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Abstract Coronal holes (CHs) are regions in the solar corona characterized by plasma den-
sity lower than in the surrounding quiet Sun. Therefore they appear dark in images of the
solar atmosphere made, e.g., in extreme ultraviolet (EUV). Identifying CHs on solar images
is difficult since CH boundaries are not sharp, but typically obscured by magnetic structures
of surrounding active regions. Moreover, the areas, shapes, and intensities of CHs appear dif-
ferently in different wavelengths. Coronal holes have been identified both visually by expe-
rienced observers and, more recently, by automated detection methods using different tech-
niques. In this article, we apply a recent, robust CH identification algorithm to a new set of
homogenized EUV synoptic maps based on four EUV lines measured by the Solar and He-
liospheric Observatory/Extreme ultraviolet Imaging Telescope (SOHO/EIT) in 1996–2018
and the Solar Dynamics Observatory/Atmospheric Imaging Assembly (SDO/AIA) in 2010–
2018 and create corresponding CH synoptic maps. We also use CHs of the hand-drawn
McIntosh archive (McA) from 1973–2009 to extend the CH database to earlier times. We
discuss the success of the four EUV lines to find CHs at high or low latitudes, and confirm
that the combined EIT 195 Å/AIA 193 Å series applies best for both polar and low-latitude
CH detection. While the polar CH detection suffers from the vantage-point limitation, the
low-latitude CH areas extracted from this line correlate with the McA CH data very well.
Using the simultaneous measurements between EIT and McA and EIT and AIA, we scale
the different data series to the same level and form the longest uniform series of low-latitude
CHs in 1973–2018. We find that, while the solar cycle maxima of low-latitude CHs in the
descending phase of Solar Cycles 21–23 attain roughly similar values, the corresponding
maximum during Solar Cycle 24 is reduced by a factor of two. This suggests that magnetic
flux emergence is crucial for the formation of low-latitude CHs.
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1. Introduction

Coronal holes (CHs) are regions characterized by a lower electron density (≈ 4×108 cm−3)
than in the typical quiet Sun (QS) (≈ 1.6 × 109 cm−3; Phillips, 1995), and therefore typ-
ically appear darker in extreme ultraviolet (EUV) images than the surrounding quiet Sun.
Coronal holes were first observed by Waldmeier (1957) who noticed long-lived regions of
negligible intensity in coronagraphic images of the 5303 Å green line emission. The earliest
extreme ultraviolet (EUV) observations of CHs were made by Tousey, Sandlin, and Purcell
(1968), who studied spectroheliograms obtained by rocket experiments and noted that EUV
emission in polar regions seemed to be weaker than in the surrounding regions.

Coronal holes were first identified visually, tracing the perceived CH boundaries by hand
(Harvey and Recely, 2002). However, different observers typically determine the CH bound-
aries differently. Initial research in the segmentation of CHs involved hand-drawn synoptic
maps of 10830 Å He I images (Harvey and Recely, 2002). Other approaches to CH identifi-
cation were made by Chapman and Bromage (2002) and Chapman (2007) who constructed
synoptic CH maps using measurements made with the Solar and Heliospheric Observatory
(SOHO) Coronal Diagnostic Spectrometer (CDS: Harrison (1997)).

More recently, there have been several attempts to automate the identification of CHs
using different techniques (e.g. Krista and Gallagher, 2009; Illarionov, Kosovichev, and Tla-
tov, 2020; Lowder et al., 2014; Caplan, Downs, and Linker, 2016; Heinemann et al., 2019).
Automated detection of CHs by intensity thresholding using one wavelength is complicated
by the presence of dark quiet-Sun regions, filaments, and transient dimmings which all have
similar range of intensities as CHs. Also, many of the algorithms that have been developed
for the EUV image segmentation are difficult to implement for CH detection due to the
noisy nature of these images, leading to obscurely defined CH boundaries, and due to other
features of EUV images, such as the rather similar intensities of CH and dark quiet-Sun
regions (Caplan, Downs, and Linker, 2016). To resolve these ambiguities, it is necessary to
make use of additional information from other wavelengths, from magnetograms, or from
the time evolution of the feature in order to check the consistency of a CH candidate with
actual physical parameters. A recently developed algorithm by Hamada et al. (2018), which
we also use in this article, attempts to overcome these problems by detecting CHs in four
different wavelengths and using magnetogram data to ensure that the detected dark CH can-
didates have a sufficiently unipolar magnetic field to differentiate them from dark filament
channels which do not have a preferred net magnetic polarity.

Hamada, Asikainen, and Mursula (2019) have recently constructed a new, homogenized
set of EUV synoptic maps from the Solar and Heliospheric Observatory/Extreme ultraviolet
Imaging Telescope (SOHO/EIT) and the Solar Dynamics Observatory/Atmospheric Imag-
ing Assembly (SDO/AIA) measurements extending from 1996 and 2010 to 2018, respec-
tively. These synoptic maps have been constructed using the same spatial resolution, which
reduces the differences between the maps that have different resolutions. The maps are pre-
sented in a standardized logarithmic intensity scale to avoid problems due to significant
drifts in the SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA intensities. Also, all EIT pixel values were scaled to
the AIA level. Here we use this dataset to construct a new synoptic dataset of CHs (1996–
2018). Many previous studies (Kirk et al., 2009; Krista and Gallagher, 2009; de Toma, 2011;
Tlatov, Tavastsherna, and Vasil’eva, 2014; Hess Webber et al., 2014; Karna, Hess Webber,
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Table 1 Selected SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA wavelengths.

