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1. Introduction
Extreme events, such as droughts or floods, can disturb regional agriculture, water availability, and ecosys-
tem processes, thereby affecting global human and natural systems (Ault, 2020; Dai, 2011b). Since the 2000s, 
the increasing frequency of extreme events has affected many areas with high ecological importance (e.g., the 
Amazon Rainforest; Maeda et al., 2015) and/or high population density (e.g., Northeast China; Yuan et al., 2019). 
Moreover, future climate change scenarios predict extreme events to increase (Anderegg et al., 2019; Chiang 
et  al.,  2021). Along with duration, magnitude, and severity, the spatial extent of events is an essential factor 
because such events can occupy large areas for extended periods as a regional phenomenon. Changes in spatial 
extent are the basis for quantitative evaluation of terrestrial and continental dry/wet trends (Scanlon et al., 2018; 

Abstract Quantifying the spatial integrity and patterns of dry/wet events over land is essential to 
understand how the local hydrological regime responds to environmental changes. Spatial aggregation changes 
in dry and wet areas over land have not been studied extensively. Based on a patch-mosaic landscape model, 
we analyzed spatial aggregation changes at two levels corresponding to landscape design during 1949 and 
2018. At the landscape level, the global aggregation degree increased initially and then weakened around 2006. 
However, the spatial aggregation process between dry and wet patterns was inconsistent. For the dry pattern, 
spatial aggregation was mainly caused by area decline induced decreases in the patch number. For the wet 
pattern, spatial aggregation was caused by area enlargement induced decreases in the patch number. At the 
class level, with increases in the dry/wet magnitude, the correlation between the affected area and aggregation 
strengthened. Our results provide new insights to understand the spatial processes and future trends of dry/wet 
patterns over land. We argue that future vulnerability of agriculture and ecosystems to drought is likely to be 
further mediated by the changes in drought patterns' spatial structure.

Plain Language Summary Quantifying the spatial variation characteristics of heterogeneous dry/
wet patches worldwide can provide an in-depth understanding of regional hydrological regimes. Previous 
studies have mainly focused on area-based statistics to quantify the changes in the dry/wet patterns, and 
neglected comprehensive information of the process. Further, whether a long-term spatial aggregation or 
fragmentation trend exists is also unknown. The patch-mosaic model of landscape ecology provides a new 
tool to explore this hypothesis at the landscape and class levels. Our results showed that at the landscape 
level, the global spatial aggregation degree increased initially and then weakened around 2006, including the 
dry landscape (all dry classes considered together), wet landscape (all wet classes considered together), and 
total landscape (all classes considered together). At the class level, greater the degree of dryness/wetness, 
stronger was the correlation between the affected area and aggregation. Our findings provide new insights into 
identifying the increasing exposure of climate change, which can be used to assess the potential impacts of 
spatial aggregation or disaggregation of droughts on agriculture and ecosystems, and to predict future changes 
in the spatial structure of drought patterns.
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Sheffield et al., 2012; Spinoni et al., 2018; Xu et al., 2019). However, previous assessments have not completely 
revealed the structural information hidden in dry/wet patterns.

Identifying and quantifying the spatial continuity of dry/wet events is a promising avenue to complement our 
understanding of spatial and temporal trends in extreme dry events (Andreadis et al., 2005; Nagarajan, 2009). 
Several cluster methods have been developed to identify continuous spatial structural changes in large-scale 
drought events. For example, the severity–area–duration method, first introduced by Andreadis et al. (2005), has 
been widely used to combine the spatial continuity of individual drought events with their severity (Blanchet & 
Mélèse, 2020; Satish Kumar et al., 2021; Sheffield et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2016). Although these efforts have 
revealed spatially continuous characteristics of large-scale drought events, the degree of aggregation or fragmen-
tation has not been independently quantified. Furthermore, whether long-term structural changes exist in global 
dry/wet patterns over land is unclear.

The occurrence of dry/wet events is spatially heterogeneous. In the context of climate change, when small-scale 
dry/wet patches develop into large-scale patches, the severity can be exacerbated, even if the total area and inten-
sity do not change significantly. However, traditional evaluations of the severity of dry/wet events are usually 
based on the relationship between duration (D) and magnitude (M), such as D × M or D/M, which ignore the 
impact of spatial aggregation. Therefore, exploring the spatial aggregation process on different spatial scales is 
necessary to widen our understanding of dry/wet events and their potential impacts.

