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Abstract: The 3D geostrophic currents and the associated volume transport (VT) can be estimated
from the GOCE and Altimetry satellite data and in-situ temperature and salinity profiles measured by
the Argo floats. We do so for the Southern Ocean between 20◦S and 65◦S with their time variability
down to the depth of 1975 m (in 58 layers) over the 11-year period of 2004–2014. The results depict
the Southern Ocean circulation where a zonal Antarctic Circumpolar Current (ACC) interacts with a
meridional thermohaline circulation. The VT reproduces the polar front and the subantarctic front of
the ACC, as well as the large scale and mesoscale currents in the Southern Ocean. Our estimates for
the Agulhas current and the East Australia currents are also quantitatively comparable with results
from other approaches in the literature based on in-situ data. For ACC, the estimated VT at the Drake
Passage is 185 Sv for the norm of the time average VT, or 202 Sv for the mean of the norms of the
monthly VT, which are larger than previous estimations (ranging from 134 to 175 Sv). The estimate is
potentially reconciled when only the zonal transport is considered (181 Sv). The Drake Passage total
VT appears to be quite stable during the studied period, unlike its (dominant) zonal and meridional
components which show higher variability that mostly compensate each other. The spatially averaged
ACC VT shows per 1◦ width in the main stream a mean value of 29.6 Sv or 35.8 Sv (depending on the
method used), an annual signal with an amplitude of 0.33 ± 0.06 Sv that peaks in early April, with no
significant semi-annual signals nor linear trend. Water transports of barotropic and baroclinic origin
have been isolated in the VT series showing that 75% of transport is barotropic and the remaining
25% baroclinic, while the variability and annual signal in the ACC is fully barotropic.

Keywords: ocean geostrophy; water volume transport; satellite geodesy; space gravity; altimetry;
Argo; Southern Ocean; ACC

1. Introduction

Physical forces acting on a body of water in the Navier-Stokes equation of motion include gravity,
friction, Coriolis, and pressure gradient. In the oceans, dependent on the forces involved in the
particular situation under consideration, different horizontal currents arise when wind stress is exerted
on the sea surface. That balanced by the Coriolis force include the geostrophic and the Ekman flows.
The geostrophic currents arise when the pressure gradient is balanced by the Coriolis force. It acts to
the left (right) to the velocity direction in the southern (northern) hemisphere. The Ekman currents
occur when the frictional force plays a significant role; its motion at the surface is 45◦ to the left (right)
of the wind, while the total mass transport including all depths moves 90◦ to the left (right) on average.
Ekman transport moves water mass to a side of the wind, which generates a pressure gradient that
ultimately forms a geostrophic flow. Thus the two currents are not completely independent.
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This study focuses on the geostrophic currents of the Southern Ocean. Historically, surface
currents have been studied from ship drifter data [1], whereas the associated volume transport
were inferred from in situ measurements of bottom [2], buoy or moored instruments [3], drifts
and current meter records [4], hydrographic measurements [5], shipboard acoustic Doppler current
profiler [6], and temperature (T) and salinity (S) climatological profiles [7]. In modern times, remote
sensing instruments on board satellites opened new methodologies to observe currents. Wunsch
and Gaposchkin [8] estimated the global geostrophic currents from hydrographic and altimetric sea
level data, along with a modeled geoid. However, the necessary measurements were not accurate
enough until decades later. The required quality of sea surface height (SSH) measurements was
obtained in the early 1990s with the launch of the TOPEX/Poseidon (T/P) altimetric satellite [9].
The hydrographic measurements started to become continuous and globally monitored with the
deployment of free-drifting profiling floats of the Argo project since 2000 [10]. In the meantime,
the space gravity missions as GRACE and GOCE greatly improved the determination of the Earth’s
geoid [11]. Presently, the combined processing of these new datasets allows the estimation of not
only the global ocean surface geostrophic currents but also the three-dimensional (3D) structures
with depth.

Cadden et al. [12] obtained promising results by combining climatological T/S profiles and
altimetric SSH measurements with a GRACE-derived geoid. Mulet et al. [13] studied the Atlantic
Meridional Overturning Circulation by the Wunsch and Gaposchkin’s method combining altimetric
SSH, sea surface temperature, climatological Argo data, and a GRACE-based geoid. Kosempa and
Chambers [14] obtained 3D geostrophic velocity fields combining satellite altimetry, a GRACE-based
geoid and Argo T/S profiles. Their results were favorably compared to estimated currents at 1000 dbar
based on Argo float trajectories. For the first time, geostrophic volume transport fields of the Southern
Ocean have been obtained from their 3D geostrophy, where a significant correlation is evident between
the average zonal transport over the entire Indian Ocean basin and the Antarctic Annual Oscillation at
low frequencies. In this work we will use a GOCE-derived geoid, which is a notable advancement in
precision and resolution over the GRACE based geoids .

