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Abstract: Increases in ground-level ozone (O3) have been observed during the COVID-19 lockdown
in many places around the world, primarily due to the uncoordinated emission reductions of O3

precursors. In Guangzhou, the capital of Guangdong province in South China, O3 distinctively
decreased during the lockdown. Such a phenomenon was attributed to meteorological variations
and weakening of local O3 formation, as indicated by chemical transport models. However, the
emission-based modellings were not fully validated by observations, especially for volatile organic
compounds (VOCs). In this study, we analyzed the changes of O3 and its precursors, including
VOCs, from the pre-lockdown (Pre-LD) to lockdown period (LD) spanning 1 week in Guangzhou.
An observation-based box model was applied to understand the evolution of in-situ photochemistry.
Indeed, the ambient concentrations of O3 precursors decreased significantly in the LD. A reduction
of 20.7% was identified for the total mixing ratios of VOCs, and the transportation-related species
experienced the biggest declines. However, the reduction of O3 precursors would not lead to a
decrease of in-situ O3 production if the meteorology did not change between the Pre-LD and LD
periods. Sensitivity tests indicated that O3 formation was limited by VOCs in both periods. The
lower temperature and photolysis frequencies in the LD reversed the increase of O3 that would be
caused by the emission reductions otherwise. This study reiterates the fact that O3 abatement requires
coordinated control strategies, even if the emissions of O3 precursors can be significantly reduced in
the short term.

Keywords: ground-level ozone; volatile organic compounds; in-situ photochemistry; photochemical
box model; COVID-19 lockdown

1. Introduction

Tropospheric ozone (O3) is mainly produced through reactions between volatile or-
ganic compounds (VOCs) and nitrogen oxides (NOx) in the presence of sunlight [1]. In
general, O3 production is limited by either VOCs, NOx, or both. Reducing emissions of
reactive VOCs is effective for O3 control in a VOC-limited regime, while it is more prefer-
able to reduce NOx emissions in a NOx-lean environment [2]. Therefore, identifying the
formation regime is essential for O3 control. O3 pollution is also sensitive to meteorological
conditions. Strong solar radiation, high temperature, low relative humidity, and weak
winds generally lead to an aggravation of O3 pollution [3,4].
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To reduce the transmission of COVID-19, a series of social distancing and epidemic
prevention actions have been implemented by many local governments since late January
2020. Table 1 summarizes the major events that happened in Guangdong province in
the early stage of the COVID-19 outbreak. The first-level response to major public health
emergencies was initiated 2 days after the first case was confirmed in Guangdong province
on 21 January 2020. Most of the public transport was suspended between Wuhan (the
city where the first known case was identified) and Guangdong. Movement restriction in
residential areas and closure of schools and entertainment venues were also implemented
in Guangzhou from 24 January 2020 onwards [5]. The restrictions were not relaxed until
23 February, when the first-level response was adjusted to second-level. Since then, the
industries and companies in Guangzhou progressively resumed operation. In early May
2020, the response level was further lowered and the lockdown was almost lifted.

Table 1. Major events happened in Guangdong province in relation to COVID-19 during 21 January–
24 February 2020.

Date Location Event

21 January Guangdong Province The first case in Guangdong province was confirmed

23 January–23 February Guangdong Province First-level emergency response was initiated;
Lockdown was announced in Wuhan

24 January Guangzhou Lockdown was announced

25 January China Chinese New Year’s Eve

10 February Guangdong Province Partial resumption of work

17 February Huangpu District (Guangzhou) Full resumption of work

24 February Guangzhou First-level emergency response was downgraded to second-level

As a result of the COVID-19 lockdown, emissions of a wide range of air pollutants,
including O3 precursors, were reduced [6,7]. It was indicated that the ambient concentra-
tions of criteria air pollutants, i.e., fine particulate matters (PM2.5), respirable suspended
particulates (PM10), carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), and sulfur dioxide
(SO2), exhibited significant reductions in many Chinese cities [6,7]. However, the ground-
level O3 increased in most of the urban areas, the same as for some other secondary air
pollutants [8]. For example, Li et al. [9] found that O3 increased noticeably by 84.1% in the
North China Plain (NCP) during the lockdown. An increment of 49.5% was observed for
O3 in southwestern China [10]. The average enhancement was determined to be 112% and
73% across 184 sites in North China and 108 sites in Central China, respectively [11]. It is
interesting to note the high values of O3 decreased in some areas of the Pearl River Delta
(PRD) region during the COVID-19 lockdown, despite the increase of nighttime O3 [12].
Emission reductions and changes in meteorological conditions were tentatively regarded
as the main causes of the O3 decrease [12–14].