This study aimed to reveal the spatial aggregation changes in the global dry/wet pattern from 1949 to 2018. 
Owing to the spatial heterogeneity of dry/wet events over land, we adopted a patch-mosaic model of landscape 
structure to design our framework (McGarigal & Cushman, 2005). First, we calculated the standard precipitation 
index (SPI) using seven widely used precipitation data sets. Second, we divided the SPI into nine dry/wet types 
in each grid box. Third, landscape aggregation metrics were applied to quantify spatial aggregation changes 
at the landscape level, including the dry (all dry classes considered together), wet (all wet classes considered 
together), and total landscapes (all classes considered together). Fourth, we further explored the relationship 
between area and aggregation at the class level of the SPI. Additionally, we revealed heterogeneous aggregation 
characteristics  at the landscape level on different zonal and temporal scales. Finally, the temporal effect of spatial 
aggregation in the global dry/wet pattern was explored based on the Climatic Research Unit (CRU) data set. Our 
characterization of aggregation changes in the dry/wet pattern will provide an in-depth understanding of the 
potential impacts of dry/wet events.

2. Data and Methods
2.1. Precipitation Data Sets

Multi-source precipitation products were used to reduce the uncertainty or error analysis owing to the irregular 
spatial distribution of observation stations worldwide (Sun et al., 2018; Trenberth, 2011; Trenberth et al., 2014). 
Considering the robustness of the spatial analysis, we collected seven common global precipitation products 

Data set a Spatial resolution Frequency Coverage Period Reference

CRU TS 4.03 0.5° × 0.5° Monthly Global land 1901–2018 Harris et al. (2014)

GPCC V2018 0.5° × 0.5° Monthly Global land 1901–2016 Rudolf et al. (2005)

PREC/L 0.5° × 0.5° Monthly Global land 1948–2011 Chen et al. (2002)

UD V4.01 0.5° × 0.5° Monthly Global land 1901–2014 Willmott and Matsuura (1995)

PGF V3 0.25° × 0.25° Monthly Global 1948–2016 Sheffield et al. (2006)

CMAP 2.5° × 2.5° Monthly Global land 1979–2018 Xie et al. (2007)

GPCP V2.3 2.5° × 2.5° Monthly Global 1979–2018 Adler et al. (2003)

 aCRU TS 4.03, Climatic Research Unit Time-series version 4.03; GPCC V2018, Global Precipitation Climatology Center full data product; PREC/L, National Oceanic 
& Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Precipitation Reconstruction over Land; UD V4.01, University of Delaware, version 4.01; PGF V3, Princeton Global Forcings 
version 3; CMAP, Climate Prediction Center Merged Analysis of Precipitation; GPCP V2.3, Global Precipitation Climatology Center version 2.3.

Table 1 
Summary of Global Precipitation Data Sets
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to conduct a landscape analysis. These precipitation data sets, which are 
established and widely used (Table 1), were collected from the CRU, Global 
Precipitation Climatology Center (GPCC), National Oceanic & Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA), Precipitation Reconstruction over Land (PREC/L), 
University of Delaware (UD), Princeton Global Forcings (PGF), Climate 
Prediction Center Merged Analysis of Precipitation (CMAP), and monthly 
precipitation data set of the Global Precipitation Climatology Project 
(GPCP). Using the bilinear interpolation method, all the precipitation data 
were rescaled to a spatial resolution of 0.5°, on a monthly scale. Considering 
the lack of global observation stations before the 1950s and the temporal 
consistency of different data sets, our analysis was conducted between 1948 
and 2018. However, PREC/L, PGF, GPCC, and UD were not included for the 
2012–2018 analysis, owing to their unavailability.