The Antarctic Circumpolar Current (ACC) arises as the principal current when studying the
geostrophic currents of the Southern Ocean. The mightiest and longest current not blocked by
continents and connecting the Pacific, Atlantic and Indian oceans, it consists of two varying main
fronts, which from north to south are the Subantarctic Front, and the Polar Front (Figure 1). Closer to
Antarctica there is a third and weaker Southern Front. Adjacent to the coast there are two deep-reaching
cyclonic gyres located at the Weddell and Ross Seas (Figure 1), and a third gyre between 80◦E and
90◦E of longitude (not shown in Figure 1). They are considered to bring ACC water near the cold
continental coast to form deep waters [15]. It is worth noting that the ACC presents a net loss of heat
to the atmosphere, that thermally isolates the cold Antarctic waters from the subtropical warm ones.
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Figure 1. Schematic map of major currents in the southern hemisphere oceans south of 20◦S, showing
the two major cores of the Antarctic Circumpolar Current (ACC), the Subantarctic Front and the Polar
Front. (F is short for front, C for current and G for gyre). Depths shallower than 3500 m are shaded.
Reproduced with permission from Rintoul et al. [16].

Without global satellite coverage, the study of the ACC has been limited to the analysis of the
currents at two passages. One is located south of Tasmania, where volume transports around 147
sverdrups (Sv = 106 m3/s or 109 kg/s of flux) have been reported [17,18]. The second is the Drake
Passage to the south of South America. The mean flow there varies between 134 to 140 Sv [2,5,19,20],
while recent studies have considerably upped these estimates to 173–175 Sv [3,7].

In this study we shall calculate the 3D geostrophic currents and the associated volume transport
(VT) using the SSH from a monthly merged solution from several altimetric missions, a geoid model
from the GOCE mission, and the Argo monthly T/S profiles. We shall do so for the Southern Ocean
between 20◦S and 65◦S at 58 depths from near surface to 1975 m depth for the 11-year period of
2004–2014.

2. Methodology

The geostrophic flow in the ocean can be estimated based on the combination of space and in situ
data [8]. We do so using altimetric and gravity measurements from satellites, and in situ data from the
Argo floats. To this end, we first define the Absolute Dynamic Topography (ADT) and the Relative
Dynamic Topography (RDT) as follows:

ADT(x, y, t) = SSH(x, y, t)− N(x, y), (1)

RDT(x, y, z, t) =
1

g(y)

∫ 0

P(z)

dP
ρ(x, y, z, t)

, (2)

where N represents a time-averaged geoid, x denotes the longitude, y the latitude, z depth, t time,
g the latitude-dependent gravitational acceleration, P(z) the pressure at depth z (in Pascal units), and ρ

the density. We obtain the density from the ocean T, S, and pressure via the state Equation of Seawater
from the Gibbs Seawater Oceanography Toolbox [21].
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For the surface geostrophic currents, zonal speed (positive eastward) us and the meridional speed
(positive northward) vs follow from the geostrophic equation, i.e., the balance between the pressure
gradient force and the Coriolis force at the surface:

us(x, y, t) = − g(y)
f

∂ADT
∂y

(x, y, t),

(3)

vs(x, y, t) =
g(y)

f
∂ADT

∂x
(x, y, t),

where f = 2ω sin y is the Coriolis parameter depending on ω, the angular rate of Earth’s rotation.
The surface geostrophic current provides the boundary value for the geostrophic current at any depth
z = zi according to:

us(x, y, t) = − g(y)
f

∂RDT
∂y

(x, y, zi, t) + u(x, y, zi, t),

(4)

vs(x, y, t) =
g(y)

f
∂RDT

∂x
(x, y, zi, t) + v(x, y, zi, t).

Substitution and expansion of Equations (3) and (4) allow one to calculate the geostrophic current
at depth zi from the geostrophic surface current and the spatial gradients of ADT and RDT (at depth zi):

u(x, y, zi, t) = − g(y)
f

(
∂ADT

∂y
(x, y, t)− ∂RDT

∂y
(x, y, zi, t)

)
,

(5)

v(x, y, zi, t) =
g(y)

f

(
∂ADT

∂x
(x, y, t)− ∂RDT

∂x
(x, y, zi, t)

)
.

Estimating the geostrophic currents at several depths yields the three dimensional geostrophic
flow, hereafter referred to as 3D geostrophy.

