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Abstract Strong variability in sea surface salinity (SSS) in the Eastern Tropical Pacific (ETPac) on
intraseasonal to interannual timescales was studied using data from the Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity,
Soil Moisture Active Passive, and Aquarius satellite missions. A zonal wave number‐frequency spectral
analysis of SSS reveals a dominant timescale of 50–180 days and spatial scale of 8°–20° of longitude with a
distinct seasonal cycle and interannual variability. This intraseasonal SSS signal is detailed in the study
of 19 individual ETPac eddies over 2010–2016 identified by their sea level anomalies, propagating westward
at a speed of about 17 cm/s. ETPac eddies trap and advect water in their core westward up to 40° of longitude
away from the coast. The SSS signatures of these eddies, with an average anomaly of 0.5‐pss magnitude
difference from ambient values, enable the study of their dynamics and the mixing of their core waters with
the surroundings. Three categories of eddies were identified according to the location where they were first
tracked: (1) in the Gulf of Tehuantepec, (2) in the Gulf of Papagayo, and (3) in the open ocean near
100°W–12°N. They all traveled westward near 10°N latitude. Category 3 is of particular interest, as eddies
seeded in the Gulf of Tehuantepec grew substantially in the vicinity of the Clipperton Fracture Zone rise and
in a region where the mean zonal currents have anticyclonic shear. The evolution of the SSS signature
associated with the eddies indicates the importance of mixing to their dissipation.

Plain Language Summary Large (150–250 km) and slow‐moving (westward 14.5 km/day) eddies
formed near the Pacific coasts of Mexico and Costa Rica show anomalies in sea surface salinity. The recent
satellite missions (Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity, Soil Moisture Active Passive, and Aquarius) help us
characterize the sea surface salinity signal within the eddies during their entire lifelong journey. We show
evidence along the latitude of 10°N that these eddies trap and move waters within their cores with reduced
exchanges with outside waters for 1,000 to 2,000 km. Three categories of eddies were established
according to the location where they first reach detection threshold. Eddies detected in the open ocean are of
particular interest, as they are greatly affected (growing rates, timing, and pathways) by the bathymetry of
the Clipperton fracture zone (between 5,000 and 2,000 m deep) even though their only reach a few
hundred meters of depth.

1. Introduction

The Eastern Tropical Pacific (ETPac) is a region of complex atmospheric and oceanic circulations. Easterlies
and tropical storms are funneled through the topography of the southern North America‐Central American
Cordillera (Figure 1), creating the so‐called gap winds. They are especially strong over the Gulfs of
Tehuantepec and Papagayo (Stumpf & Legeckis, 1977). In the ocean, an intricate current system exists east
of 120°W, with considerable meridional flow that helps to connect opposing zonal tropical currents to one
another. The eastward flowing North Equatorial CounterCurrent (NECC) and Equatorial Undercurrent ter-
minate in the ETPac where the westward flowing North Equatorial Current (NEC) and South Equatorial
Current (SEC) originate (see Kessler, 2006, for a review of the ETPac oceanic circulation). Strong interann-
ual, seasonal, and intraseasonal variability in the gap winds and in the Intertropical Convergence Zone
(ITCZ) leads to intense variations in the ocean circulation.

The subseasonal variability of the ETPac is characterized by large eddies formed every year from October to
July in the Gulfs of Tehuantepec and Papagayo (Willett et al., 2006). Eddies are important features affecting
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oceanic dynamics and biology globally, as they transport momentum, heat, salt, and chemical and biological
properties (Chelton, Gaube, et al., 2011; Chelton, Schlax, & Sameslon, 2011; Dong et al., 2014; Gonzalez‐
Silvera et al., 2004; Müller‐Karger & Fuentes‐Yaco, 2000; Zhang et al., 2014).

These eddies were first observed by Stumpf and Legeckis (1977) and have been the subject of many studies
(Adams & Flierl, 2010; Chang et al., 2012; Farrar & Weller, 2006; Giese et al., 1994; Willett et al., 2006). For
instance, on 1 March 2014 three of these eddies were present in the ETPac (Figure 1). Palacios and Bograd
(2005) estimated an average of 2.2–3.5 eddies per year with a lifetime above 1 month emanating from the
Gulfs of Tehuantepec and Papagayo between 1992 and 2004. Up to seven eddies (with lifetimes >1 month)
were observed between November 1998 and March 1999 by Gonzalez‐Silvera et al. (2004) during a La Niña
event. They propagate westward between 9°N and 13°N with a speed of 9 to 19 cm/s and a radius between 50
and 250 km as summarized by Adams and Flierl (2010) from nine studies based on observations of sea sur-
face temperature (SST), ocean color, seal level anomaly (SLA), and dynamic height. Because eddies are qua-
siperiodic in time and longitude once they are far from the coast, Farrar and Weller (2006) described 10°N
eddies as westward‐propagating oscillations with a zonal wavelength of 500 to 1,650 km and an estimated
phase speed of 11.3 ± 5.5 cm/s. Ocean color measurements have revealed anticyclonic eddies traveling from
the Gulfs of Tehuantepec and Papagayo for up to 4 months until they reach the NECC, highlighting their
importance for the transport of organisms and nutrients away from the southern North America and
Central American coasts (Gonzalez‐Silvera et al., 2004; Müller‐Karger & Fuentes‐Yaco, 2000; Samuelsen
& O'Brien, 2008).