The CRU Time Series 4.03 precipitation data set, which provides monthly 
data with a spatial resolution of 0.5° × 0.5° over global land (1901–2018), 
was based on near-surface measurements and was cross-validated at the 
station level. These homogeneous records provide reliable temporal trends of 

the CRU data sets (Harris et al., 2020; Hopping et al., 2018; Sun et al., 2018); additionally, they have been widely 
used for analyzing climate variability and assessment of Earth system models. In this study, the CRU precipita-
tion data set was used to analyze the temporal scale effects among the seven data sets. The GPCC full data prod-
uct (V2018), with a resolution of 0.5° and period of 1901–2016, was developed from more than 70,000 stations 
worldwide. It has excellent performance for the verification of climate models, analysis of historic precipitation 
worldwide, and research on global and regional water cycles (Rudolf et al., 2005). The NOAA PREC/L data set is 
mainly collected from the Global Historical Climatology Network version 2 (GHCN2) and the Climate Anomaly 
Monitoring System (Chen et al., 2002), including more than 17,000 stations since 1948. The UD precipitation 
product V4.01 is mainly acquired from GHCN2 and more widely from the archive of Legates and Willmott 
(Willmott & Matsuura, 1995). The data set covers a period of 1900–2014 and is limited to land, which comple-
ments the International Comprehensive Ocean-Atmosphere data set. The PGF version 3 combines observations 
and reanalysis data to generate global and long-term (1948–2016) precipitation data (Sheffield et al., 2006). The 
CMAP monthly data set is generated based on multiple types of satellite estimates and gauge data, spanning the 
period since 1979 (Xie et al., 2007). The GPCP product provides reliable global precipitation by integrating vari-
ous global satellite data sets. Specifically, data were collected from rain gauge stations, satellites, and sounding 
observations and span 1979 to the present. A careful combination of satellite-based rainfall estimates provides the 
necessary spatial structural details for landscape analysis (Adler et al., 2003).

2.2. SPI

Many indices have been developed for monitoring surface drought variability at different spatial scales, includ-
ing the Palmer drought severity index (PDSI) (Dai, 2011a), the self-calibrated PDSI (scPDSI) (van der Schrier 
et al., 2013), and the standardized precipitation evapotranspiration index (SPEI) (Vicente-Serrano et al., 2010). 
However, these indicators are mainly based on the water balance equation, which needs to incorporate the surface 
evaporation demand. The calculation of evaporation demand usually relies on the Penman–Monteith formula 
(Dai & Zhao, 2017; Milly & Dunne, 2016). P–M-based potential evaporation not only considers the influence 
of wind, humidity, solar, and radiation variables, but also the observation data of these variables, which are not 
easy to obtain at a global scale and show evident temporal and spatial heterogeneity. Considering the spatial 
uncertainty of the spatial index itself, which struggles to account for variations in wind speed, radiation, and 
humidity (Dai & Zhao, 2017; Milly & Dunne, 2016; Yang et al., 2018), we elected to use SPI, which is based 
only on the precipitation probabilistic approach to conduct a spatial structured analysis of dry and wet patterns 
(McKee et al., 1993). Nevertheless, we also found a similar trend using the published scPDSI data set (Figure S1 
in Supporting Information S1).

SPI is the degree of the standardized deviation of the empirical precipitation probability distribution function 
(Hayes et al., 1999). It allows the evaluation of the impact of precipitation anomalies of a single model in different 
geographical locations and makes spatial comparisons on multiple timescales. SPI can be calculated on different 

Category SPI value Name

W4 ≥2.00 Extremely wet

W3 1.50–1.99 Severely wet

W2 1.00–1.49 Moderately wet

W1 0.50–0.99 Mild wet

NN −0.49–0.49 Near normal

D1 −0.99–(−0.50) Mild dry

D2 −1.49–(–1.00) Moderately dry

D3 −1.99–(−1.50) Severely dry

D4 ≤−2.00 Extremely dry

Table 2 
Classifications of the Standard Precipitation Index (SPI; Hänsel 
et al., 2016)
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timescales to explain spatial dry and wet changes on monthly to multi-year scales. In this study, we divided the 
annual average SPI maps into nine categories (Table 2) to define spatially heterogeneous levels and to quantify 
spatial structured changes. Additionally, we used the 3, 6, 12, 24, and 48-month SPI to evaluate the short-term and 
long-term temporal effects. A timescale of 12 months is recommended to conduct landscape aggregation analysis 
of the global dry/wet pattern between 1949 and 2018 (Haile et al., 2020). Truncating the annual SPI variability 
into dry/wet classes still compromised the structural integrity of continuously varying attributes. To some extent, 
this led to spatial information loss and increased uncertainty.