The volume of water transport at a cell of a regular grid from the surface to a depth D by the
geostrophic flow can be estimated integrating vertically the 3D geostrophy from z = −D to z = 0,
and multiplying the result by the width of the cell perpendicular to the transport as follows:

VTu(x, y, t) = wNS ·
∫ 0

−D
u(x, y, z, t)dz,

(6)

VTv(x, y, t) = wEW(y) ·
∫ 0

−D
v(x, y, z, t)dz.

where wNS (wEW) is the North-South (East-West) width of the grid cell. Note that in a regular grid
wEW depends on latitude y, unlike wNS. Besides, both components of the VT depend on the depth of
integration D. Units of volume transport are Sverdrups.

3. Data

3.1. Sea Surface Height

Sea level maps are provided by the CCI-Sea Level Project (http://www.esa-sealevel-cci.org) as
a monthly merged solution from several altimetry satellites (Jason 1&2, Topex/Poseidon, Envisat,
ERS1&2, GFO) for the time span 1993/01/01 to 2014/12/31, with a spatial resolution of 0.25 degrees.
These maps are given as anomalies with respect to the DTU10-MSS mean sea surface where all

http://www.esa-sealevel-cci.org
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recommended geophysical and atmospheric corrections are applied. This version of the product is
Version 1.1. The product can be found in “ESA Sea Level CCI project team (2016): ESA Sea Level
Climate Change Initiative (Sea Level CCI): Time series of gridded Sea Level Anomalies (SLA). Centre
for Environmental Data Analysis”, downloaded in 06/2016. http://catalogue.ceda.ac.uk/uuid/
682e9b455aae4f8fb2275580e8e21f1f (See [22] for further details).

3.2. Mean Sea Surface, Geoid, and Mean Dynamic Topography

A high-resolution mean sea surface model, DTU13MSS, computed by the Danish National Space
Center [23] based on two decades of multi-mission satellite altimeters from nine different satellites has
been used. By combining it with the geoid EIGEN-6C3, a high resolution global combined gravity field
model based on the 4th release of the GOCE Direct Approach (see [24] for details), the DTU13MDT
mean dynamic topography model was derived. Note that EIGEN-6C3 is a combined geoid model
that also uses GRACE data and to reduce the applied filter it also assimilates surface gravity data
based on satellite altimetry (mainly DTU10GRA). Andersen et al. [23] demonstrated that the Mean
Dynamic Topography (MDT) DTU13MDT combined with DTU13MSS can be used to derive realistic
geostrophic currents comparable to oceanographic derived MDT. Both data sets are available via
ftp.space.dtu.dk/DTU13.

3.3. Temperature and Salinity Profiles from Argo Data

We use the Roemmich - Gilson Argo Climatology data [25] (data provided by SCRIPPS available
at http://sio-argo.ucsd.edu/RG_Climatology.html, downloaded in April 2018). Data are 1◦× 1◦

regular monthly grids at 58 depths from near surface to 1975 m. They are estimated via weighted
least-squares fit to the nearest 100 Argo-only T and S profiles. We take the time period 2004–2014 since
at 2004 the number of Argo profiling floats reached 1000, and the southern limit of 65◦S because that is
the Argo spatial coverage limit.

3.4. Simulated Geostrophic Currents from ECCO Model

We shall compare our results against the output of the ECCO Model Version 4 Release 3 [26,27],
for the overlapping period 2004–2014. This version of the model assimilates both in situ (T and S
profiles, including Argo’s), and satellite remote sensing measurements including sea surface height
from altimetry missions, sea surface T and S, sea-ice concentration, and ocean bottom pressure from
GRACE mission. Further details can be found at https://ecco.jpl.nasa.gov/products/all/. One of
the outputs is the simulated surface currents as monthly maps with a spatial resolution of 0.5◦× 0.5◦,
which are reduced to 1◦× 1◦ for comparison with our estimate. To obtain the gestrophic component of
the ECCO Surface Currents we subtracted the Ekman component of the Surface Currents as obtained
from GEKCO2 product [28]. The Ekman component was computed from remote-sensing altimeter and
scatterometer data sets, and is distributed by the CERSAT as daily Ekman Surface Currents maps with a
spatial resolution of 0.25◦× 0.25◦. Maps are reduced to monthly 1◦× 1◦ maps for comparison. In order
to derive the RDT at different depths (see Equation (2)) we use ECCO T and S profiles at 37 depths
down to 1975 m. From the RDT we derive the 3D geostrophic currents following the methodology of
Section 2.