Previous studies have discussed possible generation mechanisms from both low‐frequency wind variations
that create instabilities of the currents (Périgaud, 1990) and high‐frequency winds such as the
Tehuantepec and Papagayo jets (Barton et al., 2009; Giese et al., 1994; Müller‐Karger & Fuentes‐Yaco,

Figure 1. 1March 2014 SSS from (a) SMOS and (b) Aquarius overlaid with Copernicus Marine and Environment Monitoring Service currents. Selected eddies from
the Chelton‐Schlax‐Sameslon Atlas (Chelton, Gaube, et al., 2011; Chelton, Schlax, & Sameslon, 2011; see section 2.1 for details) are highlighted with a star
in the center. Black‐shaded areas on land are over 500 m in elevation and highlight the Pan‐American topography. The Gulfs of Tehuantepec and Papagayo are
denoted by a T and P, respectively. Three eddies are identified from the current structures with apparent associated low SSS.
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2000). Intense bursts of “Nortes” (or “Tehuanos”) winds channeled through the Sierra Madre mountain
range generate the so‐called gap winds. These wintertime bursts often lead to Tehuantepec jets, which are
associated with eddies formed in the Gulf of Tehuantepec. Papagayo jets related to Gulf of Papagayo
eddies (PE) can be caused by gap winds but are more often driven by trade wind variations or tropical
storms (Chelton et al., 2000). The formation due to the conservation of potential vorticity as the NECC is
deflected north into the Costa Rica Coastal Current has also been discussed (Hansen & Maul, 1991).
Recent studies based on observations and models have agreed that a combination of these mechanisms is
responsible for the largest, farthest‐reaching eddies (e.g., Chang et al., 2012; Farrar & Weller, 2006; Liang
et al., 2012).

The signature of these long‐lived eddies in SLA, ocean color, and SST have been previously discussed in the
literature (see Willett et al., 2006, for a review). Their signature in Sea Surface Salinity (SSS) has however not
yet been investigated.

The tropical Pacific Ocean displays a large spatial contrast of SSS. The far ETPac is characterized by a low SSS
feature known as the ETPac freshpool, which Guimbard et al. (2017) delineated by the 34‐isohaline. The
ETPac freshpool is shaped to first order by precipitation from the ITCZ, by the seasonal upwelling and by
the tropical current system (NEC, NECC, and SEC) driven by low‐frequency winds. The ETPac freshpool
has a strong seasonal cycle, as it extends from the coast to about 120°W from January to April then spreads
westward to reach 170°W by October–November (Guimbard et al., 2017). In this region, air‐sea CO2 fluxes
have been shown to be under the competitive influences of rain‐induced freshening and ocean dynamics,
and satellite observations of SSS and SST provide very useful information to interpret and infer sea surface
CO2 partial pressure (Brown et al., 2015). The seasonal SSS signal created by intense precipitation associated
with the ITCZ is then advected poleward by the Ekman transport (Bingham & Lee, 2017; Yu, 2015).
Equatorial surface currents were found to be crucial in the seasonal zonal extension of the freshpool
(Guimbard et al., 2017). The NECC brings saltier waters in January–April, whereas to its north and south,
the NEC and SEC advect fresher waters westward, away from the coastal area. Variability of the low SSS
waters closer to the southern North America and Central American coasts is moreover driven by the seaso-
nal cycle of local smaller‐scale currents and seasonal upwelling (Alory et al., 2012; Kessler, 2006). The pre-
sent study examines the intraseasonal SSS variability of the ETPac that has not been adequately studied.

Recent advances in SSS observation from space have enabled new monitoring of the distribution and varia-
bility of SSS from the interannual and large scale to the intraseasonal and the large mesoscale. From 2010 to
the present, the Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS) mission (Kerr et al., 2010), the Aquarius/SAC‐D
satellite mission (Lagerloef et al., 2008), and the Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) mission (Piepmeier
et al., 2017) have retrieved SSS with unprecedented spatiotemporal coverage. SSS is a key parameter influen-
cing the ocean circulation through its effect on density but is also a tracer of air‐sea freshwater fluxes and
ocean dynamics. Satellitemissions have revealed that SSS anomalies associatedwith eddies can bemonitored
for months near river outflows (Fournier, Vandemark, et al., 2017; Fournier, Vialard, et al., 2017) and large
anomalies can be seen in the tropical PacificOcean following ElNiño and LaNiña events (Hasson et al., 2014,
2018). Studies have also shown that remotely sensed SSS in the tropical Pacific Ocean be used to trace mesos-
cale features such as tropical instability waves (Lee et al., 2012; Melnichenko et al., 2017; Yin et al., 2014) and
heavy rainfall associated with large convective cells in the ITCZ (Supply et al., 2017).

Eddies generated in the Gulfs of Tehuantepec and Papagayo and traveling westward along 10°N have a dis-
tinct SSS signature (Figure 1). This paper examines the intraseasonal SSS variability and associated physical
mechanisms in the ETPac in relation to these eddies. The observational data sets and methods are described
in section 2. Results are presented in the section 3, including the examination of SSS variability at 10°N in the
ETPac (section 3.1), the associated transport (section 3.2), and the eddies' evolution (section 3.3). Discussion
and concluding remarks are given in section 4.

