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ABSTRACT

The authors compute and compare vertical motions from three different data sources within a 300-km square
domain centered in the Gulf Stream near 38°N, 68°W, and show that vertical motions inferred from all three
independent data sources and different analysis methods give similar results. The time derivatives of RAFOS
float pressures on isopycnal surfaces are used to determine directly observed vertical motion wrag. Second,
vertical motions are inferred from the heat equation using measured temperature changes and the backing and
veering of currents observed by a stack of current meters to produce wey. Third, vertical motions are calculated
from the quasigeostrophic vorticity equation using geostrophic streamfunctions from inverted echo sounder
measurements to produce wigs. wewm agrees well with wrar from all floats that pass within 10 km of a current
meter mooring. Daily fields of wgs show very good coherence with time series of wem for periods longer than
16 d, but noise domination for periods shorter than 12 d. Typical magnitudes during strong “events” as estimated
by all three data sources are on the order of 1-2 mm s™' in regions near the center of the Gulf Stream. The
characteristic spatial and temporal scales of upwelling or downwelling features are clearly defined from the
horizontal maps and time series of w, and the location of these vertical motions relative to Gulf Stream mesoscale
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features is discerned.

1. Introduction

The vertical motion w of water parcels in the Gulf
Stream is an important quantity to know for several
reasons. Terms including vertical motion can be dom-
inant in energy and vorticity analyses, and vertical mo-
tion is also a key component in cross-frontal circula-
tions and nutrient cycling. Its small size relative to hor-
izontal motions, however, has made it difficult to
measure directly. Several methods have historically
been used to estimate vertical motion in the ocean.
For example, pressure records from isopycnal floats
(Rossby et al. 1986) can be used to compute vertical
motion directly along float tracks (Bower 1989; Bower
and Rossby 1989). Bryden (1980), Hall (1986), and
others have calculated vertical motion from stacked
current meters (CM ). This method, which is based on
the quasigeostrophic heat equation, relates upward
(downward ) motion to veering (backing) currents with
height and is similar to methods developed by Arnason
(1942) and Panofsky (1944) for the atmosphere. Fi-
nally, Kim and Watts (1994) have shown that it is
possible to determine a geostrophic streamfunction
from objectively mapped fields of thermocline depth
as determined from inverted echo sounder (IES) data.
Because it is also possible to determine local tendencies
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of vorticity from the same data (Kim and Watts 1994),
the quasigeostrophic vorticity equation [as in Holton
(1979), for example] can be used to compute vertical
stretching from the IES fields.

The main goals of this paper are to determine the
degree of agreement between three different methods
of computing vertical motion in the Gulf Stream and
to characterize the structure of computed w fields rel-
ative to meanders. Previous studies of vertical motion
have been limited to one data source in the Gulf Stream
(e.g., Hall 1986, 1989; Osgood et al. 1987; Bower 1989;
Bower and Rossby 1989; Blanton 1991) or to one-time
snapshots elsewhere (e.g., Leach 1987). The dense da-
taset collected during the Synoptic Ocean Prediction
(SYNOP) experiment and described in section 2 pro-
vides us with 1) observed vertical motions (from iso-
pycnal RAFOS floats); 2) more than two years of point
values of vertical motion inferred at 700 m from 12
CM moorings; and 3) more than two years of mapped
vertical motions computed from IES data. The meth-
ods of computing vertical motion, described in section
3, are clearly distinct for each data source. In section
4, we compare the three different vertical motion es-
timates and find very good agreement, especially at
long timescales. We combine all three data sources to
describe both the temporal and spatial scales associated
with vertical motion and the structural relationship
between Gulf Stream meanders and vertical motion
“events.” In section 5, we relate the structure of vertical
motion relative to Gulf Stream meanders to the con-
ceptual model of Bower (1989 ) and Bower and Rossby
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FI1G. 1. Location of SYNOP central array in the Gulf Stream [mean location for 1975-1986 as inferred
from satellite SST data (Gilman 1988) denoted by dashed line] northeast of Cape Hatteras. Bathymetry
(contour interval of 1000 m) indicated. Instrumentation at each site as indicated in key.

(1989), namely, downwelling from crest to trough and
upwelling from trough to crest, before concluding in
section 6.