3.5. In-Situ Observations from Drifters

To validate the estimated surface geostrophic currents, their mean will be compared with in-situ
measurements provided by drifting buoys. Here we use an annual climatology for the near-surface
geostrophic currents from drifter buoys provided by the Global Drifter Program (www.aoml.noaa.gov,
Version number: 3.1. Created on: 9 March 2018). A more detailed description of the data can be found
in [29,30].

http://catalogue.ceda.ac.uk/uuid/682e9b455aae4f8fb2275580e8e21f1f
http://catalogue.ceda.ac.uk/uuid/682e9b455aae4f8fb2275580e8e21f1f
ftp.space.dtu.dk/DTU13
http://sio-argo.ucsd.edu/RG_Climatology.html
https://ecco.jpl.nasa.gov/products/all/
www.aoml.noaa.gov
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4. Results and Discussion

4.1. 3D Geostrophic Currents

The 3D geostrophic currents are computed according to Equation (5) at 58 depths from near surface
to 1975 m depth for the period 2004–2014. We have computed the ADT and the velocities at the surface
with a spacial resolution of 0.25◦, whereas, for the RDT, the maximum spatial resolution is 1◦. Thus, the
3D geostrophy is provided at 1◦ spatial resolution, but surface currents velocities have been computed
at 0.25◦. Note, that since the geostrophic velocity is based on the spatial gradient, its determinable
speed at each point is affected by the spatial resolution of the data sets. The time-averaged zonal
and meridional velocities at different depths are shown in Figures 2 and 3, while Figure 4 shows
the mean of geostrophic current speed at the same depths. The latter is estimated as the Euclidean
norm of the zonal and meridional components of the current. Note that the blank spots increase by
depths due to the bathymetry. Furthermore, in Figure 3 we can discern approximately every three
degrees meridional stripes that seem to be an artefact due to some of the processing of the data to
produce the ADT. It likely comes from the assimilation of GRACE data in the used geoid, since GRACE
has a polar orbit and meridional stripes are characteristic of unfiltered GRACE data (see e.g., [31]).
Note that this noise is not observable in the geoid itself but comes out when it is combined with the
SHH and we compute the partial derivatives to obtain the surface geostrophic currents. In any case,
the noise only affects the meridional component, which in most of the cases is residual with respect
to the zonal component in the studied region. This figures clearly illustrate geostrophic currents
being strongest near the surface, whose strength decays with depth. The Subantartic and Polar fronts
are clearly identified, showing a primary eastward component. The alternation of northward and
southward components of the currents reveals the presence of eddies. Considering the ‘ACC region’
as contoured in Section 4.3 (see further details below), we obtain a mean (latitude weighted) speed
at the region at different depths of 22.4 ± 0.2 cm/s (2.5 m), 19.7 ± 0.1 cm/s (500 m), 17 ± 0.1 cm/s
(1000 m), 15.2 ± 0.1 cm/s (1500 m), and 14 ± 0.1 cm/s (1975 m). A mean decrease from the surface
to 1975 m of 3.8 cm/s is observed, but in areas of maximum intensity this decrease reaches values
over 25 cm/s, from which more than half (around 13 cm/s) takes place within the first 500 m depth, in
both zonal and meridional components. The ACC also extends bellow the surface with decreasing
strength, nevertheless it still reaches values as large as 30 cm/s at 1975 m, which is in good agreement
with previous studies [32]. Note that besides ACC, the 3D geostrophy estimated here agrees well with
the general current pattern of the Southern Ocean depicted in Figure 1, showing comparable current
systems. For example, the Brazil-Malvinas Confluence region in the southwestern Atlantic basin can
be observed with values ranging from 30 cm/s to 15 cm/s at 1975 m. The Agulhas Current, which
is the warm shallow western boundary current of the southwest Indian Ocean, and the Benghela
Current, which is the cold eastern boundary current of the southeast Atlantic Ocean, are very clear at
all depths: a westward current can be seen from south Madagascar, becoming south-westward along
the east coast of South Africa, and then moving eastward leaving the coast, while a west-northern
current transports cold water from Antartica along the western South Africa coast. The northern part
of the Ross Sea Gyre between 180◦E and 120◦W can also be recognized.
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Figure 2. 2004–2014 Mean zonal geostrophic current at depths of: (a) 500 m, (b) 1000 m, (c) 1500 m,
and (d) 1975 m. Positive (red) values represent eastward direction while negative (blue) westward.
The zonal geostrophic currents reach values up to 60 cm/s (the color scale is saturated at 50 cm/s to
better resolve the interrelation between different depths).

Figure 3. Cont.
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Figure 3. Same as Figure 2, but for the mean meridional Geostrophic current (color saturated at
20 cm/s).

Figure 4. Same as Figure 2, but for the mean speed of the geostrophic current (color saturated at
65 cm/s).
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4.2. Comparison with Simulated ECCO geoStrophic Currents and In-Situ Surface Currents Observations

We compare the 3D geostrophic currents derived from GOCE, altimetry, and Argo data for the
region [65◦S, 20◦S] with the 3D Geostrophic currents from the ocean circulation model ECCO that
assimilates in situ and satellite measurements (see Section 3.4). Note that, unlike ECCO, in this
study we use a GOCE geoid which is independent from altimetry. For validation purposes, we also
compare the two products with in situ observations derived from satellite-tracked surface drifting
buoy observations [29] from which we remove the Eckam component in the same way as before
(see Section 3.4). We will limit our validation to mean surface currents as only the time averaged
velocities are available although the drifters currents uses data for the period 1979–2015.