2. Data and Methods
2.1. Data Sets

The satellite‐derived SSS, SLA, currents, precipitation, and evaporation used in the present study are briefly
described in this section.
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The European Space Agency Earth Explorer mission SMOS has been retrieving SSS from January 2010 to
present (Kerr et al., 2010). SMOS' native spatial resolution is about 50 km, and global coverage is acquired
in about 5 days. The LOCEAN expertise center of the Centre Aval de Traitement des Données SMOS has pro-
duced 18‐day SSS maps over a 0.25 × 0.25° EASE grid over the 2010–2016 period (Boutin et al., 2017). These
maps are available every 4 days. This product features a methodology for the removal of coastal and latitu-
dinal SSS biases based on an update of Kolodziejczyk et al. (2016) and further described by Boutin
et al. (2018).

SSS has also been retrieved from two National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) satellite
instruments from August 2011 to present. Aquarius/SAC‐D is a collaborative effort between NASA and
the Argentine Comisión Nacional de Actividades Espaciales. Aquarius' native spatial resolution is about
100 km, and global coverage is acquired over 7 days. The Aquarius Version 4.0, level 3 gridded SSS data
set developed by the Aquarius Data Processing System over the satellite data record (25 August 2011 to 7
June 2015), is used in the present study. It is gridded to a 1° spatial resolution averaged over 7 days. The pro-
duct is available from the Physical Oceanography Data Active Archive Centre.

The SMAPmission builds on the Aquarius/SAC‐D legacy. Its native spatial resolution (40 km) is comparable
to SMOS with an increased spatiotemporal coverage (revisit at least every 3 days). Remote Sensing System
provides an 8‐day running mean gridded SSS product on a 0.25° × 0.25°, daily grid from 1 April 2015 to pre-
sent. Its version 2 is also available through the Physical Oceanography Data Active Archive Centre.

All salinity products are following the Practical Salinity Scale‐1978 (Unesco et al., 1981) and are
thus unitless.

To complement the SSS analysis presented in this study, several products based on remote sensing were
used: SLA, surface currents, precipitation, and evaporation.

The Copernicus Marine and Environment Monitoring Service (CMEMS) has processed and distributed
daily maps of SLA and geostrophic currents from 1993 to present using all satellite altimeter measure-
ments available at a given time. Anomalies are referenced to the 1993–2002 period. This L4 product is
available in its version 5.0 on a 0.25° × 0.25° grid. Based on SLA, an atlas of mesoscale eddy trajectories,
produced by AVISO following the methodology of Chelton, Gaube, et al. (2011) and Chelton, Schlax, and
Sameslon (2011), is available from 1993 to 2016. It is referred to as the Chelton‐Schlax‐Sameslon (CSS)
Atlas hereafter.

The Global Precipitation Climatology Project provides monthly precipitation globally on a 2.5° × 2.5° grid
with associated errors from 1979 to present (Adler et al., 2003). Version 2.3 is used in this paper. Global
Precipitation Climatology Project uses satellite remote sensing together with rain gauges. Its full description
is found in their technical report (see Acknowledgments).

The Objectively Analyzed Air‐sea Fluxes project provides evaporation estimates on a monthly 1° × 1° spatial
grid from 1958 to present in its version 3 (Yu et al., 2008). This product is based on a series of satellites com-
bined with reanalysis outputs produced from NCEP and ECMWF models, based on in situ and
numerical modeling.

To facilitate analysis of the various data products, all data sets are regridded to a 0.5 × 0.5° horizontal mesh
every 4 days using linear interpolation to come close to the SMOS and SMAP native resolutions. They are
then smoothed according to the SMOS data set used in the present study using an 18‐day running average
to limit high‐frequency variability.

2.2. Zonal Wave Number‐Frequency Spectra

Zonal wave number‐frequency spectra were estimated from the different variables to examine the dominant
temporal and spatial scales.

The spectra were computed following the methodology described in Farrar (2008) and Farrar and Weller
(2006) using a two‐dimensional fast Fourier transform. The data sets were first detrended in time, and the
edges were tapered to zero over 10° in longitude and 150 days in time using a Tukey (cosine taper) window.
Data gaps from islands such as Clipperton Island (10°N, 109°W) and from remaining RFI‐filtered pixels were
filled by linear interpolation in longitude. In order to limit the noise, spectra were computed over 3° of
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latitude and averaged, as their noise is assumed to be uncorrelated. The obtained spectra were further
averaged over five adjacent frequency and wave number bands.

Cross‐spectra are used in the assessment of the salinity budget. The cross‐spectrum of two fields gives their
coherence amplitude, coherence phase, and gain in the zonal wave number‐frequency domain (Farrar,
2008). The coherence can be used to estimate the correlation as a function of frequency between the various
terms of the salinity budget (e.g., SSS tendency and freshwater fluxes and horizontal advection). Cross‐
spectral analysis is also useful when comparing two identical variables measured from different platforms.
Assuming the noise from SMOS, Aquarius, and SMAP are independent, the coherent variability should be
close to reality. When performing cross‐spectra, all data sets are linearly interpolated to the SMOS grid.