However, most of the studies were grounded on emission-based models [6,12,14], and
the results were subject to uncertainties of emission inventories and lacked adequate vali-
dation by observation data, especially for VOCs. Such deficiencies might impede accurate
representation of the chemical processes. Qi et al. [15] and Wang et al. [16] analyzed the
changes of VOCs using online measurement data and explored the O3 formation chemistry
with diagnostic ratios in Guangzhou and Nanjing during the lockdown. However, the
diagnostic ratios could hardly indicate detailed in-situ photochemistry, e.g., sensitivities of
O3 formation to the precursors and meteorological parameters.

In this study, by using 1-week comprehensive observation data, we analyze the
changes of O3 and its precursors from the pre-lockdown (Pre-LD) to lockdown (LD) period
at an urban site in Guangzhou. In particular, the evolutions of VOC mixing ratios and
compositions are discussed. A photochemical box model constrained by observations is
applied to simulate the in-situ photochemistry. The reasons for lower O3 during the lock-
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down are explored with sensitivity tests, according to which the impacts of meteorological
conditions (especially temperature and solar radiation) are highlighted.

2. Methodology
2.1. Data Sources

Criteria air pollutants (O3, NO2, CO, SO2, PM2.5, and PM10) and nitric oxide (NO)
were continuously measured at an urban site in Guangzhou, i.e., No. 86 Secondary School
(Figure 1). The site (23.10◦ N, 113.44◦ E) is located in Huangpu district, one of the fast-
developing industrial districts in Guangzhou and an important area for international trade
and investment. The district is home to ~20.8% of the industrial enterprises in Guangdong
province, including, but not limited to, electronics manufacturing, automotive manufactur-
ing, electricity and heat supply industry, and petrochemical industry. Surrounding the site
is an urban center, where the population and number of registered vehicles are 15.3 million
and 2.8 million, respectively.
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We adopted the data collected from 1 January to 17 February 2020, covering the Pre-
LD period (1–24 January 2020) and LD period (25 January–17 February 2020). The trace
gases, PM2.5 and PM10, were measured by the commercial instruments (Thermo Scientific,
Waltham, MA, USA), which were regularly calibrated. Meteorological data, including wind
speed, wind direction, pressure, temperature, relative humidity, and solar radiation, were
monitored using an automated weather station. In addition, the photolysis frequencies of
NO2, O3, formaldehyde (HCHO), hydrogen peroxide (H2O2), nitrous acid (HONO), and
nitrate radical (NO3) were measured using a charge coupled device (CCD) detector.

The valid VOC measurement was only performed during 8–27 January 2020, using
an online gas chromatography coupling with mass spectrometer and flame ionization
detector (Chromatotec, Saint-Antoine, France). To ensure data quality, a standard operating
procedure was established and implemented. Zero air was analyzed once a week, and it was
required that the background mixing ratios for all the species of interest were lower than the
respective detection limits or 0.1 ppbv, whichever was lower. Single point verification with
mixed standards of median concentrations was performed weekly. The allowable standard
errors were <20%. The sampling flow was checked every month, and the deviations were
well within ±10%. Standard curves were updated quarterly, and the correlation coefficients
were higher than 0.99 for all the species of interest. In total, 103 species were measured. We
focused on 45 out of 103 species with relatively good data quality and data completeness in
this study.