2.3. Landscape Structure Metrics

Under the patch-mosaic paradigm, different closed dry/wet patches are the most common composition of land-
scape patterns (McGarigal & Cushman, 2005). Specifically, dry/wet patches refer to geographic areas with rela-
tively stable moisture conditions, while global dry/wet landscape is denoted as a collection of discrete dry/wet 
patches with different thresholds of SPI. Thus, the degree of spatial aggregation was determined by the spatial 
distribution of these dry/wet patches. This study mainly used an aggregation index (AI) to measure spatial aggre-
gation changes. Additionally, the total area (TA) and number of patches (NP) corresponding to different dry/wet 
classes or landscapes were used to interpret the mechanisms of spatial structural changes.

The AI is calculated based on an adjacency matrix that shows the frequency of different pairs of patch types appearing 
side-by-side in the maps. If gi,j represents the total edges of type i adjacent to type j, for type i of area Ai, the AI meas-
ures gi,j, and the total edges are shared by type i itself. Shared edges were counted using a single counting method, 
where each pixel edge was counted only once. Given a type i of area Ai, the maximum aggregation level is reached 
when the patch type is a single patch that has the largest gi,j. If n is the side of the largest integer, a square smaller 
than Ai, and m = Ai − n 2, the largest number of shared edges for type i, max_gi,j, will take one of the following forms:

max_𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 2𝑛𝑛(𝑛𝑛 − 1)𝑖 when 𝑚𝑚 = 0𝑖 or (1)

max_𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 2𝑛𝑛(𝑛𝑛 − 1) + 2𝑚𝑚 − 1𝑖 when 𝑚𝑚 𝑚 𝑛𝑛𝑖 or (2)

max_𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 2𝑛𝑛(𝑛𝑛 − 1) + 2m − 2𝑖 when 𝑚𝑚 ≥ 𝑛𝑛𝑛 (3)

The maximum level of the AI for type i is calculated as max_gi,j /Ai, and the AI for type i is derived as follows:

AI𝑖𝑖 = 𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖∕max_𝑔𝑔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 (4)

Therefore, AIi ranges from 0 to 1. When AIi = 1, the patch type is aggregated to the maximum (gi,j = max_gi,j; 
Figure 1a) and AIi is 0 when gi,j reaches the minimum (gi,j = 0; Figure 1d). For the overall spatial range, AIL can 
be calculated by coupling AIi weighted by Pi as follows:

AI𝐿𝐿 =

𝑛𝑛
∑

𝑖𝑖=1

AI𝑖𝑖 × 𝑝𝑝𝑖𝑖 (5)

where n is the total number of climatic types and Pi is the percentage of Ai.

Figure 1. Set of binary landscape maps represented by 7 × 7 grids. Each grid contains 40 white cells and 9 black cells. The spatial distribution of the black cells 
starts from a dispersed square patch (Figure 1a). The black cells are gradually aggregated (Figures 1b–1d). In this landscape, the largest patch square is 7 × 7 grids; 
thus, m = 11, n = 7, and that the max_gi,j = 104. Following Equation 4, the AIs of Figures 1a–1d are 0, 0.333, 0.917, and 1.0, respectively. From the above landscape 
patterns, AI is sensitive to total area and the number of patches.
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2.4. Statistical Analysis

Owing to the large spatial heterogeneity and uncertainty of precipitation data sets, the Z-score transforma-
tion method was adopted to standardize the variables derived from multiple precipitation data sets (Cheadle 
et al., 2003). Z-scores are calculated by subtracting the overall average from the raw data and dividing the result 
by their standard deviation. Through this method, the structural changes in the landscape derived from differ-
ent data sets can be effectively evaluated. Furthermore, we applied the non-parametric Mann–Kendall (M–K) 
statistical test to assess the statistical significance of the temporal trends (Kendall, 1975; Mann, 1945). The M–K 
significance test is less affected by missing values and uneven distribution than other tests (Yue et al., 2002). 
Additionally, Pearson's correlation coefficient (r) was used to examine the statistical relationships between the 
different variables.

