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Foreword

These are the course notes for Descriptive Physical Oceanography,
taught at the University of Victoria, School of Earth and Ocean Sci-
ences, a 13-week undergraduate course.

Unlike many physical oceanography courses, students taking this
course are not expected to have studied vector calculus or differential
equations, nor are they expected to have learned classical mechanics
beyond what is typically offered in a first-year physics course. Many
of the students have a deep interest in understanding the ocean and
often approach the course with considerable intuition. The challenge
of a course like this is to offer more than just a list of facts, but rather
to try to give a feeling for the forces that drive the ocean, without
becoming too bogged down in mathematical formalism. As such, this
course tries to strike a balance between knowing about the various
physical phenomena in the ocean and understanding the dynamics
that give rise to them, while still giving students some practice in
practical calculations.

The course is divided into three unequal parts: overturning cir-
culations driven by lateral buoyancy differences and mixing; waves
and tides; and wind-driven circulations. We start with estuaries as
a nice introduction to overturning circulations, but also because the
students do work in Saanich Inlet, and understanding estuaries early
is very helpful.
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Sverdrup balance and basin-scale circulation

deflected the surface coastal current offshore.
Brickley and Thomas (2004) also note the impact
of eddies on chlorophyll distribution in the margin
of the Gulf of Alaska.

The seaward transport by outer rings can be
swift. The speed of this transport can be evaluated
using drifter measurements in Haida-2001b in
June and July 2001, which revealed speeds of
0.25m s!1 at 50 km from the centre, in the outer
rings of the eddy (Yelland and Crawford, 2005).
At this speed, entrained coastal water could be
carried through one-half cycle and 100 km seaward
in just six days, within the lifetime of zooplankton
and eggs and larvae, and within a few lifetimes of
phytoplankton. Mackas and Galbraith (2002) and
Batten and Crawford (2005) have observed coastal
zooplankton in Haida eddies far offshore, and
Perry (personal communication, 2002) has ob-
served fish larvae of coastal origin in a Haida eddy.
Clearly, one can expect Haida eddies to carry live
coastal species to Bowie Seamount (531180N,
1351370W) and nearby seamounts through spring
to autumn, and possibly into winter, although our
coverage here does not include winter months.

Fig. 5 presents a single-swath SeaWiFS image
for 13 June 2002 that illustrates advective pro-
cesses well. This figure presents a sub-region of the
largest cloud-free SeaWiFS image of many years,
no doubt due to a massive high-pressure system
over the eastern gulf at that time. On this day the
central regions of both Haida-2002a and Sitka-
2002 again contained higher chlorophyll levels
than found in nearby deep-ocean water. This
second spring maximum in chlorophyll can be
found in time series of Figs. 3c and 3d. These
Haida and Sitka eddies straddled the transition
region between relatively low-chlorophyll oceanic
water and higher-chlorophyll coastal water. Sev-
eral offshore-directed jets (labelled j) are visible in
this image. The jet near Sitka-2002 distorted the
eddy along its eastern side and carried some high-
chlorophyll eddy water away in its associated
clockwise (c) and anticlockwise (a) eddies. Both
the jet and Sitka-2002 carried high-chlorophyll
surface waters, and their interaction stirred these
waters through the region. One jet flowed offshore
to the south of Haida-2002a and could be the
major source of high chlorophyll in Haida-2002a

in late spring. Another type of eddy-jet interaction
is found in Haida-2002c. This relatively weak
anticyclonic flow had pushed the jet to the south
and distorted its cyclonic and anticyclonic eddies.

4.3. Mixing and advection up into eddy centre

By late summer all surface nutrients in eddy
centres are low (PWH), but within the eddy core
below the surface mixed layer exist sufficient
micro- and macro-nutrients needed to begin and
sustain an autumn phytoplankton bloom caused
by mixed layer deepening during storms. Mid-gulf
surface waters outside eddies often lack sufficient
iron to sustain such a bloom. Therefore, one
expects isolated phytoplankton blooms in eddy
centres in September if eddies are far offshore,

ARTICLE IN PRESS

Fig. 5. SeaWiFS image of ocean colour near the Queen
Charlotte Islands on 13 June 2002 with overlain black SSHA
contours at 4 cm intervals. Features in the colour image denoted
a and c are smaller cyclonic and anticyclonic eddies respectively,
associated with jets j directed away from shelf waters. Eddies in
image: (A): Haida-2002a; (B): Haida-2002b; (C): Haida-2002c;
(D): Sitka-2002. Colours have been adjusted to bring out flow
features and do not correspond to the chlorophyll-a scale in
Fig. 2. Black regions denote clouds or regions with no data.