As VOCs were measured in a much shorter period, the analyses of VOCs and pho-
tochemistry were mainly carried out in a transitional week covering four Pre-LD days
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(20–23 January 2020) and three LD days (25–27 January 2020). The LD period overlapped
with the Chinese New Year (CNY) (25–31 January 2020), which might also influence the
emissions of some air pollutants. For example, PM2.5, PM10, and SO2 achieved their peak
values at 01:00 a.m. on CNY’s eve and the concentrations fell back to the levels before the
ascents within 2 h (Figure S1). Such patterns were most likely due to the temporary and
intensive burning of fireworks [17,18]. Because VOCs CO and NOx did not experience
obvious enhancements on CNY’s eve, and we focused on O3 photochemistry in daytime,
the data on 25 January were not excluded from the analysis.

2.2. Missing Data Treatment and Uncertainty

Due to instrument maintenance, the VOC data were not available during 08:00 a.m.–
16:00 p.m. on 26 January and 14:00 p.m.–18:00 p.m. on 27 January. The missing data were
estimated using a scaling method, as described in Equation (1). The method assumes that
the diurnal patterns of individual VOCs on 26 and 27 January were the same as those on 25
January. To correct the differences caused by emissions and meteorology, CO was adopted
as a reference species.

Xi/X
COi/CO

=
Yi/Y

CO′i/CO′
(1)

where Xi (Yi) and COi (CO′i) represent the mixing ratios of individual VOCs and CO at the
ith hour on 26/27 January (25 January), respectively. X (Y) and CO (CO′) are the average
mixing ratios of the corresponding species in the time interval of 00:00 a.m.–07:00 a.m. on
26/27 January (25 January), when the data were most complete.

It was inevitable that the estimated mixing ratios of the VOCs were subject to certain
uncertainties, because the emissions and chemical transformations of the VOCs did not
necessarily follow the same patterns as those for CO. The estimated mixing ratios of VOCs
were only used in modelling of the in-situ photochemistry. To examine the uncertainty
propagation, we performed sensitivity tests for the simulated O3 production rate. As shown
in Figure S2, 20% (−20%) changes in the estimated mixing ratios of VOCs led to variations
of O3 production rate by 23.9% (−23.7%) and 8.55% (−10.2%) on 26 and 27 January during
07:00 a.m.–16:00 p.m., respectively. We remind readers of the uncertainties associated with
the missing data.

2.3. Photochemical Box Model

A photochemical box model coupled with the Master Chemical Mechanism (v3.2),
termed PBM-MCM hereinafter, was used for in-situ photochemistry modelling. As a near-
explicit chemical mechanism, MCM v3.2 describes ~16,500 atmospheric homogeneous
reactions for ~5900 chemical species. To make it well constrained, the model read the
observation data and the estimated the mixing ratios of VOCs every 200 s. It included
45 VOCs, 2 oxygenated VOCs (OVOCs), 5 trace gases, temperature, relative humidity, and
photolysis frequencies for 6 species (O3, NO2, H2O2, NO3, HCHO, and HONO), as listed
in Table S1. It is noteworthy that O3 was not constrained by observation when the model
was used to simulate O3. For the simulation on a specific day, the model ran with the same
chemical and meteorological profiles for 5 days, and the simulation on the first 4 days was
for spin-up. More details about the model have been introduced elsewhere [19,20].

The sensitivity of O3 formation to the precursors and meteorological parameters is
characterized using relative incremental reactivity (RIR), which is calculated following
Equation (2).

RIR(X) =

[
PS

O3−NO(X)− PS
O3−NO(X− ∆X)

]
/PS

O3−NO(X)

∆S(X)
S(X)

(2)

where S(X) and ∆S(X) represent the observed mixing ratios (or values) of precursor (or me-
teorological parameter) X and 10% reduction in the mixing ratios (or values), respectively.
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PS
O3−NO(X) is the net O3 production rate simulated in the base run with observed mixing

ratios of precursors and real values of meteorological parameters, while PS
O3−NO(X− ∆X)

denotes the simulated O3 production rate with a 10% reduction in mixing ratios (or values)
for X. The net O3 production rate is calculated by adding up the reaction rates of O3 pro-
duction and destruction pathways (Table S2), represented by positive and negative values,
respectively. Higher absolute values of RIR indicate higher sensitivities of O3 formation
to the precursors (or meteorological parameters), with positive and negative values rep-
resenting contribution and destruction of the precursor (meteorological parameter) to O3
formation, respectively.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Meteorological Conditions and Trace Gases

Table 2 summarizes the statistical results of air pollutants and meteorological condi-
tions, as well as the changes from Pre-LD to LD. The results are presented and discussed
separately for a longer period and a shorter period, due to the much less VOC data as
stated above.