3. Results
3.1. Area-Based Changes in the Global Dry/Wet Patterns

Figure 2a shows the spatial dry/wet trends of SPI from 1948 to 2018, excluding GPCP and CMAP for short 
periods. Specifically, substantial spatial differences were observed between the drying and wetting distributions, 
particularly in areas with upward trends in mid–high latitude regions (30°–75°), such as Europe, North Asia, 
South America, and West Australia. Conversely, downward trends occurred in Africa, northern parts of South 
America, and East Asia. Over time, the global average SPI increased, particularly since the 1980s. A downward 
trend around 2006 was most probably caused by an increasing number of El Niño/Southern Oscillations (ENSOs) 
from the 1980s to 2006 (Figure 2b), which are considered to be the main sources of changes in global precipita-
tion records (Ault, 2020; Huang et al., 2019; Yeh et al., 2018). The ratios of wet (SPI > 0.5) and dry (SPI < −0.5) 
areas rapidly increased global humidity since the 1980s compared to the 1950–1980s (Figure 2c). Overall, from 
the 1980s to 2006, global wetting trends were common in mid–high latitudes, while Africa, East Asia, and the 
Amazon exhibited prominent drying trends.

Figure 2. (a) Standard precipitation index (SPI) trends, (b) time series, and (c) ratios of wet (SPI >0.5) and dry (SPI < −0.5) 
areas from 1948 to 2018 based on the seven data sets. Blue lines represent the average of the data sets; the gray area denotes 
±1 standard deviation (s.d.). Abbreviations: CRU TS 4.03, Climatic Research Unit Time-series version 4.03; GPCC V2018, 
Global Precipitation Climatology Center full data product; PREC/L, National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) Precipitation Reconstruction over Land; UD V4.01, University of Delaware version 4.01; PGF V3, Princeton Global 
Forcings version 3; CMAP, Climate Prediction Center Merged Analysis of Precipitation; GPCP V2.3, Global Precipitation 
Climatology Center version 2.3.
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3.2. Aggregation Changes at the Landscape Level

Figures 3a and 3b show that global AI (all classes considered together) increased rapidly from the 1980s, before 
exhibiting a downward trend around 2006 (Z-score). NP and AI changes showed opposite trends. In the context of 
a constant global area, changes in spatial aggregation are likely to be determined by changes in the number of wet 
and dry patches. From the 1980s until 2006, the reduction of dry patches and the combination of wet patches most 
probably increased spatial aggregation. We considered the minimum global AI in 1978 and maximum global AI 
in 2001 as examples to illustrate the spatial aggregation changes (Figure 3c). Although spatial heterogeneity in 
different data sets was large, we found a clear spatial aggregation process, in which the AI increased while NP 
decreased in different data sets. Generally, between 1978 and 2001, the number of dry patches in Africa and 
South America decreased significantly, which likely enhanced the global spatial aggregation degree.

Figure 4 shows the changes in AI in dry patterns (all dry classes considered together) and wet patterns (all wet 
classes considered together) from 1949 to 2018 (Z-score). Generally, the increases in AI between dry and wet 
patterns were consistent in all the analyzed data sets and their trends were inverted around 2006. However, the 
increasing rates of AI in wet patterns were almost 10 times higher than those of AI in dry patterns. Furthermore, 
the dry and wet patterns showed evident differences. In the dry patterns, changes in AI (Figure 4a) were consist-
ent with TA (Figure 4b) and NP (Figure 4c) changes, suggesting that a simultaneous decrease in dry area and 
the number of patches relatively increased AI. In contrast, in the wet patterns, changes in AI (Figure 4d) were 
consistent with TA changes (Figure 4e), but contrary to NP changes (Figure 4f), suggesting that the increase in AI 
was caused by the decrease in the number of wet patches due to the expansion of the wet area. Overall, although 
there are different mechanisms responsible for AI changes, the spatial aggregation variations in the wet and dry 
patterns increased from the 1980s until 2006, and subsequently, weakened.