Source Wavelength Ion Peak temperature
(MK)

Region

SOHO/EIT 284 Å Fe XV 2.0 Outer corona

SDO/AIA 211 Å Fe XIV 2.0 Outer corona

SOHO/EIT 195 Å Fe XII 1.6 Corona

SDO/AIA 193 Å Fe XII 1.6 Corona

SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA 171 Å Fe IX–X 1.3 Transition region

SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA 304 Å He II 0.08 Chromosphere

and Pesnell, 2014; Lowder, Jiong, and Leamon, 2017) have considered the long-term evolu-
tion of CHs through different phases of the solar cycle. However, these studies have consid-
ered only one or two solar cycles. A longer record of low-latitude CHs developed here spans
over more than four full solar cycles, giving a broader context to the coronal observations
made during Solar Cycles 23 and 24. Moreover, there are indications that the photospheric
and coronal magnetic structure have suddenly and systematically changed during this time
period (e.g. Lukianova and Mursula, 2011; Virtanen, Koskela, and Mursula, 2020).

In Section 2 we discuss the construction of new CH synoptic maps from the EUV synop-
tic maps using the algorithm developed by Hamada et al. (2018), with certain modifications.
Section 3 includes the analysis of the long-term dataset of hand-traced CH synoptic maps
of the McIntosh Archive (McA). In Section 4 we compare the new CH synoptic maps to
the ones extracted from McA dataset, showing the spatial-temporal evolution of CHs in the
different datasets. Altogether these datasets provide measurements of CHs from 1973 to
present. Section 5 shows the latitudinal variation of the correlation between the CH areas
from the different observations. We discuss how the CHs based on different EUV wave-
lengths compare with the McA maps and with each other at different heliographic latitudes.
In Section 6 we compare the correlation of CHs based on McA and the 195/193 Å EUV
wavelengths at different latitude bands and construct a uniform dataset of low-latitude CHs
from −60◦ to +60◦ from 1973 to 2018. The results of the study are summarized in Section 7.

2. Coronal Hole Dataset Based on SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA CH
Synoptic Maps

Hamada, Asikainen, and Mursula (2019) recently constructed a new homogeneous database
of synoptic EUV maps from SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA full-disk images (http://satdat.oulu.
fi/solar_data/). These synoptic maps were constructed for four wavelengths of both instru-
ments. The characteristics of these four wavelengths are summarized in Table 1 (see also
Moses et al., 1997; Petkaki et al., 2012). These synoptic maps have been constructed by
concatenating 13.3◦ wide central solar meridian strips (corresponding to 1 image/day) for
both instruments. The longitude of a strip in the synoptic map is determined by comput-
ing the Carrington longitude of the central meridian during the time of the corresponding
full-disk image. The synoptic EUV maps of this database were standardized and the EIT
based maps were statistically transformed so that the average standardized intensity distri-
butions of EIT images match those of AIA images during the time when simultaneous im-
ages from both instruments are available. These homogenized EUV maps describe relative
logarithmic intensity variations within each map. The homogenization procedure removes

http://satdat.oulu.fi/solar_data/
http://satdat.oulu.fi/solar_data/
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Table 2 Data coverage of standardized and homogenized synoptic maps available for the instruments used.
Dates refer to the start and end times of Carrington rotations.

Source Observable Start End

CR Date CR Date

SOHO/EIT 284 Å, 195 Å, 171 Å, 304 Å 1906 13.02.1996 2211 23.11.2018

SDO/AIA 211 Å, 193 Å, 171 Å, 304 Å 2097 20.05.2010 2211 23.11.2018

KPNO/He I 10830 Å 1601 05.05.1973 2086 23.07.2009

temporal changes of image average intensity caused, e.g. by solar cycle (SC) variation, or
by the degradation of EIT and AIA sensors. The homogenized maps produced in this way
are well suited for studying CHs (Hamada, Asikainen, and Mursula, 2019). The SOHO/EIT
and SDO/AIA based synoptic EUV maps span from 1996 to 2018 and from 2010 to 2018,
respectively (see Table 2).

We use the image segmentation algorithm developed by Hamada et al. (2018) to deter-
mine the intensity threshold for CHs, so that pixels darker than the threshold are identified
as CH pixels. The algorithm determines the CH threshold intensity for each map separately
by finding optimal segments, which best show a bimodal distribution of pixel intensities:
the darker population of CHs and the brighter population of the quiet Sun. The algorithm
finds the intensity thresholds for optimal segments of 11 different square-formed segment
sizes (from 15 × 15 to 45 × 45 in three pixel steps). The mean and standard deviation of
these optimal thresholds provides an estimate of the CH intensity threshold for the respec-
tive synoptic map as well as its uncertainty. Figure 1 shows the EIT/195 Å synoptic map
for Carrington rotation (CR) 2184 with ten optimal segments denoted in magenta and one
optimal segment (for 35 × 35 pixel size) denoted in yellow. The yellow segment histogram
shows a bimodal distribution, which is not seen in the histogram of the whole synoptic map.
The CH threshold intensity for all 11 optimal segments is determined as the intersection
between these two distributions.

The intensity threshold and its uncertainty were determined in this way for all SOHO/EIT
and SDO/AIA synoptic maps of the four wavelengths of both instruments. Note that, al-
though there are subtle differences in the temperature response functions of the AIA/193 Å,
and EIT/195 Å channels, they are similar enough to be used together to generate synchronic
maps especially with proper preprocessing (Caplan, Downs, and Linker, 2016). Figure 2
shows the temporal variation of the CH threshold intensities with their uncertainties for
four EIT and AIA wavelengths. Note that the threshold intensities of the 193/195 Å and
304 Å wavelengths do not display notable systematic evolution. There is some variation in
the threshold intensities of these wavelengths but it is rather random and mostly within the
uncertainty. Accordingly, we find quite constant threshold intensity estimates for these two
wavelengths.