Within the longer period (1 January–17 February), higher temperature, lower wind
speed, and lower relative humidity, the meteorological conditions favorable for O3 forma-
tion and accumulation were observed during the Pre-LD. Likewise, the meteorological
conditions showed similar patterns between the Pre-LD and LD in the shorter study period.
In addition, both the solar radiation (Pre-LD: 256 ± 52.2 W/m2, LD: 164 ± 55.8 W/m2,
p-value: 0.03) and photolysis frequency of NO2 (Pre-LD: 1.34 ± 0.36 × 10−3 s−1, LD:
0.74 ± 0.33 × 10−3 s−1, p-value: 0.02) were significantly lower during the LD in the shorter
study period. The north winds prevailed during the LD, differing from the weak winds
with varying directions during the Pre-LD. Furthermore, the reanalysis data version 5 (v5)
from the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts (ERA5) showed a large
difference (p-value: 0.10) in boundary layer height between the two periods (average of
404 m in the Pre-LD and 569 m in the LD), indicating worse dispersion conditions in the
Pre-LD. Overall, the comparisons clearly indicate that the meteorological conditions were
more conducive to O3 pollution during Pre-LD.

In the longer period, the average concentrations (or mixing ratios) of PM2.5, PM10, CO,
SO2, NO2, and NO during the LD decreased by 33.0%, 55.9%, 18.5%, 41.7%, 60.4%, and
79.2% relative to those during Pre-LD, respectively (Table 2). The results indicate that the
COVID-19 lockdown indeed made a significant contribution to air quality improvement in
Guangzhou, consistent with the findings of previous studies [6,12].

Comparable reduction percentages were determined in the shorter study period,
except for CO. It is surprising that the mixing ratios of CO increased by 8.28% during the
LD in the shorter period. Such an increase was also observed at 38 out of 50 stations in the
eight other cities in inland PRD, according to the data grabbed from the China National
Environmental Monitoring Centre. An average increase of 7.96 ± 3.86% (p-value: 0.15)
was determined for CO in the eight cities. However, CO decreased by 7.30% and 10.6% in
Hong Kong and Macau in the corresponding periods, respectively. Therefore, the rises in
CO levels in Guangzhou and the surrounding cities were more likely caused by emissions
sharing similar patterns in the inland PRD. The correlation analysis indicates that the
coefficients of determination (R2) for the correlations between CO and some VOC species
were significantly elevated during LD (Table S3). The VOCs included ethane, propane,
ethene, ethyne, benzene, and 1,2-dichloroethane, which are usually regarded as tracers of
combustion activities [21,22]. The time series of CO and ethyne in the shorter study period
are shown in Figure S3. CO showed a pronounced increase from 06:00 a.m. to 23:00 p.m. on
25 and 26 January, together with an enhancement of ethyne. During CNY, family gathering
and celebration with activities of burning incense and joss paper, cooking, barbecuing,
and grilling are common [23]. These family-based activities were in compliance with the
epidemic prevention regulations. Therefore, the rise in CO levels during LD might be
associated with some combustion activities during CNY.
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Table 2. Changes in meteorological conditions and concentrations (or mixing ratios) of air pollutants between the Pre-LD and LD periods. Blanks represent
uncalculated values.