W.R. Crawford et al. / Deep-Sea Research II 52 (2005) 975–989 987

We saw above that the Ekman balance can drive convergences and
divergences in the ocean, and that these cause the water to pile up
preferentially creating pressure gradients. The pressure gradients are
then balanced by the Coriolis force, in the geostrophic balance, and
water flows parallel to lines of constant pressure, clockwise around
highs in the Northern hemisphere.

This all happens on the large scale. If we consider the subtropical
gyre, between 15 and 45 degrees, there is an Ekman convergence
towards the centre of the gyre, and that causes there to be a sea-
surface high there. The water will flow around that sea-surface high
in a clockwise direction (northern hemisphere). However that leaves
two questions:

1. How strong will the flow be? Alternately, how high will the highs
in the middle of the gyre be?

2. Why is the gyre asymmetric east-west?

The answer is, as we will see below, that the flow is driven by
the conservation of angular momentum acting in the presence of
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basin-scale changes in the Coriolis frequency. Water with a negative
(clockwise) torque exerted on it can either spin with negative (clock-
wise) angular momentum, or it can move to a region with lower
background “planetary” angular momentum.

13.1 Circulation

Idealizing the winds and seasurface in the subtropical gyre we have
the idea that the winds blow from west to east in the westerlies (45

N) and east to west in the Trades (15 N; figure 13.1). Based on the
dynamics as we’ve understood them so far, this leads to an Ekman
convergence everywhere in the gyre, and a raising of the seasurface
height, and causing a downwelling.

45 N

15 N

45 N15 N

h

Figure 13.1: Idealized sketch of the
wind stress in the subtropical gyre
(northern hemisphere). Top panel is
from above, with coasts on the west
and east side. Westerlies peak at 45

N, and the trades at 15 N. This makes
a high in the middle, but offset to
the west. Bottom panel is the same
situation looking at the side from the
east towards the west. The Ekman layer
is shown with the blue arrows, noting
that there is downwelling throughout
this gyre.
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However, the observed gyre is asymmetric, with the high con-
centrated near the western boundary. This implies that the velocity
is largely equatorward everywhere in the gyre, except to the west
of the high, along the Western boundary. The real situation is even
more asymmetric than pictured in figure 13.1. If we remember that
the geostrophic interior velocity is proportional to the strength of the
pressure gradient, then we would expect very slow flow towards the
south in the interior, and very fast flow along this western boundary.
The western boundary current in the N. Pacific subtropical gyre is
the Kuroshio; the Gulf Stream is the corresponding current in the
Atlantic.

13.2 Conservation of potential vorticity

The way to understand the gyre circulation is to consider the con-
servation of angular momentum, or in fluid mechanics we call it
potential vorticity. Just like any angular momentum, the potential
vorticity changes in response to torque, in this case from the wind
and seafloor. A simplified version, useful for our case is:

d
dt

(
ζ + f

H

)
=

1
H2ρ0

[
dτW

y

dx
− dτW

x
dy

+
dτB

y

dx
− dτB

x
dy

]
(13.1)

Here the term on the left side of the equation is the potential vortic-
ity, and the term on the right side the torque due to the wind stress
(τW

x , τW
y ) and bottom friction (τB). H is the water depth, and f is the

Coriolis parameter, which we keep in mind varies with latitude, or y.
We call this the planetary vorticity and is the vertical angular momen-
tum due to the earth’s rotation.

÷:
Figure 13.2: Sketch of velocity gradients
in a counter clockwise flow. Note ζ > 0
in this flow.