Figure 5 shows the mean speed of the surface geostrophic currents from the three data sets: this
study (GOCE and altimetry based), ECCO products, and Drifters. Our results and drifters show a
remarkable good agreement whereas the ECCO value over the Southern Ocean presents much lower
speeds (around 50% lower, note the different ranges of the color bar for Figure 5b). Considering
the complex representation of the velocities u + iv, where u and v are the zonal and meridional
components, we can obtain the complex correlation coefficient as described by Kundu [33] whose
magnitude gives the overall measure of correlation and whose phase gives the average relative
displacement or veering between the two velocity maps. For the velocities from this study and the
drifters, the complex correlation coefficient is 0.78 with a mean angular offset of veering of 3◦. While
for the surface currents from ECCO and drifters, the complex correlation coefficient is slightly lower,
at 0.69, though with a smaller relative shift of 0.9◦, but notice that the angular offset of veering is
more significant the higher the correlation is. Quantitatively our study suggests that the ECCO based
approach significantly under-estimates the current variabilities while our approach produces a more
realistic estimate closer to the direct drifter observations at least for the mean values. The two indirect
methods use similar altimetric data, thus the improvement in our study illustrates the utility of an
independent GOCE-derived geoid.

Figure 5. Cont.
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Figure 5. Mean surface geostrophic currents from (a) this study (GOCE and altimetry based), (b) ECCO,
and (c) drifters. Note the different ranges of the color bar.

Figure 6 shows the mean speed variations from surface down to 1975 m depth for the 3D
geostrophic currents from this study (GOCE, Altimetry, and Argo based), compared to those from
ECCO products. Again the patterns are quite similar, but with lower intensities in the ECCO about
30%; the latter produces a lower intensity variation also by depths. Figure 6a also shows higher values
in certain regions of the ACC, particularly south of Africa. Note that these variations with depth with
respect to the surface depend on the RDT and not on the reference surface current.

Figure 6. Differences of mean speed from geostrophic currents at 1975 m vs. 2.5 m of depth: (a) this
study (GOCE, Altimetry and Argo based) ; (b) from ECCO model.

For comparison, Figure 7 shows the time series of the zonal geostrophic current speeds at 1000 m
depth at two different locations characterized by very different current intensities. The first location is
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(40◦S, 138◦E), south of Australia and north of the subtropical front, where zonal currents are small,
and shows a mean zonal speed of 0.1 ± 0.2 cm/s, with standard deviation of 2.4 cm/s. The second
location is (51◦S, 148◦E), south of Tasmania close to the polar front, where the currents are expected to
be large. The mean zonal speed there is estimated to be 12 ± 0.8 cm/s with a standard deviation of
8.8 cm/s. The zonal speed at these two locations has also been studied by [14], following a similar
methodology but using a GRACE derived geoid. For the overlapping time period (2004–2012), the time
series variability is similar to that reported by [14], but intensities obtained by our approach at the
second location are considerably larger. That is in agreement with previous studies (e.g., [34–38]) that
reported how GOCE geoid enhances the estimate of geostrophic circulation over the GRACE geoid in
providing more detailed patterns and higher intensities closer to in-situ observations. The dotted lines
are the zonal speed at 1000 m as estimated from the ECCO model, which again under-estimates it.

Figure 7. Time series of zonal speed at 1000 m depth at two localities as a function of time (2004–2014):
Red curve for (40◦S, 138◦E) in South Australia (Point1), and black curve for (51◦S, 148◦E) south of
Tasmania (Point 2). Solid lines are our results, dotted lines are those from the ECCO Model.

4.3. Volume Transports

The 3D integrated zonal and meridional VT are evaluated according to Equation 6 (see Section 2),
with the limit of integration going from 1975 m depth to the surface. Following [39] we define the
barotropic transport as the portion of VT due to a water column moving uniformly as fast as the
bottom current, and baroclinic transport as the part of VT with respect to the barotropic transport,
so that the geostrophic VT is the sum of the two. The time averaged VT for the period 2004–2014 is
shown in Figure 8 in two different ways. Arrows in Figure 8a are the mean VT vectors, while the
colored background shows their Euclidean norm, where the color scale is saturated at 80 Sv (maximum
values can reach 129 Sv) for better visualization. On the other hand, Figure 8b gives the mean of the
monthly VT vector norms map. In this case the maximum values reach 141 Sv, and the color scale
saturated at 100 Sv. The ‘ACC region’ is defined as the grid points in Figure 8b with values above 20
Sv (some isolated points, likely outliers, have been edited out).

