (Lunt et al., 2019).

We investigated the feasibility of quantifying emissions at
a high spatial, temporal and spatiotemporal resolution. Emis-
sions from a well leak in the Hassi Messaoud oil field, which
persisted for several months, were found to be at or around
the detection limit of the system (∼ 9 t CH4 h−1) and be-
yond the limit for accurate quantification. Similarly, emis-
sions from a large well blowout in Eagle Ford were found
to be misallocated to the surrounding region owing to poor

prior information and too coarse a model resolution. In con-
trast, inverse estimates from a known persistent point source,
the Appin Mine, were found to be in good agreement with a
previous top-down estimate (Varon et al., 2020). For a 1-d pe-
riod over a large region, the Upper Silesian Basin, inverse es-
timates agreed well with previous studies (Fiehn et al., 2020;
Kostinek et al., 2021). Overall, these case studies suggest
that our inverse system might be suitable for regional-scale
(∼ 100 km2) emission quantification over a short time-period
(24 h), given that sufficient satellite observations are avail-
able. Given adequate prior information our system is also ca-
pable of quantifying emissions from a persistent point source
(e.g. Appin Mine, Australia).

Several previously undocumented CH4 emission sources
were also investigated, including an unknown release event
from the Bakken Formation. Prior emission estimates were
persistently found to be underestimated by ∼ 20 % from the
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Illizi Basin between 2019 and 2020, possibly owing to an
expansion in operations. Finally, a noticeable step change in
emissions from Istanbul was observed from July 2020, when
emissions increased by ∼ 40 %, the reason for which is un-
known and would require further investigation.

The impact on CH4 emissions from the global slowdown
in response to COVID-19 was investigated using inversions
from the first half of 2019 and 2020. The slowdown co-
incided with a year where CH4 growth (15.6 ppb) was the
largest since records began in the early 1980s. We found in
the early part of 2020 that atmospheric growth was, in part,
driven by anthropogenic emissions that were larger than for
2019 (January to February:+470±0.0 Gg per month). These
emissions further increased during the early stages of the
slowdown (March to April:+680±80 Gg per month), almost
half of which originated from the energy sector in China.
Had this been a sustained increase, the global growth rate
for 2020 would have been even larger. However, during the
later months of the slowdown period emissions reduced, al-
though they were still slightly higher than 2019 values (May
to June: +270± 30 Gg per month). Assuming no other con-
tributing factors, this suggests that the slowdown might have
acted to reduce emissions, mainly from the energy sector. By
using the relative differences for January and February as a
reference for the long-term growth between 2020 and 2019
and assuming business-as-usual for those months, we con-
clude that the overall impact of the global slowdown on CH4
emissions is small. The slowdown in China occurred at the
end of January; using the aforementioned assumption but
only for January results in the same conclusion of a mini-
mal impact on emissions during the entire 6-month period
from the slowdown. The increased atmospheric growth is
found to be the result of a continued increasing trend in CH4
emissions and possibly related to changes in atmospheric
chemistry in response to the slowdown (e.g. Stevenson et
al., 2021). The reason for the observed monthly variability
in emissions is unclear; it is possible that a reduction in en-
ergy demand resulted in increased venting of natural gas or
that a change in working practice led to an increase in fugi-
tive emissions, which subsequently fell below previous levels
after several months of reduced demand.

Future developments will be based on a hybrid-ensemble
system that will extend the assimilation window and utilise
observations of co-emitted species (e.g. NO2, CO). Addition-
ally, improved representation of biogenic fluxes as well as
spatiotemporal correlations in the prior will provide more ac-
curate posterior estimates and uncertainties. Finally, the cur-
rent lack of error propagation across the 4D-Var windows,
will be addressed in an upcoming version of the system and
more dynamical approaches to automatically adjusting inac-
curate prior information will be implemented to better con-
strain missing and intermittent sources. These improvements
will allow for constraints of other greenhouse gas emissions,
most notably CO2.
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M., Korbeń, P., Neçki, J., Jagoda, P., Wildmann, N., Mallaun, C.,
Bun, R., Nickl, A.-L., Jöckel, P., Fix, A., and Roiger, A.: Estimat-
ing CH4, CO2 and CO emissions from coal mining and industrial
activities in the Upper Silesian Coal Basin using an aircraft-based
mass balance approach, Atmos. Chem. Phys., 20, 12675–12695,
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-20-12675-2020, 2020.