Figure 3. Temporal changes of (a) the standardized aggregation index (AI) and the (b) number of patches (NP) in global 
dry/wet landscape patterns (all classes considered together). Dashed color lines represent different data sets; blue solid lines 
represent the arithmetic mean of different data sets; the gray area denotes ±1 standard deviation (s.d.). (c) Maps of dry/wet 
classes in 1978 and 2001 based on the Climatic Research Unit (CRU), Global Precipitation Climatology Center (GPCC), 
Princeton Global Forcings (PGF), and University of Delaware (UD) data sets. All closed areas are designed as dry/wet 
patches with different standard precipitation index (SPI) levels.
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3.3. Aggregation Changes at Class Level

As summarized in Table 3, temporal trends in TA were not in equilibrium with those in AI, based on different dry/
wet classes. Specifically, the TA of dry classes decreased clearly, while that of wet classes weakly increased. The 
trends of mild dry (D1) and moderately dry (D3) were −0.042%/y and −0.025%/y (p < 0.01, M–K), respectively. 
In contrast, the changes in AI in wet classes increased. In particular, the AI changes of the wet classes (W1–W3) 
were statistically significant, with the respective rates being 0.018%/y, 0.027%/y, and 0.028%/y (p < 0.01, M–K). 
Figure 5 shows a generally significant correlation between the TA and AI at the class level. With an increase 
in dry/wet levels, the correlations increased. In the D1 and W1 classes, the r between the TA and AI was weak. 
Usually, when drought/floods occur mildly, the affected drought area was usually large, and the distribution was 
discrete. Conversely, in the D4 and W4 classes, r was >0.7 in the GPCC and UD data sets. When severe droughts 
and floods occurred, the spatial extent was relatively small and aggregated.

3.4. Aggregation Changes at Zonal Scale

Figure 6 shows the temporal changes of AI, TA, and NP in the zones of 30°S–30°N and 30°–90°N (Z-score). In 
general, changes in AI in both zones showed an increasing trend since the 1980s, followed by a downward trend 
around 2006. However, different response mechanisms may exist in the affected area in different dry/wet patterns 

Figure 4. Temporal changes in the (a and d) standardized aggregation index (AI), (b and e) total area (TA), and (c and f) number of patches (NP) between dry patterns 
and wet patterns from 1949 to 2018 (dry and wet classes considered respectively). Color dashed lines represent different data sets; the blue solid lines represent the 
arithmetic mean of different data sets; the gray area denotes ±1 standard deviation (s.d.). Symbols “D” and “W” represent dry and wet patterns, respectively.

Class W4 W3 W2 W1 NN D1 D2 D3 D4

AI 0.004 0.018** 0.027** 0.028** 0.031** 0.012* 0.003 −0.001 0.007

TA −0.001 0.002 0.007 0.004 0.058** −0.042** −0.025** −0.007 0.001

Note. **and * represents 0.05 and 0.01 significance of the Mann–Kendall (M–K) statistical test.

Table 3 
Linear Trends of Total Area (TA) and Aggregation Index (AI) at the Class Level
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and zones. Between 30° and 30°N, changes in AI in dry and wet patterns were consistent with the changes in 
TA  and NP. This was likely attributable to El Niño, which frequently decreases precipitation over many low-lat-
itude land areas (Ault, 2020; J. Zhang et al., 2021; W. Zhang et al., 2019). This caused a shift toward a relative 
aggregation phenomenon due to the disappearance of dry and wet patches. In contrast, between 30° and 90°N, 
changes in AI in dry patterns were different from those in low-latitude regions. The decreasing area reduced the 
number of patches, which increased the spatial aggregation. In their wet patterns, changes in AI were consistent 
with those in TA, but opposite to NP (Figures 6d, 6h and 6l). The increase in the degree of spatial aggregation 
could be attributed to the expansion and combination in wet areas, which decreased the number of patches. 
Particularly since the 1980s, precipitation on land has been controlled by ENSO with more La Niña phases 
and more large-scale rain events in high-latitude zones (Domeisen et al., 2019; Grothe et al., 2020; Trenberth 
et al., 2014). However, around 2006, the changes in the AI of the different zones could be attributed to the decline 
of La Niña events on land.