2. Data

All data were collected during 1988-1990 as part of
the SYNOP experiment, an intensive multi-institu-
tional study of the Gulf Stream between Cape Hatteras
and 50°W. As part of the experiment, an array centered
near 38°N, 68°W, where meanders commonly grow
in amplitude [Gulf Stream meanders are discussed in
more detail in Watts (1983)], and consisting of 24
IESs and 12 deep pressure sensors (Fields and Watts
1990, 1991) and 12 tall moorings with current meters
at nominal depths of 400, 700, 1000, and 3500 m (Shay
et al. 1994), was deployed from May 1988 through
August 1990 (Fig. 1). We will refer to this region as
the “Central Array,” designating May 1988-May 1989
as “year 1” and August 1989-August 1990 as “year
2.”! An additional component of the SYNOP exper-
iment was the release of 75 isopycnal RAFOS floats
(Anderson-Fontana and Rossby 1991) that were bal-
lasted to stay near the 15°C isotherm. About 90% of
these floats passed directly through the Central Array
following paths that ranged from straight to s shaped
to circular. We thus have a rich database with which
to compute and compare vertical motions.

! Data from the intervening time, June-August 1989, were not yet
ready when this analysis was started, and no RAFOS flybys occurred
during this period.

3. Instruments and methods for determining
vertical metion

a. RAFOS floats

The method for determining vertical motion from
a ranging and fixing of sound (RAFOS) float wgaf is
straightforward. One of the variables recorded (three
times daily) by the float is pressure. We used centered-
in-time finite differencing to determine the pressure
change (i.e., vertical motion). Because floats move
through features, the vertical motion measured by the
float, a 16-h average value, may differ from an instan-
taneous point value. This is most obviously the case if
the float passes through an up/down couplet in 16
hours, in which case the average vertical motion may
be near zero, although the values of upwelling or
downwelling within the couplet (as sampled by a cur-
rent meter mooring, perhaps) will not be. This bias
error is discussed in detail in the appendix, in which
we show that this method may underestimate several
of the largest w events by as much as 30%. Errors in-
troduced by the float not being perfectly isopycnal
should be insignificant for the scales of motion we con-
sider (H. T. Rossby 1992, personal communication).

b. Current meters

Bryden (1976, 1980) was among the first to use the
backing (turning counterclockwise with decreasing
depth) and veering (turning clockwise with decreasing
depth) of current meters to infer vertical motion in
the ocean. Following his notation, and that of Hall
(1986), the temperature equation
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can be transformed, using the thermal wind equation,
to
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Here, R is the magnitude of the current velocity, pq is
mean density (1035 kg m™3), g is gravitational accel-
eration (9.8 ms™2), f is the Coriolis parameter, ag
is the effective thermal expansion coefficient
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appropriate for the 7-S relationship in midthermocline
in the Gulf Stream (Hall 1985), dfy/dz is the mean
stratification (0.02 K m™), ¢ is the angle of the current
with respect to east, and u and v are the eastward and
northward components of the flow. The constants used
for this work are consistent with a Brunt-Viisili period
of about 20 min, which is approximately representative
of the main thermocline in the Gulf Stream; however,
we note later that wcy could be biased slightly by this
choice of constants.

For isentropic motions, vertical motion is propor-
tional to the two terms in the numerator of (2). The
first describes the motion of the isotherms themselves:
for example, in the absence of horizontal motions, if
the temperature at a current meter is increasing, iso-
thermal surfaces, and the water parcels on them, must
both be descending. The second term in the numerator
is the heat advection in the presence of sloped isother-
mal surfaces, which is proportional to the cross-frontal
component of velocity, as in (1), or equivalently to
the turning of the current vector with height, d¢/9dz,
asin (2).

The CM data used in this study have been smoothed.
A 40-hour low-pass filter has been applied to the data
to remove high-frequency signals (diurnal and semi-
diurnal tides, for example). In addition, the CM data
have been adjusted to compensate for mooring motion.
When strong currents surround a current meter moor-
ing, it will tilt more than in an environment of weaker
currents; therefore, the sensors do not always remain
at the same level. The method of Hogg (1991) inter-
polates (or extrapolates) current meter measurements
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to constant horizons, in this case at 400, 700, and 1000
m below the sea surface. This mooring motion correc-
tion does not significantly affect the computed vertical
motion. Furthermore, the corrected data yield vertical
motions on one horizon throughout the domain.
Therefore, in this study we used data corrected for
mooring motion.