Forster, P. M., Forster, H. I., Evans, M. J., Gidden, M. J., Jones,
C. D., Keller, C. A., Lamboll, R. D., Le Quéré, C., Rogelj,
J., Rosen, D., Schleussner, C., Richardson, T. B., Smith, C. J.,
and Turnock, S. T.: Current and future global climate impacts
resulting from COVID-19, Nat. Clim. Change, 10, 913–919,
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-020-0883-0, 2020.

Frankenberg, C., Meirink, J. F., van Weele, M., Platt, U., and
Wagner, T.: Assessing Methane Emissions from Global
Space-Borne Observations, Science, 308, 1010–1014,
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1106644, 2005.

Google Maps: The region around Lake Chad, https://www.google.
com/maps/place/Lake+Chad, last access: 15 September 2021.

Granier, C., Darras, S., Denier van der Gon, H., Doubalova,
J., Elguindi, N., Galle, B., Gauss, M., Guevara, M., Jalka-
nen, J.-P., Kuenen, J., Liousse, C., Quack, B., Simpson, D.,
and Sindelarova, K.: The Copernicus Atmosphere Moni-
toring Service global and regional emissions (April 2019
version), Copernicus Atmosphere Monitoring Service,
https://doi.org/10.24380/D0BN-KX16, 2019.

Hale, T., Angrist, N., Goldszmidt, R., Kira, B., Petherick, A.,
Phillips, T., Webster, S., Cameron-Blake, E., Hallas, L., Majum-
dar, S., and Tatlow, H.: A global panel database of pandemic poli-
cies (Oxford COVID-19 Government Response Tracker), Nat.
Hum. Behav., 5, 529–538, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-
01079-8, 2021.

Hasekamp, O., Lorente, A., Hu, H., Butz, A., aan de
Brugh, J., and Landgraf, J.: Algorithm Theoretical Base-
line Document for Sentinel-5 Precursor Methane re-
trieval, SRON-S5P-LEV2-RP-001, SRON, the Nether-
lands, https://sentinel.esa.int/documents/247904/2476257/
Sentinel-5P-TROPOMI-ATBD-Methane-retrieval (last access:
10 January 2021), 2019.

Hoesly, R. M., Smith, S. J., Feng, L., Klimont, Z., Janssens-
Maenhout, G., Pitkanen, T., Seibert, J. J., Vu, L., Andres, R.
J., Bolt, R. M., Bond, T. C., Dawidowski, L., Kholod, N.,
Kurokawa, J., Li, M., Liu, L., Lu, Z., Moura, M. C. P., O’Rourke,
P. R., and Zhang, Q.: Historical (1750–2014) anthropogenic
emissions of reactive gases and aerosols from the Community
Emissions Data System (CEDS), Geosci. Model Dev., 11, 369–
408, https://doi.org/10.5194/gmd-11-369-2018, 2018.

Houweling, S., Kaminski, T., Dentener, F., Lelieveld, J., and
Heimann, M.: Inverse modeling of methane sources and sinks us-
ing the adjoint of a global transport model, J. Geophys. Res., 104,
26137–26160, https://doi.org/10.1029/1999jd900428, 1999.

Hu, H., Landgraf, J., Detmers, R., Borsdorff, T., Aan de Brugh,
J., Aben, I., Butz, A., and Hasekamp, O.: Toward Global Map-
ping of Methane With TROPOMI: First Results and Intersatel-
lite Comparison to GOSAT, Geophys. Res. Lett., 45, 3682–3689,
https://doi.org/10.1002/2018gl077259, 2018.

Huijnen, V., Bouarar, I., Brasseur, G., Remy, S., Schreurs, T., and
Williams, J.: Global trace gas changes in the IFS mini-ensemble
in response to changes in primary emissions during the COVID-
19 pandemic, Copernicus Atmosphere Monitoring Service, 754,
https://doi.org/10.24380/4G5P-GJ91, 2021.

IEA: Oil and gas sector methane emissions 2000–2030
in the Sustainable Development Scenario, IEA, Paris,
https://www.iea.org/data-and-statistics/charts/oil-and-gas-
sector-methane-emissions-2000-2030-in-the-‚sustainable-
development-scenario, last access: 8 November 2021.