For EIT/284 Å, AIA/211 Å, and EIT/AIA 171 Å wavelengths, Figure 2 shows quite a
clear SC variation in the threshold intensity. For 284/211 Å it is in anti-phase and for 171 Å
in phase with the sunspot cycle. The out-of-phase behavior is most likely caused by the SC
variation of active regions, which have enhanced EUV intensities and whose number and
area maximize during solar maxima.

The smoothed threshold intensities (constant values for 193/195 Å and 304 Å, and 31-
CR running-mean smoothed threshold for 171 Å and 284 Å/211 Å) were then used for each
synoptic map to determine binary maps of CHs according to the algorithm described by
Hamada et al. (2018). Pixels darker than the threshold are defined as CH pixels. Also, we
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Figure 1 EIT 195 Å synoptic map for CR2184 (16 November 2016) and its intensity distribution (upper
panels). The magenta boxes and one yellow box indicate the locations for the 11 optimal segments of different
sizes (yellow 35 × 35). An expanded view of the yellow box and its intensity histogram are shown in the
lower panels. Segment histogram (lower right panel) was fit to a sum of two Gaussians (G1 and G2). Vertical
dash-dotted line indicates the CH threshold intensity.

used the relative magnetic flux imbalance (〈Br〉/ 〈|Br |〉) of the radial magnetic field, Br ,
within the initial CH region to exclude all the filaments from the final CH regions (Scholl
and Habbal, 2008; Hamada et al., 2018). The resulting CH regions were then simplified
using morphological image processing operations in order to remove very small patches of
CHs and very small, separate non-CH regions inside large CHs (for details, see Hamada
et al. 2018). It should be noted that CHs often depict high-resolution structure, e.g. small
patches of non-CH regions inside larger CHs (e.g. Lowder et al., 2014). The morphologi-
cal operations employed here (as well as other resolution scaling or smoothing operations)
therefore influence the estimated fractional CH areas. However, since here the CHs extracted
from EUV synoptic maps are compared to hand-drawn CH maps of much lower effective
resolution (see Section 3), the simplifying morphological operations improve the correspon-
dence between the different datasets. This is also the case for comparisons between EIT
and AIA, where the same CH can have somewhat different high-resolution boundaries (e.g.
Lowder et al., 2014).

Figures 3 and 4 show the result of automated CH identification for CR2184 (the same
CR used in Figure 1) from SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA homogenized synoptic maps, respec-
tively. The He II 304 Å images are dominated by emission from structures of the upper
chromosphere/transition region and prominences on the solar limb (Benevolenskaya, Koso-
vichev, and Scherrer, 2001; Liewer, Qiu, and Lindsey, 2017). The Fe XI/Fe X 171 Å images
display background emission that is present over most of the quiet Sun, while the most in-
tense emission comes from active regions. Unfortunately, in this wavelength the CHs and
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Figure 2 CH threshold intensities in standardized logarithmic scale and their errors for (red) SOHO/EIT
284 Å, 195 Å, 171 Å, 304 Å and (blue) SDO/AIA 211 Å, 193 Å, 171 Å, 304 Å. The purple and green lines
(constructed for 195 Å, 193 Å, and 304 Å lines, 31-CR running-mean values) indicate the final smoothed
threshold values used for CH identification.

filament channels often appear almost equally dark, leading to an excessive amount of erro-
neously identified CHs. Obviously, this wavelength is not very well suited to determine CH
boundaries (Madjarska and Wiegelmann, 2009). The Fe XII 195 Å and 193 Å images show
the inner solar corona with quite separate, contiguous regions and different distributions of
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intensities for CHs and the quiet Sun. The same is more or less valid for the EIT 284 Å
and AIA 211 Å, which observe the upper corona at the highest temperature. Figures 3 and
4 (second column panels) show the extracted CH areas as white regions. Using the solar
magnetic synoptic maps (SOHO/Michelson Doppler Imager (MDI) and SDO/Helioseismic
and Magnetic Imager (HMI)), the CH polarity is determined and the CHs with positive
and negative polarities are represented with red and blue color, respectively (Figures 3 and
4, third column panels). Note that the upper two wavelengths depict mostly a similar CH
structure, both within the same instrument, and between EIT and AIA. On the contrary, the
two lower wavelengths, especially the 171 Å line, depict rather different CH structures. We
also noticed that even for the same Carrington rotation, maps of some wavelengths (here
EIT/284 Å and EIT/304 Å) sometimes have missing data (denoted by black strips), while
other wavelength maps are complete. This adds to the inconsistency between the CH maps
and results based on the different wavelengths.

3. Coronal Hole Dataset of McIntosh Archive

Patrick McIntosh started creating hand-drawn synoptic maps in 1966. The first maps in-
cluded various solar magnetic features based on daily Hα images. Using He I 10830 Å
images from the National Solar Observatory (NSO), CH boundaries were later (in 1973)
added to the maps. Magnetograms were used, when available, to determine the dominant
polarity of each region (Gibson et al., 2016). By compiling these maps, McIntosh devel-
oped a unique dataset showing the evolution of solar magnetic fields during Solar Cycles
20–23. Some versions of these maps were published as Upper Atmosphere Geophysics
(UAG) reports and Solar-Geophysical Data (SGD) Bulletins. These reports were scanned
and archived by NOAA National Center for Environmental Information (NCEI), and were
recently used to produce the MacIntosh Archive (McA: https://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/stp/
space-weather/solar-data/solar-imagery/composites/synoptic-maps/mc-intosh/). The archive
includes level-3 gif and fits files from CR1512 (11 September 1966) to CR2086 (23 July
2009). A large data gap is notable from CR1629 (08 June 1975) to CR1657 (10 July 1977).