3. Results
3.1. SSS Variability Observed by Various Satellites

Visual inspection of monthly maps of SSS and currents suggests the imprint on the SSS fields of the eddies
described in section 1 (Figure 1 and Movie S1). The three eddies identified on 1 March 2014 in the ETPac are
associated with distinctive low SSS (Figure 1). When looking at the entire SMOS period along 10°N, we find
significant westward‐propagating energy in the SSS field centered at 70‐day period and 15° zonal wavelength
(Figure 2a). At timescales longer than 150 days, SSS variability is high with no significant propagation along
10°N (Figure 2a). This is associated with known biannual, seasonal, and longer timescale variability as
described in section 1. The SMOS SSS power spectrum shows energy at nearly all frequency and
wavelength bands.

Taking advantage of the satellite SSS data sets from three distinct platforms, we can evaluate their common
signal. The cross‐spectra at 10°N of Aquarius and SMAP SSS with SMOS SSS enable us to quantify the coher-
ence of their signal during their common period. Assuming their noise to be independent, the noise coher-
ence is negligible, and coherent physical features stand out. The cross‐spectra of SMOS and Aquarius as well
as that of SMOS and SMAP show good consistency (Figure 3). Westward propagation of SSS signal along
10°N at the Rossby wave speed is consistently detected by SMOS, Aquarius, and SMAP. The Aquarius‐
SMAP cross‐spectrum was not computed because their common period of observation is too short. In the
7–15° zonal wave number and 50‐ to 100‐day frequency area, SMOS and Aquarius have a common

Figure 2. Log 10 of the zonal wave number‐frequency power spectral density (colors) of (a) Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity sea surface salinity (cpd−1 deg−1) and
(b) Copernicus Marine and Environment Monitoring Service sea level anomaly (cm2·cpd−1·deg−1) averaged over 9°–11°N computed over 2010–2016 and
between 150° and 85°W. For reference, the free, first baroclinic mode Rossby wave dispersion relation is shown as computed with the deformation radius given at
(10.5°N, 125.5°W) by Chelton et al. (1998) and a meridional wave number of zero (thick blue line). The 95% confidence interval is given by the black marker in the
colorbar. Both fields reveal the presence of westward propagating features.
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variance of 70% and SMOS and SMAP of above 75%. The difference between the two sets of data sets is likely
due to the increase of spatial resolution and of spatiotemporal sampling from Aquarius to SMOS and SMAP.

The consistency of SMOS SSS with other space‐borne SSS products give us confidence in using the longer
SMOS SSS record to study intraseasonal variations in the ETPac. Aquarius and SMAP are therefore not used
in the subsequent spectra in this paper.

3.2. SSS and SLA Variability at 10°N

The zonal wave number‐frequency spectrum of SLA shows significant energy along 10°N at the intraseaso-
nal timescale with signal propagation at a speed similar to the propagation speed of long Rossby waves
(Figure 2b). This is consistent with the signal found in SSS (Figure 2a). This SLA energy peak is associated
with the eddies created near the southern North America and Central American Coasts and exported west-
ward along 10°N (see section 1).

Motivated by the SSS and SLA spectra, a 50‐ to 150‐day Butterworth filter was used to isolate the signal of
interest. The propagation of the filtered SLA at 10°N extends from the easternmost ETPac (85°W) to about
135°W over the course of 6 to 9 months (Figure 4d). The SLA shows the longitudinal extent of the
Tehuantepec and PE's journey. Filtered SSS from all satellite products show consistent propagation with
analogous characteristics across most of the longitude range observed by SLA (Figure 4). The features are
about 3° wide in longitude and travel at a speed of about 0.17 m/s. This is consistent with the propagation
observed from the power spectra (Figures 2 and 3). Even though the SSS signal is noisier than SLA, it pro-
vides a complementary tool to study physical processes associated with this intraseasonal variability during
the life of the eddies.

In the following, we investigate the physical processes causing the intraseasonal SSS variability observed
along 10°N. The consistency of the intraseasonal SLA and SSS anomalies propagation speeds (Figure 4) high-
lights the impact of ocean dynamics. The SSS in this region is also affected by freshwater fluxes. In order to
quantify the role of each process, the salinity budget based on observations was computed following Hasson
et al. (2014). It is expressed in its simplified form as

∂S
∂t

¼ E−Pð ÞS
H

− u!·∇
!

Sþ res:; (1)

where S is the mixed layer salinity, t is time,H is the mixed layer depth, and u! is the horizontal current. The
term on the left‐hand side of equation (1) will be referred to as SSS tendency, the first term on the right as

Figure 3. Zonal wave number‐frequency coherence amplitude of Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS) sea surface salinity and (a) Aquarius and (b) Soil
Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) sea surface salinity averaged over 9°–11°N computed over the common period with SMOS (2011–2015 for Aquarius and 2015–
2016 for SMAP) and between 150° and 85°W. The 95% confidence interval is given by the black marker by the color bar. Aquarius and SMAP show coherent
variability with SMOS at the intraseasonal timescale, 50–180 days.
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freshwater flux, and the second one as horizontal advection. The residual (res.) is comprised of vertical
processes, horizontal subgrid‐scale processes, and observational errors; none of which are individually
quantifiable from observations in the present study.