The term ζ is the relative vorticity of the flow and is defined as:

ζ =
dv
dx

− du
dy

(13.2)

where u and v are the x- and y-components of velocity. It is rela-
tively straight forward to see how this relates to a spinning flow
(figure 13.2). Consider a flow spinning in a counter-clockwise man-
ner. The velocity gradients in such a flow are such that zeta > 0.
This uses the right-hand rule, which says that if you curl your right
hand fingers in the direction of rotation, your thumb will point up
for positive vorticity and down for negative vorticity (this is just a
convention, and could have just as easily been the other way, but it
is useful to choose one convention and stick with it). Of course a
clockwise flow has a negative vorticity.

The same logic and sign convention applies to torque. In the gyre

sketched in figure 13.1, the gradients in τW are such that dτW
x

dy < 0, so
the wind is exerting a negative torque on the water.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_boundary
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kuroshio
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gulf_Stream
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/potential_vorticity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/relative_vorticity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/right-hand_rule
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Box 13.2.1: Derivation of potential vorticity

Potential vorticity for a barotropic fluid is relatively straight
forward to derive. We need the momentum equations and the
continuity equation:

du
dt

= −1
ρ

dP
dx

+ f v +
1
ρ

dτx

dz
dv
dt

= −1
ρ

dP
dy

− f u +
1
ρ

dτy

dz

If we take −d/dy of the first equation and d/dx of the second
and add them, then the pressure term drops out:

d
dt

(
dv
dx

− du
dy

)
= − f

(
du
dx

+
dv
dy

)
+

1
ρ

(
d2τy

dz dx
− d2τx

dz dy

)
(13.3)

and we note that the first term is just the derivative of ζ with
time.
We integrate this vertically from the sea-floor to sea surface,
and assume that the water is H deep, including any sea-
surface displacements.

H
dζ

dt
= − f H

(
du
dx

+
dv
dy

)
+

1
ρ

(
dτW

y

dx
− dτW

x
dy

)
+

1
ρ

(
dτB

y

dx
− dτB

x
dy

)
(13.4)

So now we use the fact that du
dx + dv

dy = −dW/dz = H−1 dH
dt .

TODO: finish

We saw in the classroom demo a consequence of the conservation
of potential vorticity: when water that is initially not moving in a
rotating reference frame moves from shallow water to deep water,
the water column deepens, so H increases (figure 13.3). There are no
substantial bottom or surface friction, so no external torque on the
water column. However, it does have initial planetary vorticity, f from
the rotation of the reference frame. Since there is no torque we can
write:

ζ0 + f0

H0
=

ζF + fF
HF

(13.5)

Now initially the water is not moving, and f is constant, so we can
solve for ζF to find that the water is spinning with a vorticity that has
the same sign as f :

ζF = f
(

HF
H0

− 1
)

(13.6)

Tipto → ! ! Ht 95
,¥E¥"¥¥¥

3=0

Figure 13.3: Sketch of parcel of water
moving from shallow to deep region.
As it moves to deep region its planetary
vorticity is stretched and manifests as
an eddy rotating in the same direction
as the planetary vorticity.

and because HF > H0 this is a positive number. This is all directly
analogous to the spinning ice skater who draws in their arms, and
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makes themselves thinner, and hence spin faster, just here the effect is
caused by the earth spinning rather than the skater. It is actually the same math if the

eddy starts spinning so it has relative
vorticity as well as having planetary
vorticity, there is just an extra term:
ζF = HF

H0
(ζ0 + f )− f

On the large scale, ie. our basin, it is important to bear in mind
two facts. First, f varies with latitude - it is higher at the poles and
zero at the equator. So that means when we think about f+ζ

H chang-
ing with time following a parcel of water, we need to remember that
f can change too. Second, On large scales ζ ≈ 0, and in fact if ζ is
large, like in an eddy or cyclone, it will tend to move poleward if it
is a cyclone, and equatorward if an anti-cyclone. To see why this is,
consider ζ0 which is large at a latitude where f = f0. Supposing H
is constant, then for ζF to be driven to zero we have an expression for
fF: Of course a cyclone will also die out

due to friction, and loss of warm water
feeding the low pressure system in
its centre, but the tendency to move
North is because of the conservation of
potential vorticity.

ζ0 + f0 = fF (13.7)

So for a hurricane ζ0 > 0, they always move poleward, and die out,
partially because they are moving to a region with higher planetary
vorticity.