Coronal hole observations exist from CR1601 (05 May 1973) to CR2086 (23 July 2009)
with a total number of 486 synoptic maps (Table 2). Therefore, the McA dataset is overlap-
ping only with the SOHO/EIT database. Figure 5 shows one of the McA original synoptic
maps for CR1882 (29 April 1994). We extracted the CHs of the synoptic map and inverted
the polarity colors to meet the convention used in SOHO/EIT and SDO/AIA maps (Figure 5,
lower panel). The specific property of McA CH maps is that, although there is no direct polar
observation, the polar CHs were manually extended to continuously cover the polar areas.
Therefore, polar CH areas of McA maps do not show significant annual oscillation caused
by limited solar visibility (the so-called vantage-point or b0-angle problem).

4. Comparison of CH Datasets

Coronal hole maps constructed from solar EUV images seriously suffer from the vantage-
point problem (e.g. Virtanen and Mursula, 2016; Hamada et al., 2018). As a result, the
northern (southern) polar CHs have a poor visibility from Earth during spring (fall), when
Earth is positioned at southern (northern) heliographic latitudes. As discussed above, the
McA database, does not display the vantage-point effect because the polar regions are man-
ually filled. However, the original He I observations, which the McA maps are based on, are

https://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/stp/space-weather/solar-data/solar-imagery/composites/synoptic-maps/mc-intosh/
https://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/stp/space-weather/solar-data/solar-imagery/composites/synoptic-maps/mc-intosh/
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Figure 5 Original color coded McA synoptic map for CR1882 (29 April 1994) with negative (gray) and pos-
itive (light blue) polarity magnetic fields, negative (red) and positive (dark blue) CHs, and filaments (green).
Extracted CH map with opposite color coding for magnetic polarities (red for positive and blue for negative).

also vulnerable to the effects of changing vantage points. Nevertheless, the vantage-point
effect influences the EUV images and CH detection relatively more than the McA maps,
because the effects of changing vantage point are not limited only to those polar latitudes
which are completely out of sight in the less visible hemisphere but also extend to those
high-latitude areas which are visible. At these latitudes the contrast between CHs and the
surrounding regions is smaller than in the more visible pole; there is more coronal plasma
obstructing the line-of-sight to the CH (see, e.g., Hess Webber et al., 2014). Our algorithm
determines only one CH threshold intensity per map from the segment with the best contrast
(which usually is either at low latitude or at the best visible pole). This leads to polar CHs
not being detected so well on the less visible pole. Contrary to this, the CHs in McA data are
traced by human observers, who can take into account the different contrasts at the oppos-
ing poles, and set the CH boundary at some contrast level and fill in the polar regions with
unipolar field. Therefore, even though McA CH maps have their uncertainties they serve as
a good reference to which the EIT and AIA based CH maps can be compared.

The topmost color panel of Figure 6 shows the McA CH areas at each latitude bin, nor-
malized to the total solar surface. One can see that the (hand-filled) polar CHs (PCHs) dom-
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Figure 6 CH areas at different latitudes through Solar Cycles 21, 22, 23, and 24. The top panel shows
the monthly sunspot number for reference. The second panel from the top shows latitudinal McA areas
normalized to the total solar surface. The color panels from the third panel down show fractional CH area
normalized to the total area of the respective latitude band for McA, EIT (284 Å, 195 Å, 171 Å, 304 Å) and
AIA (211 Å, 193 Å, 171 Å, 304 Å), respectively. Horizontal black dashed lines at ±55◦ latitude distinguish
polar and lower-latitude zones. Vertical white spaces denote missing data.

inate CH areas from the early descending phase to the ascending phase. PCHs are typically
limited poleward from the 55◦ latitude band (noted as a dashed line in Figure 6) where they
also attain the largest (normalized) areas, while the PCH area shrinks toward the pole.

We compare the CH areas of EIT and AIA to the McA dataset and to each other with the
aim of assessing which of the EIT and AIA wavelengths display CHs most systematically
and show best agreement with McA thereby yielding a uniform long-term record of CHs.
First the EIT and AIA CH maps are converted from sine latitude to linear latitude to match
with McA dataset. For each dataset, the latitudinal distribution of fractional CH area is
constructed. For each CH synoptic map, the fraction (fCH) of solar surface at each latitude
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bin λi covered by CHs is calculated by

fCH (λi) = ni

Ni

, (1)

where ni is the number of CH pixels at latitude λi and Ni is the total number of pixels at the
same latitude.

The nine lower panels of Figure 6 show the latitudinal distribution of fractional CH area
for all wavelengths of the three datasets. One can see in the second color panel of Figure 6
that the McA synoptic maps show the contiguous extent of PCHs from about 55◦ latitude
until exactly 90◦ in both hemispheres during several years around solar minima. PCHs de-
cline in the ascending phase and disappear for a couple of years around solar maxima. The
EIT and AIA panels depict the seasonally varying extent of PCH observations, in anti-phase
between the northern and southern hemispheres. Accordingly, EIT and AIA PCHs typically
appear only during a few months around the favorable equinox. Moreover, they never fully
cover the pole, contrary to McA, therefore increasing differences between the PCH obser-
vations.