As expected, the VT patterns are similar to those from the geostrophic currents. In particular,
ACC can be clearly identified as the dominant current. The eastward component is driving the
transport, with some alternating north-south departures produced by eddies. In some areas, as in the
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south of Africa, the subantarctic and polar fronts can be discerned. The mean of the monthly VT vector
norms in 1◦ grid cell width reaches values from 10.5 Sv at a few points to 141 Sv, with a mean value
35.8 ± 0.5 Sv. On the other hand, the norm of the mean vectors is 29.6 ± 0.4 Sv per 1◦ grid cell width,
from which 22.6 ± 0.3 Sv is of barotropic origin and 7.1 ± 0.1 Sv is baroclinic transport. Hereafter, we
will call the Euclidean norm of the mean VT vectors the total VT. Figure 9 shows the time evolution
in the ACC region of the zonal, meridional, and total VT, for both the barotropic and the baroclinic
components and their sum. Note that these values refer to the VT per 1◦ grid cell. So, for any section
along a meridian, the mean zonal VT at a given time can be estimated multiplying the zonal value at
Figure 9 at such time by the number of grid points at the given section. A time average of the volume
transport at those sections can be found later in this section. Besides, as the mean number of grid
points per meridional section is 10, it can be inferred that the mean VT for this kind of section is 296 Sv.
The total VT as shown in Figure 9 is indistinguishable from the zonal component. Approximatively
75% of the mean VT is barotropic, while the remaining 25% is baroclinic. However, the variability
of the VT is entirely driven by the barotropic transport. In particular, the VT (and the barotropic
component) shows an annual signal of 0.33 ± 0.06 Sv fully driven by the barotropic transport, reaching
the maximum on about 8 April. The annual signal explains a 32% of the standard deviation of the
signal for total VT. The semiannual signal and the linear trends are not significantly different from
zero. Temporally, the total VT and the total barotropic transport show an oscillation with a period
of 2–3 years. On the other hand, the mean meridional VT in the ACC (see Figure 9b) shows a mean
value of −0.6 ± 0.2 Sv, which means a southward transport. Around 70% of the meridional mean ACC
transport is barotropic and 30% is baroclinic, its variability driven by the barotropic transport. None of
them display significant annual, semiannual or linear trends, although a decadal oscillation seems to
be discernible.

Figure 8. 2004–2014 mean geostrophic volume transport: (a) Arrows are the mean vectors, and the
color represents their norms. (The color scale is saturated at 80 Sv, maximum values can reach 129 Sv);
(b) Mean of the monthly vector norms. The ACC region is outlined in black, the Drake Passage in red,
and the regions considered for the Agulhas, Brazil-Malvinas and East Australia currents are outlined
in orange. The color scale is saturated at 100 Sv, maximum values can reach 141 Sv. Units are Sv.

Of great interest in the ACC is the Drake Passage (red line in Figure 8b), the narrowest part of
the current, which is also one of the most studied areas in the Southern Ocean with a large amount
of in situ data. The VT in the Drake Passage is estimated by simply adding the VT vectors at the
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Drake Passage grid points (red line in Figure 8b, a total of 6 grid cells). Our estimation considering the
mean of the monthly VT vector norms is 202.7 Sv, with a standard deviation of 32.4, while considering
the total VT (norm) of the mean vector is 185.2 Sv. This estimate is quite a bit larger than those
reported in the literature, which range from 134 to 141 Sv (e.g., [5,19,20]), and more recently between
173.3 ± 11 Sv [3] and 175 ± 5 Sv [7]. The differences are apparently reduced when only the zonal
component is considered, which shows a mean value of 181.5 Sv with a standard deviation of 43.9 Sv.
The origin of this discrepancy is not clear, and will be discussed later. Figure 10a shows the temporal
variation of the total VT through the Drake Passage. It shows a big discrepancy from the mean total
VT of the ACC (Figure 9); the latter shows an annual signal that is absent in the Drake Passage, whose
interannual variability shown by the 12-month running means is not similar either. The total VT at
the Drake Passage is quite stable during the period; only a slight increase of around 15 Sv is shown
between 2011–2012. Yet the signal varies from year to year; for example, the mean signal is 193 Sv in
2007, and 220 Sv in 2011. In any case, the total VT at Drake Passage is quite stable while considerable
variability can be observed in the (dominant) zonal and (relatively small) meridional components
(Figure 10a). The meridional component is much smaller at a mean value of 36.5 Sv and a standard
deviation of 22.2 Sv. The two components’ variability are highly correlated with a (negative) coefficient
of −0.86, as can be seen in Figure 10b. They largely add to each other to form a relatively steady
total VT. When the total VT is decomposed in the perpendicular and parallel directions of the Drake
Passage, the mentioned variability exists only in the parallel direction, which could be interpreted as a
small oscillation on the main direction of the total VT.