Observations allow the estimation of SSS, E, P, and u!. Some assumptions were made to estimate the first
three terms of equation (1). First, we assume that SSS represents the average mixed layer salinity.
Although this assumption is inaccurate in rainy environments such as the ETPac, which has strong shallow
stratification under low wind conditions, most of the fresh anomalies associated with heavy rains disappear
from the SMOS SSS fields after a few hours (Supply et al., 2017). ETPac eddies are long lived, and it is
assumed that on longer timescales the salinity in the mixed layer within the eddies is vertically well mixed.
Moreover, the mixed layer depth is modulated by the eddy structure. Liang et al. (2012) found an averaged
depth between 50 and 100 m from a numerical simulation for the ETPac eddies. H was fixed to 100 m in the
present study.

Following equation (1), the SSS budget was estimated along 10°N and reveals the leading role of horizontal
advection in the SSS intraseasonal variations. The cross‐spectrum of the SSS tendency and the freshwater

Figure 4. Longitude‐time plot of sea surface salinity (SSS) anomalies filtered between 50 and 180 days averaged between 9° and 11°N from (a) Soil Moisture and
Ocean Salinity (SMOS), (b) Aquarius, and (c) Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP). Equivalent anomalies are computed for (d) Copernicus Marine and
Environment Monitoring Service sea level anomaly (SLA; cm). All SSS and SLA products show the features propagating from 80° to 135°Wwith a seasonal cycle in
their intensity.
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fluxes is shown in Figure 5a. Those for the SSS tendency and the horizontal advection are shown in
Figure 5b. The freshwater fluxes explain about 70% of the variance of SSS tendency at the semiannual
frequency and at large zonal wavelength as expected by the biannual passage of the ITCZ at 10°N
(Figure 5a). Forcing from the freshwater fluxes has little coherence with SSS tendency in the remaining
frequency‐wavelength domain. Over time, eddies indeed lose their SST signature and therefore, following
Bulk formula, have limited direct impact on the freshwater fluxes. Horizontal advection explains above
50% (values above 0.5 on Figure 5b) of the SSS tendency variance in the negative 7–15° zonal wavelength
and 50‐ to 150‐day frequency band. This is consistent with eddies generated in the Gulfs of Tehuantepec
and Papagayo being responsible for the variability observed along 10°N as suggested above.

The following sections aim at further describing the nature of these eddies and their SSS signal.

3.3. Transport of Anomalies

The long‐lived ETPac eddies could have an impact on the extension of the ETPac freshpool by trapping and
transporting freshwater to the west. Most eddies are formed near the ETPac freshpool where extremely low
SSS waters are found and may carry in their core some trapped fluid from their formation site.

Mesoscale eddies from the CSS Atlas were selected using the following criteria (all must be reached at least
once in each eddy's life): amplitude > 20 cm, radius > 100 km, and age > 30 days. Most eddies originate near
the southern North America and Central American coasts and travel to the 10°N latitude and then westward
(Figure 6). Eddies are classified in three categories depending on their origin. Over the 2010 to mid‐2016 per-
iod, eight eddies were formed in the Gulf of Papagayo (Cat. 1), seven in the Gulf of Tehuantepec (Cat. 2), and
four around 100°W and 12°N (Cat. 3). In 2014, one eddy of each category was captured by the CSS Atlas as
shown on 1 March. One eddy associated with high SSS centered at (105°W, 12°N) is not selected by the cho-
sen thresholds (Figure 1). Only one eddy was found to be cyclonic between 2010 and 2016. All eddies but
three have a negative SSS anomaly (SSSA) signature. SSSA refers to a spatial anomaly, that is, the eddy core
SSS minus the outside SSS. The eddy “core SSS” is a 1° box average around its center location given by the
CSS Atlas. The “outside SSS” corresponds to an average of all points between 1.5° and 3° away from the
eddy's center.

Cat. 1 Gulf of PE are formed between November and December and always go through the same location at
[90°W, 11°N] just west of the Papagayo gap in the Cordillera (Figure 6a). Their centroids all follow a 2°‐wide
southwestward path and reach 100°W–10°N about 4 months later. One exception is an eddy formed in
March 2016 that has a peculiar behavior traveling north with a positive SSSA and not passing through

Figure 5. Zonal wave number‐frequency coherence amplitude of Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity sea surface salinity (SSS) tendency and (a) freshwater fluxes and
(b) horizontal advection based on equation (1). Cross‐spectra averaged over 9°–11°N and computed for the Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity period (2010–2016)
and between 150° and 85°W. The 95% confidence interval is given by the black marker by the color bar. Freshwater fluxes mainly explain nonpropagating SSS
variability at the biannual timescale whereas the horizontal advection explains about 50% of the intraseasonal westward propagating signal in SSS.
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[90°W, 11°N]. This eddy is cyclonic, while all the others are anticyclonic. Most PE have a negative SSSA
signature (Figure 6d), four of them having anomalies reaching −0.5 most of their (tracked) lives.