To compare wcy with wrar, we selected those floats
that passed within 10 km of a mooring on which all
of the top three CMs were functioning. The 10-km
cutoff was chosen as a compromise between increasing
error (due to the highly sheared environment) as the
distance increased from CM to float versus obtaining
a useful number (23) of comparisons. The vertical
motion wcy was computed using (2 ), with the vertical
derivatives (du/dz and dv/9dz) approximated as cen-
tered finite differences using data at 400 and 1000 m.
Current velocities (¢ and v) were averages of values at
400 and 1000 m. Temperature tendencies (37'/dt) were
computed using a second-order centered-in-time finite-
difference scheme with Az = 12 hours. We originally
used data here also at 400 and 1000 m; however, we
discovered cases in which the main thermocline moved
significantly, as measured at 700 m, without greatly
changing the temperature measurements at 400 and
1000 m, because these depths were at the time above
and below the main thermocline, respectively. To ac-
count accurately for vertical motion associated with
temperature changes it was necessary to use the tem-
perature at 700 m to compute d7/dt. Using the 700-
m currents, however, added no new information to the
wenm calculation. The total vertical motion computed
can be considered as a representative value about half-
way between 400 and 1000 m. We have used the for-
mula including vdu/dz — udv/dz because it gives more
smoothly varying results than the formula including
R?3¢/9z. The R? term introduced spikes into the re-
sults when the current speed profile was not linear.

Finally, we carefully scrutinized the CM data records

.to make certain that no rapid strong fluctuations in

current speed or direction were present when float
comparisons were made. We wished especially to avoid
using CM data during time periods that contained sub-
mesoscale coherent vortices (SCVs), which Bane et al.
(1989) have observed in the Gulf Stream to cause spo-
radic rotations of up to 360° in the current vector as
well as a temperature perturbation at one CM on a
mooring. The presence of an SCV obviously would
adversely impact this primarily quasigeostrophic study.
No evidence of such fluctuations was found in any 5-
day interval of CM data centered on the 23 closest-
passing float cases studied here.

¢. Inverted echo sounders

Inverted echo sounders sit on the ocean floor and
acoustically monitor the depth of the main thermo-
cline, as indicated by the 12° isotherm depth (z;;)
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(Watts and Rossby 1977). To compute vertical motion
from IES-data, we used objectively mapped IES data
(Tracey and Watts 1991) to determine a streamfunc-
tion and therefore a relative vorticity field, both valid
at 400 m relative to 3500 m, as in Kim and Watts
(1993). (Note that this streamfunction is not the same
as a streamfunction on the sloping 12° isotherm sur-
face.) As with CM data, all IES data are 40-h low-
pass filtered to remove high-frequency signals. This
smoothing is done before the objective mapping. The
IES fields are objectively mapped daily for 26 months,
yielding estimates not only of streamfunction and rel-
ative vorticity but of the time tendencies of both. If the
motion is assumed to be quasigeostrophic, then the
vorticity equation as in, for example, Holton (1979)

6§‘g _ aw
= Ve VGt oo
can be used to estimate vertical stretching. Vertical
motion in the Gulf Stream has primarily a first baro-
clinic mode structure (Hall 1986; Rossby 1987). The
maximum vertical motion occurs below the main
thermocline (Gill 1982, Fig. 6.14); even for very shal-
low main thermoclines (i.e., z;; around 200 m—much
shallower than for any case we consider here), the
methods used in Pickart and Watts (1990) show that
the maximum in vertical motion is below 500 m. Ver-
tical motion in the upper ocean at depth z can therefore
be approximated as