IPCC: 2006 IPCC guidelines for national greenhouse gas inven-
tories, Japan, https://www.ipcc-nggip.iges.or.jp/public/2006gl/
(last access: 8 November 2021), 2006.

Janssens-Maenhout, G., Pinty, B., Dowell, M., Zunker, H., Anders-
son, E., Balsamo, G., Bézy, J.-L., Brunhes, T., Bösch, H., Bojkov,
B., Brunner, D., Buchwitz, M., Crisp, D., Ciais, P., Counet, P.,
Dee, D., Denier van der Gon, H., Dolman, H., Drinkwater, M. R.,
Dubovik, O., Engelen, R., Fehr, T., Fernandez, V., Heimann, M.,
Holmlund, K., Houweling, S., Husband, R., Juvyns, O., Kentar-
chos, A., Landgraf, J., Lang, R., Löscher, A., Marshall, J., Meijer,
Y., Nakajima, M., Palmer, P. I., Peylin, P., Rayner, P., Scholze,
M., Sierk, B., Tamminen, J., and Veefkind, P.: Toward an Op-
erational Anthropogenic CO2 Emissions Monitoring and Verifi-
cation Support Capacity, B. Am. Meteorol. Soc., 101, E1439–
E1451, 2020.

Kaiser, J. W., Heil, A., Andreae, M. O., Benedetti, A., Chubarova,
N., Jones, L., Morcrette, J.-J., Razinger, M., Schultz, M. G.,
Suttie, M., and van der Werf, G. R.: Biomass burning emis-
sions estimated with a global fire assimilation system based
on observed fire radiative power, Biogeosciences, 9, 527–554,
https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-9-527-2012, 2012.

Kostinek, J., Roiger, A., Eckl, M., Fiehn, A., Luther, A., Wild-
mann, N., Klausner, T., Fix, A., Knote, C., Stohl, A., and Butz,
A.: Estimating Upper Silesian coal mine methane emissions
from airborne in situ observations and dispersion modeling, At-
mos. Chem. Phys., 21, 8791–8807, https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-
21-8791-2021, 2021.

Lambert, G. and Schmidt, S.: Reevaluation of the oceanic flux of
methane: Uncertainties and long term variations, Chemosphere,
26, 579–589, https://doi.org/10.1016/0045-6535(93)90443-9,
1993.

Le Quéré, C., Jackson, R. B., Jones, M. W., Smith, A. J. P., Aber-
nethy, S., Andrew, R. M., De-Gol, A. J., Willis, D. R., Shan, Y.,
Canadell, J. G., Friedlingstein, P., Creutzig, F., and Peters, G.
P.: Temporary reduction in daily global CO2 emissions during
the COVID-19 forced confinement, Nat. Clim. Change, 10, 647–
653, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-020-0797-x, 2020.

Lorente, A., Borsdorff, T., Butz, A., Hasekamp, O., aan de Brugh,
J., Schneider, A., Wu, L., Hase, F., Kivi, R., Wunch, D., Pol-
lard, D., Shiomi, K., Deutscher, N., Velazco, V., Roehl, C.,
Wennberg, P., Warneke, T., and Landgraf, J.: Methane retrieved
from TROPOMI: improvement of the data product and valida-
tion of the first 2 years of measurements, Atmos. Meas. Tech.,
14, 665–684, https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-14-665-2021, 2021.

Lunt, M. F., Palmer, P. I., Feng, L., Taylor, C. M., Boesch,
H., and Parker, R. J.: An increase in methane emis-
sions from tropical Africa between 2010 and 2016 inferred
from satellite data, Atmos. Chem. Phys., 19, 14721–14740,
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-19-14721-2019, 2019.