Cat. 2 Tehuantepec Eddies (TE) depart the coastal area from (96°W, 15°N) between October and January
(Figure 6b). They are all generated in a very localized area, just south of the Tehuantepec Canyon and travel
southwest. TE have an average life of 5 months, but two eddies almost reach as far as 119°W in about
8 months. The SSSA signature of the TE is heterogeneous (Figure 6e). The two short‐lived TE display a
steady positive SSA (+.3), and the two long‐lived ones a steady negative SSSA (−.3).

A third category of eddies is detected in the open ocean and hereafter referred to as open ocean eddies (OCE).
Analogously to the PE and TE, the OCE are formed within a few degrees and within a few weeks of the year
from each other; that is, around (100°W, 12°N) and in December (Figure 6c). The eddies are advected west of
their formation site along 10°N with the presence of the seasonal NEC. The four eddies detected between
2010 and 2016 follow a narrow undulating pathway. One must keep in mind that the four eddies develop
in different years. Three out of the four OCE travel westward past 130°W about 8 to 9 months after the track-
ing begins. The farthest‐reaching OCE occurs during 2014 and is located at 110°W on 1 March 2014
(Figure 1). OCE have on average a negative SSSA signature (Figure 6f). All eddies pass just to the north of
the volcano‐studded ridge centered on (11°N, 101–107°W), near Clipperton Island, as revealed by the bathy-
metry (gray shading, Figure 6). This ridge is part of the Clipperton Fracture Zone extending from the
Tehuantepec marine Ridge to the Line Islands (Menard & Fisher, 1958).

Eddies from all categories exist in an anticyclonic mean zonal shear at the seasonal timescale (Figure 7).
From November to January, westward zonal currents are found near the American coast, just south of the
formation region and the pathways of eddies from all categories (Figures 7a, 7d, and 7g). Moreover, this per-
iod also coincides with the peak Nortes wind season. In the subsequent period (February–April), both NEC
and NECC strengthen and create a strong anticyclonic mean zonal shear zone. Most eddies from all cate-
gories follow this shear zone closely and especially the OCE ones (Figures 7b, 7e, and 7h). In the last 3‐month
period (May–July), mostly OCE (Cat. 3) remain, as they are formed later during the year and have the long-
est lives. Even though the NEC weakens, the OCE keep following the zonally oriented shear zone along
about 12°N (Figure 7i).

Two eddies were found not to fit in these three categories and showed peculiar behavior. They were formed
during June 2015 and June 2016. They were generated in the Gulf of Papagayo vicinity at an odd time of the

Figure 6. Eddy positions from the Chelton‐Schlax‐Sameslon Atlas. Colors represent (a–c) the month of the year and (d–f) the sea surface salinity (SSS) spatial
anomaly relative to the surroundings corresponding to each position. The SSS spatial anomaly is a 1° × 1° average centered on the eddy center relative to sur-
rounding SSS, between 1.5° and 3° from the eddy center. The eddies were sorted in three categories depending on the location where they were first tracked: Those
formed in the Gulf of Papagayo (a and d), those formed in the Gulf of Tehuantepec (b and e), and those formed in the open ocean (c and f). Ocean depths and
land elevations (in meters) are indicated by the second color scale in the right column. The consistent timing of the eddies of each category is remarkable. Most
eddies show negative SSS anomalies throughout their lives.
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year and followed roughly the OCE pathway after reaching the 10°N latitude. These peculiar occurrences
might be linked to interannual variability. ETPac atmospheric and oceanic circulations were strongly
altered by the occurrence of one of the strongest El Niño events on record from April 2015 to April 2016
(Blunden & Arndt, 2016). They will not be considered in the rest of this study.

Eddies transporting anomalously fresh (or, sometimes, salty) waters from the American coast along 10°N
can impact the overall salinity budget of the region and might shape the extension of the ETPac freshpool
described by Guimbard et al. (2017). Moreover, eddies have a strong seasonality (Figures 6a–6c) and could
affect the seasonal variability in the ETPac freshpool. The advective nonlinearity parameter or “bolus trans-
port”measures the capacity of an eddy to advect a parcel of trapped fluid within the eddy interior (Chelton,
Gaube, et al., 2011; Chelton, Schlax, & Sameslon, 2011). It is defined as U/c, where U is the maximum rota-
tional speed and c the translation speed of the eddy.U is readily provided by the CSS Atlas and c is computed
from successive positions. When eddies have U/c ≥ 1, it implies that there is trapped fluid that is advected
within the eddy as it translates. OCE have U/c values well over 1 for about the first 3 months of their lives
(Figure 8). PE also show high U/c values after passing [90°W, 11°N]. U/c drops below 1 around March each
year. Only two TE have U/c over 1 (Figure 8b). PE and OCE trap low SSS waters and efficiently carry them
from 90° to 100°W and from 100°W to 110°W, respectively.

Even though the values of U/c are only marginally above 1, the SSSA fields hint that the eddies may carry
fresh water as far as 135°W (Figures 6d–6f). The advective nonlinearity parameter is almost surely underes-
timated: the maximum rotational speed (U) will be underestimated because of the smoothing involved in
producing the gridded altimetry product used for estimating the rotational speeds. It is also possible that
other processes help maintain the anomaly within the eddy core. All eddies have SSSA that show variations
with time and sometimes change from positive to negative. SSSA is modified by exchanges of fresh water
between the eddy's core and its surroundings but also by changes in the “outside SSS” as the eddy travels
through steep SSS fronts.