3
es = % Leivovi+nl, @

using data at 400 m. Note that although both (2) and
(4) are derived assuming quasigeostrophic balance, the
assumption is applied to different equations, namely, to
the heat equation for (2) and to the vorticity equation
for (4). The validity of using the quasigeostrophic as-
sumption in the Gulf Stream is considered in section Sc.
We have used (4) to compute vertical motions in-
stead of the quasigeostrophic w equation as used by
Leach (1987), Tintoré et al. (1991), and Pollard and
Regier (1992) because it is more suited to our data. In
the other studies, roughly synoptic CTD data were
available to provide data at different levels as is nec-
essary for Q-vector computations. We have a stream-
function map at just one level, but at a sequence of
times, making (4 ) a more natural way to compute ver-
tical motion. The definition of the geostrophic.stream-
function is as in Kim and Watts (1993); namely,

(3)

g*
Vg = f k X Vle,

where we have used for g*(=gAp/p) a value that is a
weak function of z,,, the depth of the 12° isotherm.?

&)

2 Note that the CM data are used in the computation of g* (Kim
and Watts 1993). Strictly speaking, then, wcy and wigs are not in-
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" The geostrophic current thus computed, from which

dw/9dz is computed, is valid at 400 m, referenced to
3500 m, where no motion is assumed.

To generate the field of vertical motion, we estimated
the time tendency 9¢,/9¢|,-,, using a centered finite
difference

g-g(zo + Al) - fg(lo - At)
2At ’

with At = 24 hours. Vorticity advection (relative plus
planetary) was computed at time ¢y with horizontal
derivatives computed using second-order centered fi-
nite differencing. We have smoothed the IES stream-
function fields with three applications of a Shapiro sec-
ond-order filter (Shapiro 1970) to reduce the amount
of noise in the highly differentiated vertical motion
field. Such smoothing reduces values of extrema in the
resultant vertical motion field without changing their
location. The filter wavelength cutoff is —6 dB at 133
km; features with length scales = k™! > 37 km are
passed with greater than 80% amplitude. The gridded
values of wigg were interpolated to each CM location
so that direct comparisons could be made between weum
and wigs. These comparisons can occur at sites that
may not be in the best IES mapping region; therefore,
the IES to RAFOS comparison may not be as good as
the CM to RAFOS comparison. Indeed, we do not
include any wygs values at CM location I5 in this study.

.The location of this site at the southern edge of the IES

array implies that vorticity and vorticity advection
cannot be properly specified at IS; in fact, wgs is of the
wrong sign for each of the comparisons to wrar at I5.
Thus, there are 23 weym VEIsus wrap comparisons in
this paper but only 13 wygs versus wgag.

4. Results
a. Statistics and scales of vertical motion

Table 1 shows the general statistics of vertical motion
in the Central Array: the means, standard deviations,
maxima, minima, and the number of observations for
the two-year period for each data source. All data
sources within the Central Array indicate mean down-
welling. The larger mean value of wgar may reflect a
sampling bias: floats remained mostly within the
strongly baroclinic structure of the central Gulf Stream
when traversing the Central Array, whereas CM and
IES measured vertical motions throughout the region
spanning also the slope and Sargasso waters where
large-scale vertical motions are smaller. Note that wrar

dependent, although of course CM data and IES data are. The fit
used to compute the best g* is optimized in an rms sense for a few
CM sites. From that data we derive an entire field whose day-to-day
variations come from data that is independent of CM and RAFOS
data.



NOVEMBER 1994

downwelling averaged over all tracks, including those
that escaped the Gulf Stream, is an order of magnitude
smaller than within the Central Array. We are exam-
ining a segment of the Gulf Stream that, for these 26
months at least, was experiencing mean downwelling.

How representative are the mean vertical motions
in Table 1? Although it is difficult to quantify the sta-
tistical significance of the means (i.e., we cannot claim
with certainty that our mean is representative of the
true long-term mean in this region), we note that the
mean IES data (Fig. 2) suggests IES are preferentially
sampling a crest to trough portion of the Gulf Stream
in the Central Array. Bower (1989) shows downwelling
occurring on RAFOS float crest to trough segments.
Furthermore, we note that Lee (1993), using satellite
infrared imagery, detects a trough in the mean path in
the area of the Central Array for 6 out of 8 years. Taken
together, these facts do suggest some significance to the
mean values in Table 1. :