13.3 Sverdrup transport

The Sverdrup transport is a straight-forward application of the con-
servation of potential vorticity equation (13.1), if we realize a few
things. First, let us approximate the ocean depth as a constant.
Second, we assume bottom friction is generally quite small, so
τB

x ≈ τB
y ≈ 0. Third, note that on the scale of the whole Pacific,

the relative vorticity is substantially smaller than f , so we can write
f + ζ ≈ f . To see this, consider the scale of the fastest velocity in the
ocean, which is about U ∼ 1m s−1. This is spread over a distance of
L ∼ 10, 000 km, so the scale of vorticity is U/L ∼ 10−7 s−1. Com-
pare to f ≈ 10−4 s−1, and it is clear that on large scales (say scales
> 10 km), f >> ζ. Finally, lets only consider that the wind is in the
x-direction as sketched in figure 13.1. These assumptions simplify
equation (13.1) significantly:

H
d f
dt

= − 1
ρ0

[
dτW

y

dx

]
(13.8)

So what this says is that the rate of change of f is proportional to the
wind torque. In the sketch above (figure 13.1) the torque is clearly
negative, so this equation says that f must decrease with time fol-
lowing a parcel of fluid. The way that f decreases with time is by
moving South because f is a sinusoid centered at the equator.

Indeed the torque tells us how fast the water will move north or
south under the Sverdrup balance. If v is the north-south velocity,
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then
d f
dt

= v
d f
dy

(13.9)

where y is in m. d f /dy is a function of latitude, but we often can
make the beta-plane approximation and assume its a constant β. At
30 degrees latitude (the middle of the subtropical gyre) β ≈ 2.3 ×
10−11 [(ms)−1]. The gives us the Sverdrup relation:

Hv ≈ − 1
βρ0

[
dτW

y

dx

]
(13.10)

So, in the case where the torque is negative the velocity v is negative,
and thus to the south.

Box 13.3.1: Calculating Beta

The rate of change of f with the y coordinate, β = d f
dy is

readily calculated from f and the radius of the Earth, R.
f = 2Ω sin λ and y = Rλ, so

β =
d f
dy

=
d f
dλ

dλ

dy

=
2Ω
R

cos λ

So with R = 6371 km and 2Ω = 1.45 × 10−4 s−1, then at 30 N,
β ≈ 2.3 × 10−11 [(ms)−1].

So let us apply to our wind torque pictured in figure 13.1. If we as-
sume that the wind stress profile is given by τW

x (y) = τ0 sin
(

2π
y−y30

2L

)
,

where τ0 = 0.1N m−2, and L = 3300 km is the north-south extent of
the basin (see figure 13.4). So the gradient is given by

−dτW
x

dy
= −τ0

π

L
cos π

(
y − y30

L

)
(13.11)

So, the transport is given by

Hv ≈
(

4.14 m2 s−1
)

cos π

(
y − y30

L

)
(13.12)

So, at 30-degrees, the 2-D transport is 4.14 m2 s−1. Averaged over
the 4000-m water depth we can arrive at an average velocity of
v ≈ 1 mm s−1, though the actual wind-driven transport tends to
be surface intensified. Integrated across the Pacific, with a width of
10,000 km this yields a total 3-D transport of 4.14 × 107 m3 s−1, or 40

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/beta-plane
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Figure 13.4: Sketch of shape of wind
stress (left), shape of Sverdrup transport
(middle), and arrows indicating what
that transport looks like when looking
from above (right).

Sv. Note that as we get closer to the bottom (λ = 15N) and the top
(λ = 45N) the transport drops to zero (figure 13.1).

Note that this sense of transport agrees with observations of a
sea-surface high displaced to the west of the gyre. Of the flow is
clockwise around the high, then all the water to the east of the high
will be moving southwards. This estimate also accords with our best
estimates of the transport in the gyre from calculating geostrophic
velocities (figure 13.5).

was decomposed into the error associated with hy(p0)i
and that associated with hyreli, and these were varied
separately. At each grid point, the errors in each vari-
able were assumed to be correlated vertically but
independent of the errors in the other quantities. The
variance of the resulting series of 500 transport values
provided an uncertainty on the computed geostrophic
transport.