Parameter or Species

Longer Period Shorter Period Percentage Change

Pre-LD
(1–24 January)

LD
(25 January–17 February)

Pre-LD
(20–24 January)

LD
(25–27 January)

Longer Period
(This Study)

Shorter Period
(This Study) Wang et al. [12]

Mean 95% C.I. # Mean 95% C.I. Mean 95% C.I. Mean 95% C.I. Change p-Value * Change p-Value Change

Temperature (◦C) 19.2 0.30 15.4 0.28 20.1 0.70 14.1 0.90 −19.5% <0.001 −29.9% <0.001 −20.8%
Wind speed (m/s) 1.33 0.05 1.57 0.04 1.09 0.01 2.10 0.13 18.1% <0.001 92.3% <0.001

Relative humidity (%) 58.7 0.76 60.6 1.34 61.9 1.58 64.9 2.20 3.20% 0.02 4.82% 0.03
PM2.5 (µg/m3) 31.5 1.29 21.1 1.13 24.3 1.62 14.9 2.91 −33.0% <0.001 −38.8% <0.001 −33.8%
PM10 (µg/m3) 63.2 2.81 27.9 1.50 38.5 2.47 19.3 3.71 −55.9% <0.001 −49.8% <0.001

CO (ppbv) 734 12.3 598 8.09 661 22.5 716 30.9 −18.5% <0.001 8.28% <0.01
SO2 (ppbv) 2.44 0.11 1.42 0.05 1.51 0.08 1.08 0.31 −41.7% <0.001 −28.7% <0.01
NO2 (ppbv) 29.4 1.29 11.7 0.66 19.5 1.51 6.36 0.49 −60.4% <0.001 −67.4% <0.001 −64.7%
NO (ppbv) 15.0 2.59 3.12 0.64 3.29 0.95 1.14 0.17 −79.2% <0.001 −65.4% <0.001

DMA8 O3 (ppbv) 39.2 1.20 30.3 0.99 46.8 2.20 24.7 1.94 −22.8% <0.01 −47.2% <0.001 −21.3%
TVOC (ppbv) 46.9 3.29 37.1 2.02 −20.7% <0.001

Alkanes (ppbv) 20.3 1.66 15.1 0.85 −25.4% <0.001
Alkenes (ppbv) 3.85 0.53 2.44 0.23 −35.1% <0.001
Alkyne (ppbv) 6.45 0.37 7.86 0.76 21.9% <0.001

Aromatics (ppbv) 8.51 0.57 6.70 0.31 −21.2% <0.001
Halocarbons (ppbv) 2.78 0.31 2.44 0.18 −11.0% 0.13

OVOCs (ppbv) 5.04 0.85 2.51 0.39 −50.1% <0.001

# 95% confidence interval; * p-Value is calculated from two-tailed t-test.
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The daily maximum 8-hour average (DMA8) O3 decreased by 22.8% and 47.2% from
the Pre-LD to LD in the longer and shorter study period, respectively (Table 2). This
O3 reduction was opposite to the widely reported O3 increases in many other regions of
China and the world during the COVID-19 lockdown [6,24]. In fact, the nocturnal O3 did
increase during LD (Figure S4), which could be explained by the weakening of NO titration.
However, the reduction of DMA8 O3 indicated that weakening of NO titration that has been
regarded as the main cause of O3 increase during COVID-19 lockdown did not dominate
over the other factors modulating the changes of O3 in Guangzhou. The underlying reasons
merit an in-depth analysis from chemical and meteorological perspectives.

3.2. Changes in Mixing Ratios and Compositions of VOCs

Due to the COVID-19 lockdown, the emissions of many air pollutants, including VOCs,
were greatly reduced. The reduction percentages were 56.2% and 57.4% at two urban sites
and 66.2% at an industrial site in Dongguan [15], 38.3% at an urban site and 50.3% at a
rural site in Shanghai [25], 46.0% at a mix of suburban and industrial site in Nanjing [16],
and 65.2% at a suburban site in Tianjin [26]. According to Huang et al. [8], VOC emissions
in Guangdong province experienced a reduction of 46% during LD. In this study, the sum
of 27 alkanes, 10 alkenes, 1 alkyne, 21 aromatics, 29 halocarbons, and 15 OVOCs species,
termed as TVOCs, exhibited a decline in total mixing ratios of 9.71 ppbv (20.7%) during LD
in the shorter study period (Table 2). Moreover, the levels of TVOCs were more stable in
LD, as indicated by the lower coefficient of variation, i.e., 0.31 in Pre-LD and 0.19 in LD.
This also implied the less intensive emissions (e.g., vehicle emissions in rush hours) during
the lockdown. However, it is obvious that the reduction of VOCs in Guangzhou was less
significant than in many other cities. As discussed above, the emissions of a few VOC
species might have been enhanced due to family-based activities during the CNY. The effect
was more significant in this study because of the shorter study period. Underestimating the
reduction of VOCs would influence the assessment of the effects of COVID-19 lockdown
on in-situ O3 production, which is illustrated in Section 3.3.

