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Abstract 

Absorption and scattering of light by aerosol particles influence the radiation transfer in the atmosphere. Aerosols 
can thus affect the Earth’s climate and influence visibility. At the Sonnblick Observatory, number concentrations 
of aerosol particles as well as mass concentrations are generally very low, reflecting the global background status 
of the site with prevalent clean air conditions. Nevertheless air quality at high alpine sites can be impacted by long 
range transport of Saharan dust or by biomass burning, an ubiquitous source of particulate matter in Europe.  

The instrumental setup operated at the Sonnblick Observatory during two field campaigns in 2012 and 2013 
allows the on-line characterization of periods with elevated concentrations of aerosols. Here we present results of 
these measurement campaigns and discuss the potential of the on-line identification of transport phenomena of 
particulate matter.  
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Introduction 

Aerosolized particulate matter is highly relevant for air quality and related topics such as human health, but also 
climate issues. While health issues are more often discussed for highly polluted regions, characterization of 
aerosols in clean environments is urgently needed to investigate their effect on the climate,  atmospheric visibility 
or the formation of precipitation. It has already been shown that mountain observatories can be used as platforms 
for the long term investigation of background concentrations and even free tropospheric air masses (GALASYN et 
al. 1987). More recently this approach has been extended to more comprehensive sampling programs for 
particulate matter (e.g. WEINGARTNER et al. 1999, COLLAUD COEN et al. 2004) focusing on variations in aerosol 
concentrations due to transport phenomena as well as particle formation during nucleation events.  Earlier 
aerosol sampling at the Sonnblick Observatory illustrated the seasonal cycles of major ions (KASPER and PUXBAUM 
1998) as well as implications for scavenging processes (KASPER-GIEBL et al. 2000) and radiative forcing (IORGA et 
al. 2007). The characterization of carbonaceous aerosol particles underlined the marked impact of particulates 
originating from wood burning (PUXBAUM et al. 2007) or living biomass (SANCHEZ-OCHOA et al. 2007). Event based 
studies showed the influence of long range transport of Saharan dust (KOLLER et al. 2009).  

 
Methods 

Aerosol characterization at the Sonnblick Observatory is performed routinely by two condensation particle 
counters (TSI, CPC 3022A) for monitoring of the total number concentration, an optical particle counter for the 
determination of particle size distribution in the size range between 0.3 and > 5 µm  (Klotz, TCC-3) and a SHARP 
monitor (Sharp  5030, Thermo) for the determination of aerosol mass concentration. The set-up was extended 
temporarily by two three wavelength Nephelometers (TSI 3563, Ecotech Aurora 4000), a Scanning Mobility 
Particle Sizer (Vienna Type DMA) and an Aethalometer (Magee Scientific AE 33). Thus a comprehensive picture 
of the physical characteristics of the particulate matter prevailing at the site can be given. Long-range transport 
can be identified as well as daily variations of concentration values due to the uplifting of boundary layer air 
masses or an increase of particle number concentrations due to nucleation events. The set-up also allows to 
identify Saharan dust events on-line based on the approach given by COLLAUD COEN et al. (2004) and FIALHO et al. 
(2005) and to characterize periods of elevated concentrations of black and brown carbon – tracers for biomass 
combustion. To highlight the potential of further evaluations most of the data is made accessible on-line via the  
Sonnblick Observatory homepage - www.sonnblick.net.  
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Results 

During the field campaign conducted from October to December 2012 daily average number concentrations 
generally were in the range of 450 to 600 cm-³. As expected these values are quite low, reflecting the clean air 
status of the site. Nevertheless they are slightly higher than determined in previous winter measurements in the 
years 2005 to 2008 (KOLLER et al. 2009). Looking at diurnal  daily cycles more variations could be observed in the 
recent measurements as well. Number concentrations determined with the CPCs were compared with the overall 
signal of the SMPS to account for methodological differences. 

Daily mean mass concentrations measured with the Sharp 5030 are in the range of 2 µg/m³, but sometimes were 
found to be < 1 µg/cm³. Thirty-minute average mass concentrations up to > 6 µg/m³ were observed during a 
number of consecutive days in December 2012. These increases of mass concentrations coincided also with 
elevated number concentrations determined with the CPC. Size resolved measurements showed an increase of 
number concentrations in the particle size classes >0,3 µm and >0,5µm.  

During the spring campaign which started in February 2013 particle mass concentrations as well as number 
concentrations are increasing, due to the changing meteorological conditions. The occurrence of a Saharan Dust 
event (26.4.2013 until 6.5.2013) allows to investigate the influence of such a long range transport phenomenon on 
the changing aerosol size distributions, the absorption and scattering coefficients as well as the single scattering 
albedo. Sampling will be continued until summer 2013. 
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