Based on a visual inspection of Figure 6 the closest correspondence of polar CHs between
McA and EIT is obtained for EIT/195 Å and 304 Å wavelengths. This is seen both at the
minimum of the late 1990s and during the whole declining phase of Solar Cycle 23. PCHs
appear more systematically and are considerably larger in 195 Å and 304 Å than in the two
other wavelengths 211 Å and 171 Å. Note also that McA PCHs appear earlier (in 2001) in
the north than in the south (in 2003), which is followed by the EIT PCHs, especially in the
two best wavelengths 195 Å and 304 Å.

AIA shows the PCHs fairly similarly in three wavelengths (211 Å, 193 Å, and 304 Å).
Only the 171 Å line finds almost no PCHs. As for EIT, the 193 Å and 304 Å lines depict the
PCHs most systematically. All the three wavelengths show an earlier start of PCH evolution
in the south during Solar Cycle 24, and even the latitudinal evolution of the large CH moving
from the mid-latitudes to the south pole in 2014–2015. Overall, AIA shows the PCHs more
clearly and systematically than EIT, not only due to the data gaps at the end of EIT time
interval. AIA 211 Å is superior to EIT 284 Å in PCH detection, but AIA is better in PCH
detection than EIT even in the two best lines (193/195 Å and 304 Å).

The low-latitude CH (LLCH) areas peak during the solar maximum and early declining
phase, and have a minimum around solar minima. It can be seen on the McA plots of Figure 6
that LLCHs almost disappear at the end of Solar Cycles 21 and 22. However, the LLCHs
remain fairly sizable at the minimum between Solar Cycles 23 and 24. The long persistence
of LLCH during Solar Cycle 23 is one of the peculiar features of this cycle (Gibson et al.,
2016). At low latitudes the EIT 171 Å and 304 Å wavelengths show excessive and likely
erroneous low-latitude CH areas compared to McA during most of the time interval. The
284 Å wavelength gives a much closer agreement with McA LLCH areas except for the late
descending phase of Solar Cycle 23 and the subsequent minimum, where it fails to detect
almost any LLCHs. The 195 Å wavelength shows closest agreement with McA also for
LLCHs, with the absolute LLCH level, as well as its spatial-temporal evolution being very
similar to McA LLCH areas throughout the whole interval, including the minimum between
Solar Cycles 23 and 24.

The two AIA lines, 211 Å and 193 Å, display mutually a closely similar LLCH evolution,
which also agrees well with the EIT 195 Å LLCH observations. However, the AIA 211 Å
and EIT 284 Å LLCH observations are quite different. The two other wavelengths, 171 Å
and 304 Å, also depict surprisingly different LLCH results for EIT and AIA, despite being
the same wavelengths. Apparently, the contrast of different solar features even in the same
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Figure 7 Left: Correlations between McA and EIT fractional CH areas computed for a symmetric latitude
band around the equator up to the latitude depicted on the x-axis. Right: The same between EIT and AIA.
The different colors indicate different wavelengths. The error bars depict the 95% confidence limits of the
correlations.

wavelength is different in the two instruments, most likely due to instrumental reasons, e.g.,
differences in image contrast which are not compensated by the overall intensity histogram
transformations employed by Hamada, Asikainen, and Mursula (2019). The AIA 193 Å line
and EIT 195 Å give the closest agreement even for LLCH, when the four corresponding
EIT/AIA wavelengths are compared. Accordingly, this preliminary comparison suggests
that the AIA 193 Å line gives the most reliable estimate of LLCH areas during Solar Cycle
24, and could be used to continue the McA/EIT 195 Å LLCH areas.

5. Latitudinal Correlation of LLCH Areas

In order to quantify how well the EIT and AIA LLCH areas correspond to each other or to
the McA dataset, we computed the correlation coefficients of fractional CH areas from the
equator to several different latitudes (symmetrically in both hemispheres) between the two
datasets. These correlations are shown in Figure 7 as a function of the limiting latitude. The
error bars indicate the 95% confidence limits for the correlation coefficients. The correla-
tions have been computed only for those synoptic maps, which do not have data gaps (apart
from those at the polar regions due to the vantage-point effect). The left side plot of Fig-
ure 7 shows the correlations between the four EIT wavelengths and the McA dataset. One
can see a systematic pattern for all wavelengths so that the correlations are fairly constant
(or slightly increase) up to 55◦ latitude beyond which they quickly drop close to zero. This
drop in correlation is obviously caused by the very different treatment of PCHs in the two
datasets discussed already above. The plot therefore indicates that the vantage-point effect
begins to affect the observability of CHs above 55◦ heliographic latitude. The left side plot
of Figure 7 also indicates that the 195 Å wavelength correlates best with the McA dataset
over most latitude bands, while the 304 Å line is least successful at low latitudes and the
171 Å line fails worst at high latitudes.

The right side plot of Figure 7 shows the correlations between the fractional CH areas
based on corresponding EIT and AIA wavelengths. It should be noted that the correlation
between EIT and AIA are based on a much shorter time series than the correlations between



40 Page 14 of 22 A. Hamada et al.

Figure 8 Correlations between
McA and EIT 195 Å (blue) and
EIT 195 Å and AIA 193 Å (red)
fractional CH areas computed
separately for 5◦ latitude bands
around the latitude depicted on
the x-axis.