https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-22-5961-2022 Atmos. Chem. Phys., 22, 5961–5981, 2022

https://doi.org/10.1002/2016gl071930
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-20-12675-2020
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-020-0883-0
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1106644
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Lake+Chad
https://www.google.com/maps/place/Lake+Chad
https://doi.org/10.24380/D0BN-KX16
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01079-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01079-8
https://sentinel.esa.int/documents/247904/2476257/Sentinel-5P-TROPOMI-ATBD-Methane-retrieval
https://sentinel.esa.int/documents/247904/2476257/Sentinel-5P-TROPOMI-ATBD-Methane-retrieval
https://doi.org/10.5194/gmd-11-369-2018
https://doi.org/10.1029/1999jd900428
https://doi.org/10.1002/2018gl077259
https://doi.org/10.24380/4G5P-GJ91
https://www.iea.org/data-and-statistics/charts/oil-and-gas-sector-methane-emissions-2000-2030-in-the-sustainable-development-scenario
https://www.iea.org/data-and-statistics/charts/oil-and-gas-sector-methane-emissions-2000-2030-in-the-sustainable-development-scenario
https://www.iea.org/data-and-statistics/charts/oil-and-gas-sector-methane-emissions-2000-2030-in-the-sustainable-development-scenario
https://www.ipcc-nggip.iges.or.jp/public/2006gl/
https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-9-527-2012
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-21-8791-2021
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-21-8791-2021
https://doi.org/10.1016/0045-6535(93)90443-9
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-020-0797-x
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-14-665-2021
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-19-14721-2019


5980 J. McNorton et al.: Quantification of methane emissions from hotspots and during COVID-19

Lyon, D. R., Hmiel, B., Gautam, R., Omara, M., Roberts, K. A.,
Barkley, Z. R., Davis, K. J., Miles, N. L., Monteiro, V. C.,
Richardson, S. J., Conley, S., Smith, M. L., Jacob, D. J., Shen,
L., Varon, D. J., Deng, A., Rudelis, X., Sharma, N., Story, K.
T., Brandt, A. R., Kang, M., Kort, E. A., Marchese, A. J., and
Hamburg, S. P.: Concurrent variation in oil and gas methane
emissions and oil price during the COVID-19 pandemic, At-
mos. Chem. Phys., 21, 6605–6626, https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-
21-6605-2021, 2021.

Maasakkers, J. D., Jacob, D. J., Sulprizio, M. P., Turner, A. J.,
Weitz, M., Wirth, T., Hight, C., DeFigueiredo, M., Desai, M.,
Schmeltz, R., Hockstad, L., Bloom, A. A., Bowman, K. W.,
Jeong, S., and Fischer, M. L.: Gridded National Inventory of
U.S. Methane Emissions, Environ. Sci. Technol., 50, 13123–
13133, https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.6b02878, 2016.

Maasakkers, J. D., Jacob, D. J., Sulprizio, M. P., Scarpelli, T. R.,
Nesser, H., Sheng, J.-X., Zhang, Y., Hersher, M., Bloom, A.
A., Bowman, K. W., Worden, J. R., Janssens-Maenhout, G., and
Parker, R. J.: Global distribution of methane emissions, emis-
sion trends, and OH concentrations and trends inferred from
an inversion of GOSAT satellite data for 2010–2015, Atmos.
Chem. Phys., 19, 7859–7881, https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-19-
7859-2019, 2019.

Marengo, J. A., Cunha, A. P., Cuartas, L. A., Deusdara Leal, K. R.,
Broedel, E., Seluchi, M. E., Michelin, C. M., De Praga Baião,
C. F., Chuchón Ângulo, E., Almeida, E. K., and Kazmierczak,
M. L.: Extreme drought in the Brazilian Pantanal in 2019–2020:
characterization, causes, and impacts, Front. Water, 3, 639204,
https://doi.org/10.3389/frwa.2021.639204, 2021.

Massart, S., Agusti-Panareda, A., Aben, I., Butz, A., Chevallier, F.,
Crevoisier, C., Engelen, R., Frankenberg, C., and Hasekamp, O.:
Assimilation of atmospheric methane products into the MACC-
II system: from SCIAMACHY to TANSO and IASI, Atmos.
Chem. Phys., 14, 6139–6158, https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-14-
6139-2014, 2014.

Massart, S., Agustí-Panareda, A., Heymann, J., Buchwitz, M.,
Chevallier, F., Reuter, M., Hilker, M., Burrows, J. P., Deutscher,
N. M., Feist, D. G., Hase, F., Sussmann, R., Desmet, F., Dubey,
M. K., Griffith, D. W. T., Kivi, R., Petri, C., Schneider, M.,
and Velazco, V. A.: Ability of the 4-D-Var analysis of the
GOSAT BESD XCO2 retrievals to characterize atmospheric CO2
at large and synoptic scales, Atmos. Chem. Phys., 16, 1653–
1671, https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-16-1653-2016, 2016.