Figure 9. Volume transport in the ACC region per 1◦ grid cell: (a) zonal (thin curves) and total (squares)
VT; (b) mean meridional (thin curves) VT. Barotropic transport in blue, baroclinic transport in magenta,
and their sum (barotropic+baroclinic) in red. Thick curves are 12-months running means. Note that
these values refer to the VT per unit cross-section area. Units are Sv.

The barotropic and baroclinic components of the VT at Drake Passage is shown in Figure 10c,d.
The former accounts for about 80% of the VT, while the latter accounts for the remaining 20%. As in the
ACC, the variability of VT at Drake Passage is entirely related to barotropic transport. Note that the
VT and the barotropic transport show similar standard deviations for all components, and a significant
correlation coefficient of 0.98. The baroclinic transport shows standard deviations 10 times smaller,
and correlation coefficients between 0.3 and 0.4.

Other major current systems apart from the ACC are clearly observed in Figure 8b. Three of them
are outlined in the orange box in the map: the Brazil-Malvinas current ([53.5◦S, 30.5◦S] × [300.5◦E,
310.5◦E]), the Agulhas current ([38.5◦S, 25.5◦S] × [19.5◦E, 35.5◦E]), and the East Australian current
[40.5◦S, 25.5◦S] × [150.5◦E, 160.5◦E]. In all cases the currents are selected as the grid points with speeds
above 20 Sv. The Brazil-Malvinas current shows a mean of the VT vector norms of 39.4 ± 0.7 Sv, and a
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total VT of 23.3 ± 0.8 Sv. The Agulhas current shows a mean of the VT vector norms of 60.1 ± 2.6 Sv,
and a total VT of 35.5 ± 2.8 Sv. In the southern part of the Agulhas system, near the coast in the region
delimited by 31.5◦S–32.5◦S, and 30.5◦E–31.5◦E the water flows southward along the coast, and we
have a southward meridional transport of 68.9 Sv, which is close to the 69.7 Sv reported in [40] or
the 76 Sv in [41]. Note the differences with both approaches: results in Bryden et al. [40] are based
on one year data (1995) from an array of six moorings, which are extrapolated to the whole area and
integrated from 0 to 2400 m depth, and in Donohue et al. [41] are based on data from only the first
half of 1995, while our results combine 11 years of satellite data (not includeding 1995) in 1◦× 1◦ fields
integrated from 0 to 1975 m. The East Australian current shows a mean of the VT vector norms of
47.9 ± 1.7 Sv, and a total VT of 13.4 ± 0.8 Sv. In the smaller region located at 27◦S from 153.4–155◦E
a southward transport of 15.8 ± 10.5 Sv above 2000 m was reported by Sloyan et al. [42], based on
data from a mooring array between April 2012 and August 2013. Since the time period overlaps with
ours, we computed the mean meridional VT for the same region and time period, and we obtain a
southward VT of 14.7 ± 7 Sv. The two studies yield very similar VT estimates, which is remarkable
keeping in mind the different nature of the data sets. The agreements corroborate that the estimated
VT is robust for the Agulhas and East Australian currents.

Figure 10. VT at Drake Passage. (a) Mean zonal (red), meridional (black), and total VT (blue).
(b) Anomalies with respect to the mean of zonal and negative meridional signals in (a). (c) Same
as (a) but for the barotropic transport. (d) Same as (a) but for the baroclinic transport. Thick curves
are 12-months running means. The sign of the meridional component is reversed to better show its
correlation with the zonal component.
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In Figure 11, by time averaging and integration latitudinally for the whole region (65◦S–20◦S,
Figure 11a), and the ACC region (Figure 11b), we obtain a longitudinal series of VT and the zonal
and meridional components for the Southern Ocean and the ACC. Dotted curves represent the same
analysis for barotropic VT. The VT in both regions is clearly dominated by its zonal component, and it
is mainly due to barotropic transport. We can clearly identify the three more prominent peaks in the
zonal and total VT in Figure 11a with the major local currents, and those roughly delimit the three
ocean basins. Around 30◦E we find the first peak corresponding to the Agulhas current, from there
we are in the Indian Ocean, where we can observe the highest VT until around 115◦E. The Australian
continent goes from that point to 150◦E. In that section the Southern Ocean narrows and the transport
remains lower. Then, VT suddenly picks up at the location of the East Australia current around 150◦E.
From that point we are in the Pacific Ocean until around 285◦E, where the Southern Ocean narrows
even more at Drake Passage, and that is more or less where the Pacific Ocean connects to the Atlantic
Ocean. Around 300◦E the peak observed corresponds to the Malvinas current, and the Atlantic Ocean
goes from there to 30◦E. As expected, at each basin, the VT transport decays from west to east. Thus,
the three prominent minima in the zonal and total VT correspond to three choke points of the ACC:
the south of Australia between 120◦E and 150◦E, New Zealand between 170◦E and 180◦E, and the
Drake Passage between 280◦E and 300◦E. The longitudinal structure of the ACC is similar to that of
the whole region, although less pronounced, with the exception of the maximum VT south of Africa,
where an almost maximum meridional VT occurs from north to south (Figures 11b and 8a). In any
case, it seems that the zonal VT drives the low frequency (in latitude) variability of the total VT, and
the meridional VT drives the high frequency (also in latitude). This high variability in the meridional
component is due to eddies structures.