EIT and McA due to significant data gaps in EIT after 2015 (see Figure 6). Figure 7 shows
a good correlation (cc ≥ 0.5) between EIT/195 Å and AIA/193 Å for all latitude limits,
with a slight decrease in correlation towards the poles. All other wavelengths display smaller
correlations. As already seen in Figure 6, there is a poor correlation between EIT/AIA 171 Å
wavelengths even at low latitudes. In fact, this correlation remains insignificant for almost
all latitude limits. For EIT/284 Å and AIA/211 Å the correlation is fair (cc ≈ 0.4) for all
latitude limits. For EIT/AIA 304 Å the correlations are fair (cc ≈ 0.4) until 60◦ latitude, but
drop to zero poleward of this latitude limit. This verifies the above discussion that the PCHs
are depicted very differently by EIT and AIA in this wavelength. It should also be noted
that because of the many data gaps of EIT since 2015, the simultaneous measurements of
EIT and AIA are effectively limited to the ascending and maximum phase of Solar Cycle
24 when the CHs have a small area. This naturally also increases the influence of random
errors on the correlations. Overall, Figure 7 confirms that the most systematic correlations
of CHs at all latitudes are found for the EIT/195 Å and AIA/193 Å wavelengths.

Figure 8 shows the correlations between EIT 195 Å and McA and EIT 195 Å and AIA
193 Å calculated separately for each 5◦ wide latitude band. For EIT 195 Å and McA, cor-
relations remain fairly high (except for some latitude bins) until about 60◦ latitude in both
hemispheres, whereafter they drop to low values. For EIT 195 Å and AIA 193 Å the corre-
lations are very good until 50◦ in north and 40◦ south, beyond which they drop to the same
level as 195 Å vs. McA correlations. We note that the overall correlation of LLCH areas
extracted automatically from EIT 195 Å and AIA 193 Å is higher that the corresponding
correlation between the manually-based McA and the automated EIT 195 Å.

6. Joining the CH Series

Figure 8 demonstrates that low-latitude CHs (based on 195/193 Å lines) do not suffer sig-
nificantly from the vantage-point effect up to about ±55◦ latitude. Therefore we computed
the total fractional LLCH areas between ±55◦ latitude, and separately the two PCH areas
above 55◦ in both hemispheres (north PCH and south PCH). Figure 9 depicts these three
time series for these three datasets (along with the sunspot number for reference). One can
see that in all three datasets, the polar CHs maximize during the late declining to minimum



A Uniform Series of Low-Latitude Coronal Holes in 1973–2018 Page 15 of 22 40

Figure 9 Time series of fractional areas of CHs compared with monthly sunspot numbers in the top panel.
Northern (a) and southern (b) polar CH (PCH) areas between latitudes ±55◦ and ±90◦ , from McIntosh
(blue), EIT/195 Å (red) and AIA/193 Å (yellow) dataset. (c) Low-latitude CH (LLCH) areas between latitudes
+55◦ and −55◦ .

phase of the solar cycle, and practically vanish during the solar maximum, in accordance
with the well known evolution of the solar magnetic cycle.

As discussed above, the PCHs observed, e.g., by EIT 195 Å yield a reasonable estimate
of PCH areas only during the short favorable season of good visibility of the respective pole
(north in fall, south in spring). Accordingly, the total (or annual) PCH areas from EIT do
not match well with the hand-filled all-year PCH estimates of McA series. However, we
note that the EIT PCH seasonal maxima often reach the same level as the McA PCH for
the same time. This is true, e.g., for the EIT north PCH peaks in 1996 and 2006 and south
PCH peaks in 1997 and 2008. We also note that the time evolution of the EIT PCH seasonal
peaks follows quite well the time evolution of the corresponding McA PCH curve. This is
particularly clear in the north from the start of EIT PCH in 1996 until 2007, and in the south
from 1996 to 2000. Only in the north the decrease of EIT peaks from 2006 to 2009 is not
seen in McA PCH. Accordingly, despite the fact that the EIT PCH peaks do not always
reach the same level as McA PCH areas, they mostly agree with the long-term evolution of
the McA PCH.

Figure 9 shows that the PCH areas from EIT 195 Å and AIA 193 Å follow each other
quite well. We have studied this in more detail in Figure 10, which shows a scatter plot
between annual peaks of fractional EIT PCH areas (separately for northern and southern
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PCH) and simultaneous McA PCH areas. The values for the northern hemisphere are shown
in blue and for the southern hemisphere in red. The EIT PCH peaks were identified from the
time series of Figure 9 by first identifying all local peaks and then selecting those, which
are largest within 1-year window around the corresponding peak. One can see that both
hemispheres follow the same overall relationship, which is roughly linear at large values
of the fractional area, but at small values the relationship shows clear non-linearity. The
overall relationship was found to be well approximated by a semi power-law fit, which is
indicated for illustrational purposes in the plot by the green curve. Using the non-linear
Spearman rank method (Zar, 2014), one finds that the correlation between the EIT peaks
and McA values is highly significant (cc = 0.87, p = 10−6). In Figure 10 one can also see
an apparent minimum value of EIT PCH fractional area of 0.067. This most likely reflects
the observational threshold CH size in the EIT synoptic maps. The algorithm by Hamada
et al. (2018) filters out very small CHs.

Figure 9 shows that there is a remarkably good correspondence in low-latitude (±55◦)
CH areas between McA, EIT, and AIA. This is further demonstrated in Figure 11 displaying
the scatter plots of fractional LLCH areas (for a slightly larger bin between ±60◦) between
McA and EIT and AIA and EIT. In both cases the correlations are good and highly signifi-
cant (cc = 0.64, p = 7.8×10−17 for McA/EIT and cc = 0.62, p = 1.2×10−8 for AIA/EIT).
In Figure 9 all three datasets show that low-latitude CHs start to grow from a sunspot mini-
mum towards a maximum in the mid-declining phase. Comparing the three datasets one can
clearly see that, in addition to the good correlation evident in Figure 8, the overall levels of
low-latitude CHs in Figure 9 are very similar in EIT 195 Å, AIA 193 Å, and McA. This
indicates that McA, EIT 195 Å, and AIA 193 Å can be used to form a uniform series of
low-latitude CHs.