Massart, S., Bormann, N., Bonavita, M., and Lupu, C.: Multi-
sensor analyses of the skin temperature for the assimilation
of satellite radiances in the European Centre for Medium-
Range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) Integrated Forecasting Sys-
tem (IFS, cycle 47R1), Geosci. Model Dev., 14, 5467–5485,
https://doi.org/10.5194/gmd-14-5467-2021, 2021.

McNorton, J., Wilson, C., Gloor, M., Parker, R. J., Boesch,
H., Feng, W., Hossaini, R., and Chipperfield, M. P.: Attribu-
tion of recent increases in atmospheric methane through 3-
D inverse modelling, Atmos. Chem. Phys., 18, 18149–18168,
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-18-18149-2018, 2018.

Ming, W., Zhou, Z., Ai, H., Bi, H., and Zhong, Y.:
COVID-19 and Air Quality: Evidence from China,
Emerg. Market. Finance Trade, 56, 2422–2442,
https://doi.org/10.1080/1540496x.2020.1790353, 2020.

NOAA: ESRL Global Monitoring Laboratory, https://gml.noaa.
gov/, last access: 5 November 2021.

Ouki, M.: Algerian gas in transition, Oxford Institute for Energy
Studies, https://doi.org/10.26889/9781784671457, 2019.

Pandey, S., Gautam, R., Houweling, S., van der Gon, H. D.,
Sadavarte, P., Borsdorff, T., Hasekamp, O., Landgraf, J., Tol,
P., van Kempen, T., Hoogeveen, R., van Hees, R., Ham-
burg, S. P., Maasakkers, J. D., and Aben, I.: Satellite obser-
vations reveal extreme methane leakage from a natural gas
well blowout, P. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA, 116, 26376–26381,
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1908712116, 2019.

Pham-Duc, B., Sylvestre, F., Papa, F., Frappart, F., Bouchez, C., and
Crétaux, J.-F.: The Lake Chad hydrology under current climate
change, Sci. Rep., 10, 1–10, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-
62417-w, 2020.

Qu, Z., Jacob, D. J., Shen, L., Lu, X., Zhang, Y., Scarpelli, T.
R., Nesser, H., Sulprizio, M. P., Maasakkers, J. D., Bloom,
A. A., Worden, J. R., Parker, R. J., and Delgado, A. L.:
Global distribution of methane emissions: a comparative in-
verse analysis of observations from the TROPOMI and GOSAT
satellite instruments, Atmos. Chem. Phys., 21, 14159–14175,
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-21-14159-2021, 2021.

Rabier, F., Järvinen, H., Klinker, E., Mahfouf, J.-F., and Sim-
mons, A.: The ECMWF operational implementation of four-
dimensional variational assimilation. I: Experimental results with
simplified physics, Q. J. Roy. Meteorol. Soc., 126, 1143–1170,
https://doi.org/10.1002/qj.49712656415, 2000.

Ridgwell, A. J., Marshall, S. J., and Gregson, K.: Con-
sumption of atmospheric methane by soils: A process-
based model, Global Biogeochem. Cy., 13, 59–70,
https://doi.org/10.1029/1998gb900004, 1999.

Robertson, A. M., Edie, R., Field, R. A., Lyon, D., McVay,
R., Omara, M., Zavala-Araiza, D., and Murphy, S. M.: New
Mexico Permian Basin Measured Well Pad Methane Emis-
sions Are a Factor of 5–9 Times Higher Than U.S. EPA
Estimates, Environ. Sci. Technol., 54, 13926–13934,
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c02927, 2020.

Sanderson, M. G.: Biomass of termites and their emissions of
methane and carbon dioxide: A global database, Global Bio-
geochem. Cy., 10, 543–557, https://doi.org/10.1029/96gb01893
1996.

Saskatchewan.ca: The Saskatchewan Upstream Oil and Gas
IRIS Incident Report, https://publications.saskatchewan.ca/
api/v1/products/78193/formats/87695/download, last access:
8 November 2021.