Figure 11. The time-averaged total VT (solid blue curve) and the zonal (solid red curve) and meridional
(solid black curve) components of VT. (a) Whole region (65◦S to 20◦S), and (b) ACC region (as outlined
in Figure 8b). Dotted curves are the same but for barotropic transport.

5. Conclusions

The 3D geostrophic currents and the associated volume transport in the Southern Ocean can be
estimated based on data from satellites (altimetric SSH, and a GOCE-based geoid) and Argo floats.
The use of an independent geoid from the altimetric SSH is of paramount importance for to better
ocean circulations, and the utility of a geoid derived from GOCE is a notable advancement in precision
and resolution over those based on the GRACE geoid in previous studies [12–14]. We directly combine
the enhanced knowledge of the surface circulation provided by the latest release of GOCE data in
combination with altimetry, with in-situ observations of the sub-surface Argo floats to obtain more
accurate estimates of the 3D sub-surface geostrophic currents. The results are given as monthly maps
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from the surface down to 1975 m depth containing 58 layers. The analyzed region comprises the
Southern ocean between 20◦S and 65◦S, and the time period is 2004–2014. The obtained results clearly
depict the currents structure in the Southern Ocean. They are quantitatively compared with previous
studies, but it is unable to reproduce the Ross and Weddel Gyres due to the limitation of the Argo
data. Surface currents are in remarkably good agreement with those from the drifter observations.
Comparisons with output from the ECCO model that also assimilates altimetry SSH and Argo data
(among others) but that lacks an independent geoid, evidences that the surface geostrophic currents
and their decrease in strength by depths, are greatly underestimated in ECCO.

From the estimated 3D geostrophy we obtain the VT that we analyze for the whole region, and in
particular for the ACC, showing quite similar behaviour in terms of variability and components
contribution. Global estimates of the VT allow us to analyze the ACC as a whole, which is not possible
when studying a section of the ACC as the Drake Passage. For the ACC, the signal shows a mean
value for each 1◦ cell width, depending on the method used, of 29.6 (the norm of mean VT) or 35.8 Sv
(the mean of VT norms). The baroclinic and barotropic components of the VT are such that 75% of
the total transport is barotropic which supports the importance of an independent precise geoid in its
determination. Nevertheless, in this study we show the dominance of the barotropic component for the
ACC which does not necessary hold in other current systems. The ACC VT presents an annual signal
with 0.33 ± 0.06 Sv amplitude that peaks in early April (97◦ ± 11◦), and no significant semi-annual
signals or linear trend. The annual signal is of barotropic origin, while the baroclinic annual signal
is essentially absent. At Drake Passage, our mean geostrophic VT estimate is 181 Sv for the zonal
component, 185 Sv for the norm of the time averaged VT vector, and 202 Sv for the mean of the norms
of the monthly VT. These estimates are quite a bit larger than the usual mean values reported in the
literature. The methodology and data used being different, assessing possible systematic errors in
the VT estimation awaits further research. However, the agreement observed in the Agulhas and the
East Australia currents suggests that an overestimation, if it existed, would not have a uniform effect
everywhere. Griesel et al. [43] evaluated four different MDT products for the ACC transport, that
make use of GRACE satellite gravity for the geoid. They concluded that they all imply an unrealistic
lack of mass conservation, which would lead to an overestimation for the ACC transport. As such, the
effect of accounting for an ocean mass balance constraint requires further research. Understanding
these discrepancies will help to improve the future methodologies. The total VT at the Drake Passage
is relatively stable during the studied period, unlike its zonal and meridional components that show
variabilities that cancel each other in the total VT, implying that the transport vector oscillates around
its mean direction, remaining quasi constant in magnitude.

In summary, the combination of altimetry, space gravimetry missions, and in situ Argo
measurements, which are in a state of maturity, has confirmed their capability to yield realistic
geostrophic current and VT estimates up to 1975 m depth. This new approach enables the possibility
of new studies in oceanography at global scales.
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