Air Masses
Definition

An air mass is a large body of air with relatively uniform characteristics (temperature and humidity) in the horizontal.

Source

The characteristics of an air mass are determined by its source region. The source regions tend to be semi-permanent anticyclones in the sub-tropics and polar regions (‘tropical’ or ‘polar’ air). The air masses acquire the characteristics by contact with the underlying surface in the source region.

Track

As the position of anticyclones changes, there can be an outflow of air whose properties are modified as it migrates from its source. The modification depends partly on whether the track is over land or sea (‘continental’ or ‘maritime’).

Classification

Air masses are classified according to their source region and track.

Properties

The properties of an air mass depend upon:

a) its source – air originating in tropical regions is warm, whereas air originating in polar regions is cold. 

b) Its track – air travelling over the sea is moistened, whereas the moisture in air with a continental track is hardly changed.

Southward moving air is warmed from below and becomes more unstable, whereas northward flowing air is cooled from below and becomes more stable.

The large scale vertical motion in a depression encourages the development of showers in southward moving air, whereas in the vicinity of an anticyclone the subsidising air tends to suppress showers.