Alkanes, alkenes, aromatics, halocarbons, and OVOCs decreased by 25.4%, 35.1%,
21.2%, 11.0%, and 50.1% during LD, respectively (Table 2). The largest reductions of alkenes
and OVOCs were most likely attributed to the transportation sector, because alkenes in
urban air are mainly from vehicle emissions [27], and methyl tert-butyl ether (MTBE), a typ-
ical tracer of vehicle emissions [28,29], was the OVOC species that experienced the biggest
drop in mixing ratios (see discussions below). The lowest and insignificant (p-value: 0.13)
reduction of halocarbons might suggest some industries were still in operation in LD.
Ethyne, the only alkyne that was detected, had mixing ratios 21.9% higher during the LD
than during the Pre-LD. As a result of the inconsistent changes, the fractions of these groups
of VOCs in TVOCs also changed slightly (Figure 2). Most notably, OVOCs accounted for
6.77 ± 1.05% of the TVOCs during LD, ~4% lower than that during Pre-LD. Conversely, the
fraction of alkyne in TVOCs increased from 13.8 ± 0.80% during Pre-LD to 21.2 ± 2.06%
during LD.

Furthermore, we looked into the changes of individual VOC species from Pre-LD
to LD. As shown in Figure 3, the mixing ratios for most of the alkanes decreased during
LD, and the reduction percentage ranged from 1.90 % for ethane to 55.2% for i-butane.
The notable reduction of i-butane, a typical tracer of liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) in
Guangzhou [30,31], indicated a significant drop in the activity level of LPG-powered
vehicles (e.g., taxis and public buses) during LD. In fact, reductions were also observed for
propane (34.9%) and n-butane (45.7%), which are also the main components of LPG. As
for alkenes, propene, trans-2-butene and 1-pentene had much lower mixing ratios during
LD, which seemed to be the result of the restrained vehicular emissions [32,33]. Among
aromatics, toluene, ethylbenzene, and m,p-xylenes were the species that experienced the
most significant reductions. According to the established knowledge on their sources
in Guangzhou [21,34], the decreases were most likely due to reduced emissions from
transportation and industries.
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Fluorotrichloromethane (CFC-11) and trichloroethylene, two halocarbons, decreased
by 10.4% and 52.3% during LD, respectively. It is not surprising to note the reduction
of trichloroethylene, because of the halting of dry-cleaning services and many industrial
activities, e.g., electronics manufacturing, where trichloroethylene is used as degreaser [35].
However, the higher levels of CFC-11 during Pre-LD might imply that some sources
of CFC-11 still existed in Guangdong province, even though its use has been officially
banned in China. As a typical tracer of vehicle emissions [28,29], MTBE was observed with
noticeably lower mixing ratios during LD. Overall, the changes for most of the VOCs could
be explained by the reductions of vehicular and industrial emissions during the COVID-19
lockdown. The increase in mixing ratios of ethyne, most likely relating to some combustion
activities during CNY, has been explained before.
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3.3. In-Situ O3 Formation and Sensitivities

First, we ran the PBM-MCM model to simulate O3 where O3 was not constrained by ob-
servation. Figure S5 compares the simulated and observed O3 during 07:00 a.m.–16:00 p.m.
from 20 to 27 January, excluding 24 January when there was no VOC data. Overall, the
variations and magnitudes of the observed O3 were reasonably simulated. The index of
agreement, calculated following the equation in [36], was 0.82, which was acceptable for
the performance of a box model [19,37]. It is unreasonable to expect a box model to exactly
reproduce observations, because of the insufficient or even complete lack of representation
of physical processes.