Before we make detailed comparisons of the mea-
surement methods, it is useful to note the spatial and
temporal scales of upwelling and downwelling motions.
(The veracity of the maps and time series is justified
by the comparisons to be made shortly.) The vertical
motions computed from mapped IES data are hori-
zontally and temporally coherent and smoothly vary-
ing. As an example, consider Fig. 3, which presents the
objective mapping of the z,, topography together with
wies (contoured with an interval of 0.2 mm s™') as
computed from (4) every two days from 9 to 15 May
1990. A meander trough propagates through the Cen-
tral Array and strengthens; vertical motion is diagnosed
where conceptual models (cf. Bower and Rossby 1989)
place it. Downwelling is diagnosed between crest and
trough, upwelling between trough and crest. The
strongest vertical motion (2 mm s™') occurs in the
middle of the Gulf Stream, roughly halfway between
troughs and crests. Minimal vertical motion is diag-
nosed in slope or Sargasso waters. Furthermore, as the
meander trough propagates, so too do the diagnosed
vertical motion patterns.

We now present several figures that give evidence
that the vertical motion determined from all three data
sources is usually consistent. Figure 4 shows two time
series of weym and wigs at two unrelated sites and times,
G2 and 11, that are representative of several strong
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FiG. 2. Mean z;, topography (contoured every 50 m, bold lines
every 100 m, dashed every 50 m) for the period 15 June 1988-7
August 1990 within boxed region of Fig. 1; x and y axis labels are
kilometers.

events of upwelling and downwelling at all the CM
sites. There are clear similarities between wey and wigs:
both show events of upwelling and downwelling that
develop and pass coherently with some high-frequency
noise, extrema are approximately collocated, signal
strength is similar in the two lines, and the episodic
nature is obvious. We have made a similar comparison
for both years at each CM mooring location that had
all three upper CMs functioning and that was sur-
rounded by functioning IESs. The similarity evident
in Fig. 4 characterizes all such sites: large vertical mo-
tion in one data source usually has a corresponding
extremum in the other; however, some counterex-
amples will be shown. Examples of the w records along
the H line of current meters (H3, H5, and H6 from
year 1 and H4 and H6 from year 2) are shown in Figs.
Sa-e, where the characteristics highlighted in Fig. 4 are
again evident. Note that in each time series, a large
peak in vertical motion in one method generally has a

TABLE 1. Vertical motion statistics. Mean, maximum, and minimum vertical motion (in mm s™') with standard deviation and number
of observations for CM, IES (not all independent), RAFOS floats in the Central Array only, and for all RAFOS floats.

Number of

Source Mean Std dev Maximum Minimum observations
Current meters —0.015 0.347 3.676 —2.297 25419
Mapped IES -0.027 0.440 4.006 -3.794 188 640
RAFOS in Central Array —0.048 0.617 2.10 ~2.66 947
All RAFOS —0.006 0.532 3.30 -3.34 5939
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FIG. 3. Mapped z,, topography (top, contour interval 50 m) and vertical motion wigs (bottom, contour interval 0.25 mm s ', negative
values dashed) overlying z;, topography (bold lines, contour interval 300 m) every other day from 9 to 15 May 1990 in Central Array; x
and y axis labels are kilometers.

corresponding peak in the other, although some time
series (e.g., Fig. 5b) are better than others. There is
intertime series variability as well. Compare, for in-
stance the first half of Fig. 5d, which shows little co-
herence, with the second half, which shows consider-
ably more. Despite occasional short period discrep-
ancies between methods, we will show below that,
overall, the time series of wcy and wigs are coherent
at periods longer than 12 days.

b. A case study

Now consider Fig. 6, which shows the IES stream-
function field and the quasigeostrophic wigs when RA-
FOS float 201 (whose entire 5-day track through the
Central Array is indicated ) passes within 10 km of cur-
rent meter I1 (Note that Fig. 4 presented the 11 time
series data with a peak in upwelling centered on this
same event.) Surrounding site I1 is a strong upwelling
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FIG. 4. Time series of vertical motion for (a) CM G2 and (b) CM 11 with dates as indicated on
the x axis. Vertical motion from CM data (wcym) using Eq. (2) is indicated with dotted line; that
from IES data (wigs) and Eq. (4) is indicated with the solid line.