Schneising, O., Buchwitz, M., Reuter, M., Vanselow, S., Bovens-
mann, H., and Burrows, J. P.: Remote sensing of methane leak-
age from natural gas and petroleum systems revisited, Atmos.
Chem. Phys., 20, 9169–9182, https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-20-
9169-2020, 2020.

Segers, A. and Houweling, S.: Description of the CH4 Inversion
Production Chain, CAMS (Copernicus Atmospheric Monitoring
Service) Report, https://atmosphere.copernicus.eu/sites/default/
files/2018-11/CAMS73_2015SC3_D73.2.5.5-2018_201811_
production_chain_v1_0.pdf (last access: 8 November 2021),
2018.

Shiraishi, T. and Hirata, R.: Estimation of carbon dioxide emissions
from the megafires of Australia in 2019–2020, Sci. Rep., 11, 1–
10, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-87721-x, 2021.

Atmos. Chem. Phys., 22, 5961–5981, 2022 https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-22-5961-2022

https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-21-6605-2021
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-21-6605-2021
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.6b02878
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-19-7859-2019
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-19-7859-2019
https://doi.org/10.3389/frwa.2021.639204
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-14-6139-2014
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-14-6139-2014
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-16-1653-2016
https://doi.org/10.5194/gmd-14-5467-2021
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-18-18149-2018
https://doi.org/10.1080/1540496x.2020.1790353
https://gml.noaa.gov/
https://gml.noaa.gov/
https://doi.org/10.26889/9781784671457
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1908712116
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62417-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-62417-w
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-21-14159-2021
https://doi.org/10.1002/qj.49712656415
https://doi.org/10.1029/1998gb900004
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c02927
https://doi.org/10.1029/96gb01893
https://publications.saskatchewan.ca/api/v1/products/78193/formats/87695/download
https://publications.saskatchewan.ca/api/v1/products/78193/formats/87695/download
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-20-9169-2020
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-20-9169-2020
https://atmosphere.copernicus.eu/sites/default/files/2018-11/CAMS73_2015SC3_D73.2.5.5-2018_201811_production_chain_v1_0.pdf
https://atmosphere.copernicus.eu/sites/default/files/2018-11/CAMS73_2015SC3_D73.2.5.5-2018_201811_production_chain_v1_0.pdf
https://atmosphere.copernicus.eu/sites/default/files/2018-11/CAMS73_2015SC3_D73.2.5.5-2018_201811_production_chain_v1_0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-87721-x


J. McNorton et al.: Quantification of methane emissions from hotspots and during COVID-19 5981

Spahni, R., Wania, R., Neef, L., van Weele, M., Pison, I., Bous-
quet, P., Frankenberg, C., Foster, P. N., Joos, F., Prentice, I.
C., and van Velthoven, P.: Constraining global methane emis-
sions and uptake by ecosystems, Biogeosciences, 8, 1643–1665,
https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-8-1643-2011, 2011.

Stevenson, D., Derwent, R., Wild, O., and Collins, W.: COVID-19
lockdown NOx emission reductions can explain most of the co-
incident increase in global atmospheric methane, Atmos. Chem.
Phys. Discuss. [preprint], https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-2021-604,
in review, 2021.

Varon, D. J., Jacob, D. J., McKeever, J., Jervis, D., Durak,
B. O. A., Xia, Y., and Huang, Y.: Quantifying methane
point sources from fine-scale satellite observations of atmo-
spheric methane plumes, Atmos. Meas. Tech., 11, 5673–5686,
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-11-5673-2018, 2018.

Varon, D. J., Jacob, D. J., Jervis, D., and McKeever, J.:
Quantifying Time-Averaged Methane Emissions from
Individual Coal Mine Vents with GHGSat-D Satellite
Observations, Environ. Sci. Technol., 54, 10246–10253,
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c01213, 2020.

Varon, D. J., Jervis, D., McKeever, J., Spence, I., Gains,
D., and Jacob, D. J.: High-frequency monitoring of anoma-
lous methane point sources with multispectral Sentinel-2
satellite observations, Atmos. Meas. Tech., 14, 2771–2785,
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-14-2771-2021, 2021.