In order to better simulate the in-situ photochemical processes, we then ran the
model under O3 constraints. Figure 4 shows the variations of the simulated net O3
production rate and the observed O3. Consistent with the pattern of observed O3 be-
tween Pre-LD and LD, the daytime (07:00 a.m.–16:00 p.m.) average net O3 production
rate in Pre-LD (0.96 ± 0.20 ppbv/h) was significantly (p-value: 0.05) higher than that
in LD (0.70 ± 0.16 ppbv/h). The DMA8 net O3 production rate also decreased from
1.1 ± 0.53 ppbv/h in Pre-LD to 0.82 ± 0.22 ppbv/h in LD. However, the reduction per-
centage (25.5%) was much lower than that for the observed DMA8 O3 (47.2%, Table 2).
Therefore, in addition to the weaker photochemical formation locally, physical processes,
such as regional transport, also contributed to the reduction of O3 in LD.
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It should be noted that the in-situ O3 formation was related to not only emissions but
also to meteorology. Namely, the lower in-situ O3 production in LD did not necessarily
mean the emission reductions during COVID-19 lockdown were effective in reducing
local O3 formation. Hence, we examined the effects of meteorology on in-situ O3 forma-
tion through swapping meteorological conditions (temperature, relative humidity, and
photolysis frequencies) between the simulations in Pre-LD and LD. For convenience, the
base simulations were constructed and constrained by the average diurnal profiles of air
pollutants and meteorology in Pre-LD and LD, respectively. Figure 5 presents the average
diurnal variations of the simulated net O3 production rate in the Pre-LD and LD periods.
The simplified simulation overestimated the net O3 production rate, especially in the Pre-
LD period. However, the pattern between the two periods (i.e., lower net O3 production
rate in the LD) was well simulated.
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runs with the average profiles and no swap. # Averages of the modelling results on individual days
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of meteorology between Pre-LD and LD. ‡ Simulation with Pre-LD meteorology and LD chemical
profiles with a further cut-down of VOCs by 31.6%. Shaded area on the green line denotes the 95%
confidence interval.

After the meteorological conditions were swapped, the daytime (07:00 a.m.–16:00 p.m.)
net O3 production rate in Pre-LD decreased significantly from 1.21 ± 0.34 ppbv/h to
0.53 ± 0.14 ppbv/h by −56.1%. In contrast, it increased by 119% in LD. With the same
meteorological profiles, the O3 production rates in LD were much higher than those in
Pre-LD. The results suggest that meteorological conditions played critical roles leading to
O3 reduction in the LD. It is inferred that some additional emissions during CNY might
elevate the levels of certain VOCs in LD. To account for the interference, O3 production was
simulated in another assumed scenario where the VOCs were further reduced by 31.6% on
top of the swap run in the LD. This scenario assumes the mixing ratios of VOCs decreased
by 46% in the LD relative to those in Pre-LD, in line with the reduction percentage in
Guangdong province based on the emission inventories [8]. As shown in Figure 5, the
daytime (07:00 a.m.–16:00 p.m.) net O3 production rates (1.07 ± 0.34 ppbv/h) decreased
relative to those in the swap run of LD (1.62 ± 0.53 ppbv/h), but they turned out to be
comparable (p-value: 0.58) to the rates in Pre-LD (1.21 ± 0.34 ppbv/h). Therefore, even if
the VOCs were reduced by 46%, the in-situ O3 production rate would not decrease in LD if
the meteorology did not change. This provides a semi-quantitative assessment on how the
meteorology led to the difference in O3 levels between the Pre-LD and LD periods.