It is interesting to find in Figure 9 that the peaks of the low-latitude CHs in the declining
phase of Solar Cycles 21, 22, and 23 are all roughly at the same level, but the latest Solar
Cycle 24 displays a considerably (about a factor of 2) smaller maximum of low-latitude
CHs than these previous cycles. The maximum size of low-latitude CHs therefore seems to
follow the amplitude of the sunspot cycle. This suggests that the amount of LLCHs is related
to the number of sunspot-related active regions, emerging during the active region decay by
diffusion and reconnection.

The PCH and LLCH time series discussed above are fairly consistent with those pre-
sented by Lowder et al. (2014) who studied PCH and LLCH areas extracted from full-disk
EUV images of SOHO/EIT (1996 to 2011) and from combined observations of SDO/AIA
and STEREO/EUVI A/B (May 2010 to January 2013). They also used segmented im-
age thresholding technique to find the CH boundaries. Additionally, they found a notable
vantage-point effect in the extracted PCH areas. PCHs were also studied by Hess Webber
et al. (2014) using manually assisted thresholding of EUV synoptic maps, specifically tuned
to extract polar CHs. They also found the vantage-point effect to influence PCH areas, but
their PCH areas did not drop entirely to zero during the disfavorable seasons. Their annu-
ally averaged PCH areas showed the same solar cycle evolution of polar CHs, which is seen
also in the McA PCH areas here. Hess Webber et al. (2014) also found that PCHs extracted
from 304 Å seem to be least vulnerable to the vantage-point effect. It is likely that our and
Lowder et al. (2014) results for PCH areas differ from those of Hess Webber et al. (2014)
because of the differences in determining the CH threshold intensity. Hess Webber et al.
(2014) specifically concentrated on polar areas, while our algorithm considers the entire
solar surface when searching for the optimal image segment to extract the CH threshold
intensity. Threshold intensities extracted from CHs at lower latitudes, where the contrast is
typically better, may lead into underestimating PCH areas in the less visible hemisphere,
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Figure 10 Correlation between
the peak EIT 195 Å PCH
fractional areas and simultaneous
McA LLCHs. Blue points depict
the northern hemisphere and red
points the southern hemisphere.
Green line presents the best fit
curve to these points.

Figure 11 Left: Correlations between McA and EIT fractional CH areas computed for the latitude band
between ±60◦ (low-latitude CHs). Right: The same between EIT and AIA.

where the contrast is smaller. These comparisons indicate that the best approach might be
to use a different CH threshold for polar and lower latitudes, or to pre-process the synop-
tic maps by some form of local histogram equalization. However, these improvements are
outside the context of the present study.

Based on the above analyses it is clear that we can obtain a fairly uniform long-term
record of LLCHs using McA, EIT 195 Å, and AIA 193 Å wavelengths. Therefore, we con-
structed a composite of McA, EIT 195 Å, and AIA 193 Å in eight different 15◦-wide lati-
tude bands between ±60◦ as well as for the entire ±60◦ latitude band. Even though the three
datasets display good correlation with each other at these latitudes they need to be linearly
scaled to the same level before joining them into a composite record. We scaled both McA
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and AIA 193 Å fractional LLCH area time series separately in each latitude band to the
corresponding EIT 195 Å level. This was done by fitting a line fEIT = aAIA + bAIA × fAIA be-
tween EIT and AIA using those simultaneous points, where the synoptic maps do not have
any data gaps. This equation was then used for all AIA values to scale them to EIT level.
Then a similar fit was done between McA and EIT, i.e. fEIT = aMcA + bMcA × fMcA. Table 3
shows the scaling parameter values used to convert AIA and McA LLCH areas to EIT level
along with their estimated standard deviations. These scaling parameters were then applied
to the entire McA and AIA LLCH time series of the corresponding latitude band. It should
be noted that the scaling parameters are not generally usable but apply only with the specific
algorithm and EUV processing discussed in this article. One can see that the bMCA scaling
factors at the highest latitude bins are smaller than at lower-latitude bins. A possible rea-
son for this is that no correction to center-to-limb variation in brightness was employed in
the full-disk images used to construct the EUV synoptic maps. Such limb-brightening cor-
rections were performed, e.g., by Schrijver and McMullen (2000), Suresh (2013), Verbeeck
et al. (2014), Caplan, Downs, and Linker (2016). Accounting for the center-to-limb variation
would likely enhance contrast at high latitudes and lead to larger CH areas and to larger bMcA

factors at high latitudes. The similar latitudinal tendency of bAIA factors is likely also caused
by differences in image contrast between EIT and AIA instruments, which are accentuated
towards the pole by different center-to-limb variations.

The composite data series in each latitude band was then formed from the scaled McA
time series until 23 July 2009, the EIT time series between 23 July 2009–20 May 2010 and
the scaled AIA time series after 20 May 2010. Figure 12 displays these combined LLCH
time series for the eight different latitude bands (panels with blue curves) and for the entire
±60◦ latitude band (middle panel with red curve). For comparison the central panel also
displays the unscaled McA (green curve) and unscaled AIA (violet curve) fractional areas.
It should be noted here that each plot shows the fraction of total area of the corresponding
latitude band covered by CHs, and that the total areas of the different latitude bands are not
equal. The composite LLCH series of Figure 12 shows best the overall evolution of low-
latitude CHs, which peaks in the declining phase of the solar cycles in 1982, 1994, 2003,
and 2016. It also shows that these peaks of fractional LLCH areas are roughly equally high
in Solar Sycles 21–23. However, the maximum LLCH area of Solar Cycle 24 is roughly half
of those of the previous ones, as already seen in the unscaled time series in Figure 9. One
can also see from the central panel that the scaling hardly changes the AIA fractional areas,
which means that LLCHs extracted from AIA observations in the future will be directly
comparable to the composite presented here.