In order to study the modifications of the eddies' core SSS without the dependence on the “outside SSS,” SSS
changes within their core and along their translation are investigated in the following section.

3.4. The Evolution of SSS Anomalies Within the Eddies

As the eddies travel westward between 10° and 15°N, the anomalous salinity that they transport is modified
along their journey. All eddies show strong variability in their core SSS (Figure 9). In this section, the term
“SSS deviation” (SSSD) is used to refer to the departure of an eddy's SSS value from the average SSS over the
first 10 days it was detectible. Negative and positive deviations are seen along each eddy's journey ranging
from −0.1 to +0.1. The SSSD amplitude (Figure 9) is a fifth of the SSSA variations (Figure 6), again reinfor-
cing the notion that the eddies carry SSS anomalies over long distances. In order to investigate SSSD from the

Figure 7. The 2010–2016 mean Copernicus Marine and Environment Monitoring Service zonal currents for November‐December‐January (a, d, and g), February‐
March‐April (b, e, and h), and May‐June‐July (c, f, and i) for the three eddies categories (a–c, d–f, and g–i). As in Figure 6, overlaid colors represent the position and
the month of the year of eddies from the Chelton‐Schlax‐Sameslon Atlas. Eddies from all categories exist in an anticyclonic mean zonal shear at the seasonal
timescale.

10.1029/2018JC014175Journal of Geophysical Research: Oceans

HASSON ET AL. 2870



eddies' cores, we develop a budget from a “Lagrangian” moving frame of reference. The budget follows the
location of the eddy with its translation speed. The advection term in equation (1) becomes null within the
eddy core as particles rotate around the eddy center. The conservation equation can therefore be expressed as

res: ¼ ∂S
∂t

−
E−Pð ÞS
H

: (2)

As stated above, the residual term includes processes that are not quantifiable from observations as well as
observational errors. If it is assumed that observational errors are negligible (or at least constant in time),
changes in the residual indicate variations in vertical advection as well as small‐scale processes, that is,
exchanges of the eddy core waters with surrounding waters.

Positive deviations (core SSS increasing with time) are expected to result from evaporation as well as mixing
with the surrounding waters when the ambient water is saltier. Mixing depends on the inside/outside SSS
gradient, that is, the SSSA. For instance, TE holding positive SSSA shows a negative SSSD here
(Figures 6d and 9a). This is consistent with the fact that mixing in this case would decrease the eddy SSS.
Negative deviations (core SSS decreasing with time) are expected to be due to rainfall in most cases. SSSA
are mainly negative (Figures 6 d–6f). Note that PE SSSD abruptly change sign as they pass [90°W, 11°N]
(Figure 9a), just as the advective nonlinearity parameter rises above one (Figure 8a).

The freshwater fluxes are positive for the first half of the eddies' lives and become negative afterward
(Figures 9b, 9c, and 10a). The position of the trade winds and the ITCZ explains this pattern. From
December to March, the ITCZ is close to the equator, and the strong and steady northeasterly trade winds
are to its north. Low precipitation and strong evaporation from the winds lead to positive freshwater fluxes.
In boreal spring the ITCZ shifts north following the sun and brings high precipitation and wind convergence
leading to negative freshwater fluxes. Their impact on SSSD is considerable. Assuming that the surface
fluxes mostly vary on a scale larger than that of the eddies, they should not have an impact on SSSA.

Figure 8. Bolus transport: fraction of median Eddy translation speed/maximum rotation velocity (U/c). Same categories (a–c) as for Figures 6a–6c. Eddies have
U/c values over 1 for to up 4 months.
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Figure 9. Eddies Sea surface salinity (SSS) deviation from the SSS at the time of formation (average of the 10 first days) within 1° of their trajectories from the
Chelton‐Schlax‐Sameslon Atlas. Same categories (a–c) as for Figures 6a–6c. Small variations of SSS with time are found within the eddies.

Figure 10. (a–c) Freshwater fluxes and (d–f) residual based on equation (2) within 1° of the eddies trajectories from the Chelton‐Schlax‐Sameslon Atlas (per year).
Same categories as for Figure 6. Freshwater fluxes strongly force the eddies sea surface salinity (SSS) following the displacement of the Intertropical Convergence
Zone. Changes in SSS are very strong at the end of most eddies' lives.
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Mixing and vertical advection are more difficult to estimate and are hypothesized here to be described by the
residual term of equation (2). The residual amplitude is of the same order of magnitude as the freshwater
fluxes but shows smaller‐scale variations (Figures 10d–10f). As described above, assuming the observational
errors are limited, the residual is directly linked to exchanges with the surrounding waters and therefore to
SSSA. In that case, positive SSSA leads to negative residuals, and vice versa. This is especially marked for
OCE and positive SSSA TE throughout their lives. Mixing and vertical advection are modifying the PE before
reaching the [90°W, 11°N] in a region of strong vertical stratification. Moreover, mixing decreases the SSSA,
which materializes as a sharp increase of the residual amplitude (and decrease of SSSA) toward the end of
the eddies' lives. This phenomenon is apparent for most eddies and especially for PE. PE have indeed the
strongest SSSA signature, as they are formed directly within the ETPac freshpool and have rather short lives
(about 5 months). SSS therefore reveals the PE abrupt end of life from mixing.