3.5. Temporal Changes in Aggregation

Different timescales reflect the impact of spatial aggregation of water resource availability. Figure 7a shows the 
time-series of global AI over 3 to 48-month timescales. For the 3-month time-scale, AI increased from 93.5% to 
94%. For the 48-month timescale, AI increased from 83.5% to 83.8%. In general, longer the timescale, lower is 
the degree of aggregation. Furthermore, Figure 7b indicates an apparent difference in the linear trends for the 3 to 
48-month timescales. Specifically, over periods of less than 12 months, spatial aggregation increased rapidly, and 
then stabilized. Figure 7c further illustrates the global drought patterns on 3 to 48-month timescales in 2004. In 
general, the spatial aggregation decreased from 94.81% to 85.72%, and the spatial distribution of dry/wet patches 
tended to be stable for timescales of more than 12 months. Generally, longer the timescales, more stable is the 
spatial aggregation status. This further suggested that longer the duration of aggregation, greater is the severity 
of extreme events.

Figure 5. Correlation r between total area (TA) and aggregation index (AI) between 1949 and 2018, at class level. 
Abbreviations: CRU TS 4.03, Climatic Research Unit Time-series version 4.03; GPCC V2018, Global Precipitation 
Climatology Center full data product; PREC/L, National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Precipitation 
Reconstruction over Land; UD V4.01, University of Delaware version 4.01; PGF V3, Princeton Global Forcings version 3; 
CMAP, Climate Prediction Center Merged Analysis of Precipitation; GPCP V2.3, Global Precipitation Climatology Center 
version 2.3.
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4. Conclusions
Owing to the patch characteristic of dry/wet patterns, a simplified patch-mosaic framework was designed to 
characterize spatial structural characteristics based on multiple precipitation data sets. In the context of climate 
change, our results showed an obvious global wetting trend since the 1980s. We identified an evident global 
aggregation increase at the different landscape levels, including all classes (wet and dry) considered together 
from the 1980s to 2006. However, the mechanisms between the dry and wet patterns were not consistent. In the 
dry patterns, the reduction of area and number of patches increased the spatial aggregation, whereas in the wet 
patterns, the expansion of the area reduced the number of patches and increased the spatial aggregation. There-
after, at the class level, the correlations between spatial aggregation and total area increased with an increase in 
dry/wet levels. Additionally, at the zonal scale, the changes in spatial aggregation also showed different processes 
in low- and high-latitude zones.

The occurrence of ENSO events is likely to cause changes in the spatial structure of global dry/wet patterns 
(Figure S2 in Supporting Information  S1), which are closely related to the formation of global hydrological 
regimes. Numerous moisture budgeting experiments have revealed the key dynamics of these teleconnections. 
For example, the equator-ward propagation of winter storms during El Niño years can alter the moisture transport 
through deep convection. This could cause widespread droughts in the Pacific Northwest, leading not only to an 
increase in the total area of drought patterns, but also potentially an increase in the spatial aggregation degree. 
In future global warming scenarios, there is high confidence that the extreme events associated with ENSO will 
increase, and the compound effects of climate change and spatial aggregation on dry/wet events may be further 
enhanced. Additionally, the results of landscape analysis are highly sensitive to the selected spatial resolution, 
as statistical relationships may change with spatial resolution. Specifically, using coarse resolution data would 
weaken the spatial heterogeneity; conversely, finely resolved data would detect more small-scale features, making 
the climatic features disordered, requiring further extensive research.

Figure 6. Temporal changes in the (a–c) standardized aggregation index (AI), (e–h) total area (TA), and (i–l) number of patches (NP) in dry and wet patterns in the 
zones between 30°S–30°N and 30°–90°N (dry and wet classes considered respectively). Dashed color lines represent different data sets; blue solid lines represent the 
arithmetic mean of different data sets and the gray area denotes ±1 standard deviation (s.d.). Symbols “D” and “W” represent dry and wet patterns, respectively.
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Data Availability Statement
The data used in this study were published open access and are available on NOAA Physical Laboratory Sciences 
via https://psl.noaa.gov/data/gridded/tables/precipitation.html. In this study, our data is freely available at the 
Mendeley via DOI https://doi.org/10.17632/f2wrkdbp5x.1.

Figure 7. (a) Temporal changes and (b) linear trends in the aggregation index on 3, 6, 12, 24, 36, and 48-month timescales between 1949 and 2018 based on Climatic 
Research Unit (CRU) data sets. (c) Maps of the standard precipitation index (SPI) over 3, 6, 12, 24, 36 and 48-month timescales in 2004 based on the CRU data sets.

https://psl.noaa.gov/data/gridded/tables/precipitation.html
https://doi.org/10.17632/f2wrkdbp5x.1
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