Veefkind, J. P., Aben, I., McMullan, K., Förster, H., de Vries,
J., Otter, G., Claas, J., Eskes, H. J., de Haan, J. F., Kleipool,
Q., van Weele, M., Hasekamp, O., Hoogeveen, R., Landgraf,
J., Snel, R., Tol, P., Ingmann, P., Voors, R., Kruizinga, B.,
Vink, R., Visser, H., and Levelt, P. F.: TROPOMI on the ESA
Sentinel-5 Precursor: A GMES mission for global observations
of the atmospheric composition for climate, air quality and
ozone layer applications, Remote Sens. Environ., 120, 70–83,
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rse.2011.09.027, 2012.

Weber, J., Shin, Y. M., Staunton Sykes, J., Archer-Nicholls, S.,
Abraham, N. L., and Archibald, A. T.: Minimal Climate Impacts
From Short-Lived Climate Forcers Following Emission Reduc-
tions Related to the COVID-19 Pandemic, Geophys. Res. Lett.,
47, e2020GL090326, https://doi.org/10.1029/2020gl090326,
2020.

Wilson, C., Gloor, M., Gatti, L. V., Miller, J. B., Monks, S. A., Mc-
Norton, J., Bloom, A. A., Basso, L. S., and Chipperfield, M. P.:
Contribution of regional sources to atmospheric methane over the
Amazon Basin in 2010 and 2011, Global Biogeochem. Cy., 30,
400–420, https://doi.org/10.1002/2015gb005300, 2016.

Wunch, D., Toon, G. C., Blavier, J.-F. L., Washenfelder, R.
A., Notholt, J., Connor, B. J., Griffith, D. W. T., Sherlock,
V., and Wennberg, P. O.: The Total Carbon Column Ob-
serving Network, Philos. T. Roy. Soc. A, 369, 2087–2112,
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2010.0240, 2011.

Yu, X., Millet, D. B., and Henze, D. K.: How well can inverse
analyses of high-resolution satellite data resolve heterogeneous
methane fluxes? Observing system simulation experiments with
the GEOS-Chem adjoint model (v35), Geosci. Model Dev., 14,
7775–7793, https://doi.org/10.5194/gmd-14-7775-2021, 2021.

Zhang, Y., Gautam, R., Pandey, S., Omara, M., Maasakkers,
J. D., Sadavarte, P., Lyon, D., Nesser, H., Sulprizio, M. P.,
Varon, D. J., Zhang, R., Houweling, S., Zavala-Araiza, D., Al-
varez, R. A., Lorente, A., Hamburg, S. P., Aben, I., and Ja-
cob, D. J.: Quantifying methane emissions from the largest oil-
producing basin in the United States from space, Sci. Adv., 6, 17,
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aaz5120, 2020.

Zhang, Z., Wang, L., Xue, N., and Du, Z.: Spatiotemporal
Analysis of Active Fires in the Arctic Region during 2001–
2019 and a Fire Risk Assessment Model, Fire, 4, 57,
https://doi.org/10.3390/fire4030057, 2021.

https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-22-5961-2022 Atmos. Chem. Phys., 22, 5961–5981, 2022

https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-8-1643-2011
https://doi.org/10.5194/acp-2021-604
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-11-5673-2018
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.est.0c01213
https://doi.org/10.5194/amt-14-2771-2021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rse.2011.09.027
https://doi.org/10.1029/2020gl090326
https://doi.org/10.1002/2015gb005300
https://doi.org/10.1098/rsta.2010.0240
https://doi.org/10.5194/gmd-14-7775-2021
https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.aaz5120
https://doi.org/10.3390/fire4030057

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Forward model
	Inverse model
	4D-Variational inversion
	Prior information

	Observations

	Results
	Evaluation
	Global emission estimates
	Emission estimates for regions and point sources
	Regional emissions – Permian Basin, USA
	Regional emissions – Bakken Formation, USA and Canada
	Regional natural emissions – Lake Chad, Central Africa
	Point source emissions – Appin colliery, Australia

	Emission estimates for temporary and shifting sources
	Feasibility of estimating blow-out emissions – Eagle Ford blowout, USA (November 2019)
	Feasibility of 1-d emission estimates – Upper Silesian Coal Basin, Poland (June 2018)
	Detection limit of inversion system – oil fields, Algeria (2019–2020)
	Detection of unknown sources – Istanbul, Turkey (2020)

	CH4 emissions during the COVID-19 period

	Conclusions
	Data availability
	Supplement
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Disclaimer
	Acknowledgements
	Financial support
	Review statement
	References