To further understand the effects of meteorology on O3 formation, the sensitivities of
the net O3 production rate to O3 precursors and meteorological parameters were tested.
Figure 6 shows the average RIR values of the air pollutants or the parameters in the two
periods. The negative RIR of NOx indicated that O3 formation was limited by VOCs,
especially in the Pre-LD period. Due to the substantial reduction of NOx mixing ratios, the
absolute value of RIR for NOx decreased from 0.86 ± 0.08 in Pre-LD to 0.19 ± 0.06 in LD.
The net O3 production rate responded positively and most sensitively to anthropogenic
VOCs (AVOCs), which was followed by photolysis frequencies and temperature in both
periods. The sensitivities to CO and relative humidity were relatively low. The RIR of
AVOCs during LD (1.16 ± 0.02) was lower than that in Pre-LD (1.44 ± 0.03), likely resulting
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from the reduction of VOCs. While the RIR of photolysis frequencies was experienced also
from 1.08 ± 0.09 to 0.95 ± 0.08, a more significant decrease was identified for the RIR of
temperature, i.e., 0.92 ± 0.12 in Pre-LD and 0.46 ± 0.06 in LD.
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Figure 6. Average RIR values of anthropogenic VOCs (AVOC), CO, NOx, photolysis frequencies (PF),
temperature (Temp), and relative humidity (RH) determined in the base runs (Base) and swap runs
(Swap) in two periods. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals.

In the swap runs where the observed values of meteorological parameters in the
Pre-LD and LD were swapped, the most obvious change was that the RIR of NOx became
positive, albeit small, in LD (0.03 ± 0.06). Namely, O3 formation in LD would be in a
transitional regime otherwise, if the meteorology did not change between Pre-LD and
LD. This partially explained why the net O3 production rate increased so much in the
swap run during LD (Figure 5), because O3 formation was most efficient in the transitional
regime. Correspondingly, the RIR of AVOCs decreased, which was a normal change from a
VOC-limited regime to a transitional regime. In addition, the swap of meteorology also
resulted in higher RIR values of photolysis frequencies and temperature in LD. Conversely,
the sensitivities of O3 formation to both parameters decreased markedly in Pre-LD if the
meteorology was placed with that in LD.

Overall, the decrease of in-situ O3 production in the LD was mainly caused by meteo-
rological changes, which also had an impact on O3 formation sensitivity. To our knowledge,
this is the first time the roles of meteorology in lowering the in-situ O3 production rate
in South China have been semi-quantitatively characterized based on observation data.
However, it should be kept in mind that the chemical profiles that drove the model were
also influenced by meteorological conditions. The effects are not decoupled in this study.

4. Conclusions

The COVID-19 lockdown has had a profound impact on air quality all over the world,
which also provides a rare opportunity to look into the atmospheric chemistry under the
scenario of substantially reduced anthropogenic emissions. Furthermore, the current air
pollution control strategies can be examined, and more effective solutions to some tough
problems, e.g., tropospheric O3 pollution, may be proposed. In the first quarter of 2020,
a lockdown was imposed across most Chinese cities due to the raging epidemic. While
the emissions of a majority of air pollutants were reduced drastically, ground-level O3
was found to be increased in many cities. An exception was Guangzhou, a megacity in
South China, where the urban O3 even decreased during the COVID-19 lockdown. A
key question hidden behind this phenomenon was whether the emission reduction was
effective for O3 control in South China or at least this city. Emission-based modelling
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studies gave a somewhat affirmative answer, although O3 reduction was also attributed
to meteorological effects. Based on the observation data, we confirmed the reductions of
O3 and its precursors (both NOx and VOCs, especially the transportation-related species)
during the lockdown. Meanwhile, the changes in meteorology between the pre-lockdown
and lockdown periods were also obvious. The in-situ photochemistry was revealed by
an observation-based box model. According to the sensitivity tests, our answer to the
above question is relatively certain: It was changes in meteorology rather than emission
reduction that led to the decrease of O3 in Guangzhou during the lockdown. In fact, if the
meteorological conditions did not change, the local O3 production would increase with the
reduced emissions. Therefore, we conclude that the O3 reduction in Guangzhou during
the COVID-19 lockdown was not a successful story of human intervention in O3 control.
More coordinated schemes of emission reduction are required for the improvement of O3
air quality.
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