5. Results and discussion

a. Absolute geostrophic velocities

We first present the mean absolute velocity fields at
four representative pressure levels: 5, 200, 1000, and
1500 db (Figs. 2–5). In each of these plots, c(p) is con-
toured at the intervals specified in the captions. Colors
indicate highs in c(p) in red and lows in blue; as (8)
shows, these represent anticyclonic and cyclonic flows,
respectively. All estimates at latitudes #58N/S are dis-
carded because the geostrophic assumption becomes
problematic in this region. In addition, results are only
plotted where the uncertainty in the geostrophic velocity
ejuj , sjuj/8, where sjuj is the standard deviation of juj.
At the shallow, near-surface level (Fig. 2), the domi-

nant features are the anticyclonic subtropical gyres found
in all basins except the northern Indian, the eastward-
flowing Antarctic Circumpolar Current (ACC) south of
approximately 408S, and the cyclonic subpolar gyres in
the North Pacific and North Atlantic. Eastward flow is

observed in the northern tropical Pacific and Atlantic,
associated with the North Equatorial Countercurrent in
each basin. While the long-term mean flow in the north-
ern Indian Ocean is weak, an analysis of the seasonal
cycle (not shown) reveals a strong signal likely associated
with monsoonal forcing. At this p level, the geostrophic
flow shown heremakes up only a part of the total velocity
field, with Ekman flow constituting a significant portion,
especially at lower latitudes.
At 200 db (Fig. 3), the subtropical gyres have all

shifted poleward compared to their locations at 5 db. In
the South Pacific, the subtropical gyre now has two
distinct lobes, one to the east of NewZealand and one at
about 258S. Strong velocities are still found in the
western boundary current regions and the ACC, while
the circulation in the tropical regions is substantially
weaker compared to the near-surface level.
In the mean flow at 1000 db (Fig. 4), the North Pacific

subtropical gyre has become smaller andweaker relative
to the upper levels. A generally southward flow is ob-
served in the North Atlantic subtropics. The subpolar
gyres, while somewhat reduced in strength, continue to
occupy the entire North Atlantic and North Pacific
north of approximately 458N. This observation agrees
well with the fact that the flow at higher latitudes is
known to be less baroclinic than the flow in the sub-
tropics (Talley et al. 2011). In the SouthernHemisphere,
the subtropical gyres are shifted even farther poleward,
with a strong recirculation east of southern Africa as-
sociated with the Agulhas retroflection. Anticyclonic

FIG. 2. Mean absolute geostrophic streamfunction at 5 db from Argo data for December 2004–November 2010. Contour interval is
10 dyn cm (1 dyn cm5 10m2 s22). Highs (lows) are shown in red (blue). Dark gray areas indicate where e associated with juj was greater
than sjuj/8.

1220 JOURNAL OF PHYS ICAL OCEANOGRAPHY VOLUME 44

Figure 13.5: Geostrophic streamfunction
at 5 dbar in m2s−2, estimated from Argo
floats. Red high, clockwise flow. [?]

13.3.1 Alternative derivation: Ekman pumping

An alternative way to think about the Sverdrup balance is to separate
the upper-ocean Ekman layer from the interior of the ocean. In this
case, the interior of the ocean does not feel the wind friction, and
hence has no mechanical torque acting on it. However, there is a con-
stant downwelling of water from the Ekman pumping. This causes
the water already in the interior to be squished, so dH/dt < 0, and
the water will tend to move south.
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In terms of the vorticity equation, we can write it with no torques
and small relative vorticity as

d
dt

f
H

= 0 (13.13)

or using the the fact that d(ab)/dt = adb/dt + bda/dt:

Hvβ = f
dH
dt

= f w (13.14)

where the rate of squishing of the deeper water is w, the rate of Ek-
man pumping (figure 13.6).
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Figure 13.6: Sketch of how Ekman
pumping pushes down on the water in
the interior, causing H to decrease, and
hence the water to tend to flow south to
compensate.