7. Summary and Conclusion

In this study we presented new long-term CH distributions based on the recently constructed
homogenized SOHO/EIT (1996 to 2018) and SDO/AIA (2010 to 2018) synoptic EUV maps,
and the McIntosh Archive CH dataset (1973–2009). The CHs from EIT and AIA maps were
identified by the automated algorithm developed by Hamada et al. (2018). Comparing the
CHs extracted from four EIT wavelengths (284 Å, 195 Å, 171 Å and 304 Å) we found that
the EIT 304 Å and 195 Å lines give the best estimate of polar CHs (within the limitation set
by the vantage-point effect), while the two other wavelengths 284 Å and, especially, 171 Å
have difficulties in revealing polar CHs. On the other hand, the EIT 284 Å and 195 Å lines
give the best estimate of low-latitude CHs between −60◦ and +60◦. Accordingly, we found
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Figure 12 Composite time series of fractional CH area separately in 15◦ latitude bands ranging from −60◦
to 60◦ heliographic latitude. The central panel with the red curve displays the fractional CH area of the entire
±60◦ latitude band. The composite has been constructed from McA data up to 23 July 2009 (left vertical
dashed line), EIT data between 23 July 2009 – 20 May 2010 (right vertical dashed line), and AIA data
after 20 May 2010. McA and AIA fractional areas in each latitude band have been scaled to EIT level. For
comparison the central panel also displays the unscaled McA (green curve) and unscaled AIA (violet curve)
fractional areas.
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Table 3 Scaling factors to convert AIA and McA to EIT level. Each column shows the parameter values and
their standard deviations.

Latitude band aAIA bAIA aMcA bMcA

45◦ : 60◦ −0.0020±0.0043 0.6937±0.0626 0.0031±0.0073 0.39±0.058

30◦ : 45◦ −0.0003±0.0053 0.9909±0.0772 0.0026±0.0046 0.73±0.076

15◦ : 30◦ 0.0059±0.0032 0.8539±0.0793 0.0070±0.0041 0.86±0.086

0◦ : 15◦ 0.0011±0.0021 0.9000±0.0761 0.0170±0.0044 0.85±0.077

−60◦ : 60◦ 0.0022±0.0044 0.8097±0.1250 0.0080±0.0046 0.73±0.076

−15◦ : 0◦ 0.0036±0.0029 0.7602±0.0856 0.0220±0.0057 0.71±0.080

−30◦ : −15◦ −0.0010±0.0028 1.0873±0.0887 0.0170±0.0063 0.82±0.086

−45◦ : −30◦ −0.0045±0.0046 1.0601±0.0959 0.0077±0.0057 0.77±0.077

−60◦ : −45◦ 0.0054±0.0047 0.4679±0.0580 −0.0039±0.0052 0.51±0.056

that the EIT 195 Å line shows the closest correspondence with the McA data on both polar
and low-latitude CHs.

Comparing the four EIT lines with the corresponding AIA lines (211 Å, 193 Å, 171 Å
and 304 Å) we found surprisingly large differences. The AIA 171 Å line detected hardly
any CHs, whether polar or low-latitude, even much less than the EIT 171 Å line. The AIA
304 Å line detected polar CHs much better than EIT 304 Å line, but produced a slightly
too small amount of low-latitude CHs. The AIA 211 Å and 193 Å lines give a very similar
view of both polar CHs and low-latitude CHs. Both of these two lines best agree on CHs of
EIT 195 Å line, even AIA 211 Å which measures roughly the same emission region as EIT
284 Å line. Accordingly, the 195 Å/193 Å lines give the most credible extension of McA
CH series.

We compared the EUV based CH maps with the long-running McIntosh Archive CH
dataset (1973 to 2009), which is based on CHs manually identified from He I emission line.
The aim was to assess which EIT/AIA wavelengths depict CHs most systematically and
show the best agreement with the McIntosh Archive thereby, with suitable scaling, yielding
a uniform series of CHs from 1979 to 2018. We found that the correlation between the
fractional CH areas of all four EIT and AIA wavelengths with those of McA dataset begin
to decrease rapidly when the considered latitude band is extended poleward of 60◦ in both
hemispheres. This indicates that, because of the vantage-point effect, the EIT and AIA EUV
observations are not straightforwardly suitable for continuous polar CH monitoring. Out
of the four wavelengths we found EIT 195 Å and AIA 193 Å to correlate best with McA
when considering low-latitude CHs. Using the best-fitting EIT 195 Å and AIA 193 Å based
low-latitude CH series, we constructed a combined low-latitude CH series by scaling McA
and AIA CH fractional areas to the corresponding EIT series. This scaling was performed
separately at eight different 15◦-wide latitude bands from −60◦ to +60◦, as well as for
the whole ±60◦ band as one full low-latitude CH series. McA, EIT 195 Å, and AIA 193 Å
observations then form a uniform long-term series of low-latitude CHs from 1973 to present.
We find that the peak of low-latitude CHs in the late declining phase of Solar Cycle 24 was
only one half of the corresponding cycle peak in the previous Solar Cycles 21, 22, and 23.
This behavior is reminiscent of the relative heights of the corresponding sunspot cycles and
suggests that the amount of low-latitude CHs is related to the number of emerging active
regions, being produced during their decay.
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