The similarity of the eddies' life cycles (i.e., when/where they are formed and when/where they dissipate
based on SLA and the SSS signal) demonstrates the ability of SSS to give additional insight into their
dynamics above SLA alone.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

This study of the SSS signal associated with eddies generated in the north ETPac has two implications. On
the one hand, eddies trap and carry water in their core westward up to 40° of longitude away from the coast.
SSS can be used to trace this water that holds critical nutrients in a region of relatively low production. On
the other hand, SSS provides an unprecedented data set to study the eddies' dynamics. SSS can be used as an
indicator for mixing of the core waters with its environment. Moreover, using the zonal wave number‐
frequency coherence amplitude of the multiple available satellite SSS data sets enabled us to highlight varia-
bility of interest (Figure 3).

The eddy‐related SSS signal shows great consistency with SLA (Figure 4), attesting to the ability of SSS to
trace the eddies. Moreover, the observed propagation of SSS and SLA anomalies from the power spectra
are consistent with each other (Figures 2 and 3) as well as with previous descriptions of the TE and PE
(Farrar & Weller, 2006). Other proxies such as SST and ocean color are greatly affected by air‐sea fluxes
and biological activity, respectively, and are not suited for tracking eddies over 4 months (Gonzalez‐
Silvera et al., 2004; Müller‐Karger & Fuentes‐Yaco, 2000). SSS on the other hand allows the study of eddies
over most of their lives and therefore provides a tool to study the physical processes associated with their
intraseasonal variability.

The SSS signal is also modified by freshwater fluxes; therefore, computing an SSS budget is needed to
attempt to remove the freshwater flux signal and extract the signal associated solely with eddy dynamics.

Three categories of eddies were identified according to the location of first detection, and these showed con-
sistent behavior from year to year, even though their number varies interannually. They also show strong
seasonal variability. They were, respectively, formed in the Gulfs of TE and PE and in the open ocean at
100°W–12°N (OCE) between November and January and all traveled westward along 10°N. Nineteen eddies
were studied over the SMOS period, 2010–2016, and only two were found to be cyclonic. SSS within the
eddies is between −0.5 and +0.5 different from the surroundings. Some eddies were missed by the CSS
Atlas and our thresholds as seen at [105°W, 12°N] on 1 March 2014 (Figure 1). This needs further investiga-
tion. Eddies from all categories are present in a zone of anticyclonic zonal mean shear. The reason behind
the similarity of the PE behavior, all passing through [90°W, 11°N], some changing abruptly their salinity
anomaly, still remains unsolved.

The OCE were of particular interest, as they have not been, so far as we know, described in the literature.
They were found to be seeded near the coast and to grow substantially in the vicinity of the Clipperton
Fracture Zone rise. Farrar andWeller (2006) described this region as being baroclinically unstable and there-
fore prone to growing instabilities. The presence of the OCE eddies in the zonal shear zone at the seasonal
timescale and a visual evaluation of the currents and SSS evolution from monthly maps (not shown) sup-
ports the coastal‐seeding‐and‐open‐ocean‐growing hypothesis.

The capacity of eddies to trap and carry fluid away from the formation zone is evaluated using the advective
nonlinearity parameter comparing the eddy rotational and translational speeds (U/c, e.g., Chelton, Gaube,
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et al., 2011; Chelton, Schlax, & Sameslon, 2011) derived from satellite altimetry. PE and OCE each appear to
carry trapped waters at least 10° of longitude to the west. Further west, trapped fluid in the eddies' cores is
modified by mixing with the surrounding waters. The amount of water brought to the west by eddies needs
to be further evaluated in order to better understand their impact on the ETPac freshwater extension relative
to other processes.

The modification of the SSS signal within the eddies' cores is further investigated. In a Lagrangian reference
frame, the SSS is hypothesized to only be modified by freshwater fluxes and exchanges with water outside
the eddies. SSS changes with time and freshwater fluxes are monitored by remote sensing, with the
exchanges evaluated as a residual. Freshwater fluxes increase SSS outside of the ITCZ where evaporation
is dominant and decrease SSS inside the ITCZ where precipitation is dominant. The eddies travel from out-
side the ITCZ to inside the ITCZ (which also moves meridionally during the year). The freshwater fluxes are
removed from the SSS changes to isolate the effect of ocean dynamics. Ocean dynamics are most efficient
when the SSS gradient across the eddies edge is strong but has a negative feedback, as it reduces this gradi-
ent. SSS reveals the importance of mixing and vertical processes at the end of the eddies' lives and highlights
the prominence of mixing at their abrupt end (Figures 10d–10f).

These results are of particular interest for the Salinity Processes in the Upper Ocean Regional Study 2
(https://ourocean3.jpl.nasa.gov/spurs2/) experiment. The Salinity Processes in the Upper Ocean Regional
Study 2 team has deployed extensive in situ assets from September 2016 to November 2017 in order to under-
stand the small‐scale processes at work behind the SSS variability in the ITCZ. Moorings were installed near
(10°N, 125°W), which measured atmospheric fluxes as well as physical parameters within the water column.
The imprint of the eddies discussed in this paper will be seen in their observations.
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