We noted in chapter 11 that the rate of Ekman pumping is related
the to curl of the wind stress:

w = − 1
f ρ0

dτW
x

dy
(13.15)

or,

Hvβ = f
dH
dt

= − 1
ρ0

dτW
x

dy
(13.16)

just like in the derivation above.
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13.4 Return flow

Remember that the Sverdrup balance applies from the top to the
bottom of the water column, so if all the water between 15 and 45 N
is flowing south under the Sverdrup balance, there has to be a return
flow to the north somewhere. The shape of the sea-surface height in
figure 13.5 indicates that the northward flow is on the west side of
the basin, and indeed we can easily argue that this is indeed true.

In order for flow to move north, it needs a positive torque. The
wind torque is negative, so the opposing torque must be from fric-
tion and tend to spin the water counter-clockwise. If we assume the
torque comes from the sides, we simply cheque the sign of the torque
exerted by a parcel of water moving north on either sidewall (fig-
ure 13.7). If the return flow were in the east, then the friction force
would be on the east side of a parcel of water, and there would be
no friction force on the left side. This would tend to spin the water
in a clockwise sense, or with negative torque. This is, of course, the
wrong sense, because we need a positive torque. If we consider a re-
turn flow on the west side, the friction is on the west side of a parcel
moving north, and there is no friction on the east side, so the parcel
will tend to be torqued in a counter-clockwise direction, and hence
this is where the return flow must be.
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Figure 13.7: Sketch of sidewall torque
on two alternate return flows in a
subtropical gyre.

The final missing piece is that water must move fro the interior
to and from the western boundary current. just using conservation
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of volume, we can readily infer that the water south of 30 N must
be moving west, and the water north must be moving east. Thus
the flow follows the geostrophic contours as plotted in figure 13.5,
moving around the high sealevel in a clockwise fashion. Where the
sea level gradient is steepest, the flow is the fastest, in the Western
Boundary current.

Looking at figure 13.5, it is apparent that there is a western bound-
ary current in both the northern and southern hemispheres, and in
all the ocean basins. In the subtropical gyres, these currents carry
water from the equator towards the poles, and in the subpolar gyres,
they do the opposite. Its worth testing your knowledge by consider-
ing the wind patterns in the southern hemisphere, or the subpolar
gyre, and see if the sign of the torque accords with figure 13.5.

13.5 Example problems

1. Water starts out in 4000-m deep water and is pushed onto a
seamount where the depth is 2000 m. If f = 10−4 s−1 and there
are no external torques acting on the water, what will its new rela-
tive vorticity be? Sketch the motion of the water on the seamount.

(Hint: this is essentially the same situation as the column of water
moving from shallow to deep in figure 13.3, but in reverse — the
water column is being squished instead of stretched.)

2. Suppose we are at a latitude where f = 10−4 s−1 and we have
an eddy with an initial relative vorticity ζ0 = −5 × 10−5 s−1. The
eddy moves from a region where the depth is 673 m to a region
where the depth is 1346 m. What is the new relative vorticity if
there are no net torques acting on the eddy?

(Note: this uses the more general form mentioned in the margin
note — ζF = HF

H0
(ζ0 + f )− f .)

3. Consider a subtropical gyre between 15 and 45 degrees South. The
Westerlies blow from west to east with their peak at 45 S, and the
Trades blow from east to west with their peak at 15 S. The gyre is
bounded to the east and west by continents.

(a) Under these winds, will there be Ekman upwelling or down-
welling between 15 S and 45 S?

(b) Under Sverdrup dynamics, will the interior flow be to the
north or south, and why?

(c) What side of the basin will the return flow be on, and why?

(This is the same logic as the Northern Hemisphere case discussed
in the text, but you need to keep track of the sign changes in the
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Southern Hemisphere.)

4. We have a rotating tank like that used in class, with a sloping
seafloor. The tank is rotating counter-clockwise. The wind at the
shallow side of the tank blows from right to left, and the wind
at the deep side blows from left to right. If the interior flow is
in Sverdrup balance, what direction will it flow and why? If the
Sverdrup transport is balanced by torque on the sidewalls, which
side of the tank will the flow return on, and why?

(Recall that the sloping bottom in the tank plays the role of the
variation of f with latitude — shallow is like the “pole” with
higher effective planetary vorticity, and deep is like the “equator”.)
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